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why does a 
language learner 
need assessment
There are language learners across the globe who have no means of 

assessment. What is assessment? 

Assessment is a type of evaluation in which the learner should learn 

details about his or her language progress. 

Assessment and evaluation can be used interchangeably. Periodic 

assessment may show changes (improvements or progress made) in the 

learner’s abilities. Some learners are satisfied with not having forms 

of assessment as they are able to accomplish their goals in using the 

language. Maybe, they just want to greet a neighbor or communicate over 

the purchase of certain products. Some, however, would prefer to have a 

form of assessment in order to understand individual abilities and areas 

in their second language that need more work. 

The truth is that all learners can benefit from assessment—

learners in established programs, isolated learners in 

remote areas, and learners "in between" where they 

are both in a school with teachers and at home 

with tutors. 
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Evaluators (individuals who give the learner an evaluation) use tools that have 

been developed in order to measure a language learner’s progress. The tools can 

also identify learners’ strengths and weaknesses in using the new language. 

If a learner knows his or her strengths he or she 
can build and expand on them. If the learner knows 
his or her weaknesses, he or she can correct them 
for better language use. 

Some assessments are used for educational purposes (like entrance exams to 

be accepted into a program, placement within programs, passing certain tests 

or exams for advancement, etc.). Did you know that assessment could help the 

language learner even if he lives in a remote place and has no formal need for a 

test? There are some learners in locations where there are no language schools 

or institutes, and he or she is learning with tutors and helpers. In this type of 

a situation, assessment would only be for the learner’s personal benefit. The 

assessment could guide the learner in areas that need further study or areas that 

he or she has not developed at all in the new language. It shows the learner his or 

her blind spots!  

In language learning, although there are many tests that might facilitate or impede 

further educational opportunities, there are other benefits to testing that are not 

about fostering more formal opportunities. The learner can learn more about himself 

or herself, about important language abilities in the new language that haven’t been 

explored, and about directions that he or she might need to take to improve in the 

new language. With assessment, the learner can have a better perspective of his or 

her own abilities that is realistically based on what he or she can and cannot do. 

Some learners think that they are better or worse than they really are. What if you 

could know what you could and could not do in the new language? 
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In an assessment, a language learner’s 

specific strengths and weaknesses can be 

identified. Once this happens, then the language 

learner may use the results as a kind of “road map” for 

what to study next. 

Learners should have a “destination” in mind—goals for using the 

new language. For example you might say, “I’d like to reach advanced-

mid level to be competent and skillful when I speak to professionals in 

the new language.” Or you might say, “I’d like to be able to have simple 

conversations with friends about many subjects.” The second example 

requires less ability but will still take time to achieve. A “roadmap” is a 

metaphor for the process it will take to get from wherever the learner is 

currently situated in the process towards the goals that he or she sets in the 

new language. It is meant to provide clarity and direction, so that learners 

can make decisions that will eventually lead them to their goals. 

For example, let’s imagine that a learner, Dr. Nolen, wants to learn 

Spanish to work in medical clinics across Latin America in two weeks, and 

he has an intermediate level in Spanish. His Spanish is good enough for 

basic interactions (such as the second example above) but not quite where 

he’d like it. He gets evaluated and the evaluation shows that he struggles 

a lot with the past tense and giving instructions (among other things). 

Dr. Nolen must now decide what is more important while considering 

his goals and the timeframe (two weeks): sharing personal anecdotes 

well in the past tense or being able to give clear medical advice through 

instructions. The evaluation along with the goals make it clear what a 

learner should do next when forced to make decisions. Dr. Nolen decided 

to study language associated with providing solid medical advice. This is 

the value of a roadmap.    
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A ‘roadmap’ is a 
metaphor for the 
process . . . It is 
meant to provide 
clarity and 
direction, so that 
learners can make 
decisions that will 
eventually lead them 
to their goals.
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This type of assessment is “formative” and is specifically 

for the purpose of modifying (informing or “forming") 

learning in order to make progress and improve in specific 

areas. After such an assessment, the learner, together 

with the help of teachers, tutors, and helpers, can make 

modifications to target weak areas in his or her study plan 

material. He or she can improve in weak areas even if he or 

she is in an established program. 

A personalized evaluation can help the individual learner 

know about his or her own language and whether he or she 

has truly learned and made progress. Even when following a 

developed curriculum, the majority of learners have unique 

weaknesses that can be identified in a personalized test. 

After testing, the learner can use the formative evaluation 

as his or her “roadmap” to make changes in what to study, 

add needed material, or correct errors. The evaluation 

can also make a pathway for learning new content and 

linguistic features during language study. In order to better 

understand how assessment works in language learning, we 

will discuss this further in the next sub-section. 
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how assessment 
helps the  
language learner 

In any type of testing (assessment, evaluation, performance, measurement, 

quality control, etc.), there are different purposes and perspectives. The purposes 

may range from a strictly controlled type of testing for formal institutional and 

organizational purposes (like entrance exams, placement, diagnostic learning 

issues, diagnoses of developmental phases, etc.), or as informal as a learner 

needing to have a realistic outlook on where he or she is in second language 

learning. The perspectives in testing address how testing is designed, how and 

where it is conducted, and how the results are used. For the purposes of the 

current course, summative and formative evaluation will be highlighted in order to 

provide helpful insights to the language learner. 

Summative Evaluations

Summative evaluations are tests that are generally conducted to find out what 

and how much of the material taught has been retained, or “learned.” In many 

curriculums, summative tests are “end of chapter tests” or quizzes found at 

the conclusion of each chapter or unit in order to check the learners’ retention 

of the material. It is more the “sum” of what the learner knows. In summative 

testing, the teacher is concerned with learners having higher numerical grades 
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because the assumption is that this demonstrates a higher degree of retention 

regarding the material for which instruction has been provided. The assumption 

is that if “good instruction” of material has been provided, then the learner will 

retain more. Thus, a higher score would be demonstrated on the test or quiz. 

If most learners demonstrate a higher numerical score, then the assumption 

is that the lesson was generally clear for most learners, though some learners 

may have struggled learning the material for the test or quiz for various reasons. 

This is to say, summative tests are frequently given over relevant and currently 

taught material like in a class. When most think of “learning,” this is the kind 

of evaluation or test that most are accustomed to see. On rare occasions, an 

entire class or group of learners may fail a summative test. If this happens, the 

general assumption is that either the instruction or the material was insufficient 

and unclear. Maybe it was taught prematurely or maybe the instructor did not 

understand the material sufficiently to provide the necessary instruction. 

formative Evaluations 

Formative assessments are largely used for feedback. This can be done “on the 

spot” and in a much more informal manner as the instructor identifies errors, 

patterns, and what the learners manage well by listening to their speech or 

reading their work. In this case, the instructor can evaluate what has been learned 

well and what still remains to be learned. Adjustments and modifications can be 

made in order to ensure for certain outcomes and to cover particular material. 

Sometimes an instructor may be unsure as to the ability of learners in a certain 

area in his or her class (for example the use of prepositions). She might ask, “Can 

most, some, or none of the students in my class use prepositions correctly?” 

A formative assessment is conducted to get feedback from the students. With 

the feedback from the evaluations, the instructor may restructure the lesson by 

adding, taking away or changing part of a lesson so that the learner will have 
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more opportunity to receive needed instruction. 

Formative evaluations help teachers know better what 

the learners can or cannot do well. When something is a 

weak area (especially for an entire class), then the teacher 

realizes that more instruction should be provided. This type 

of assessment is very valuable to individual students as well, not 

only in classes or formal institutions. This is because it gives direction 

or a "roadmap" to both the learner and the teacher, tutor, or helper! In 

language learning, this may include changing content or highlighting 

important material like fundamental grammatical features, key vocabulary, 

or patterns in sentence structure (see videos from Session 3). 

In formal educational settings (like schools, institutes, and organizations), 

the instructor may use formative testing to help set a semester calendar. 

In contrast to how institutions use formative assessment, for an 

individual language learner working with a tutor or helper, this may look 

like highlighting needed areas that are still lacking from within a given 

proficiency level. 

For example, if the learner has a novice-high level of proficiency in 

speaking, then the tutor might adjust how he or she accepts responses 

from the learner. Practically, the learner may be struggling with forming 

complete sentences as made evident from the assessment, so the tutor 

might begin to only accept complete sentences in responses from the 

learner in order to help him form correct sentences. Instead of short 

one-word or phrase-length answers to questions (“Yes” or “No think”), 

the tutor may slightly modify his or her interactions with the learner and 

begin obligating the learner to answer questions and discuss material in 

complete sentences. This would push the learner to try to say, “Yes, I like 
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pizza,” or “No, I don’t think so.” Remember that getting 

from “No think,” to “No, I don’t think so” is a process that 

requires patience, instruction, and practice! This may entail 

allowing for more time during instruction or practice time, 

allowing the learner to struggle through until the sentence is 

complete in oral speech, or perhaps allowing them to write 

down the sentence and then try answering it. 

All of these types of modifications emphasize a priority for 

the learner. Covering less material, changing the material 

for simpler outcomes, etc., are for the purpose of shaping 

and reshaping instruction time in such a way as to foster 

learning. Using the above example, the purpose of the 

modification would be to get the learner to form simple 

sentences consistently. As the learner is obligated to answer 

in complete sentences throughout instruction time, this 

additional push helps him or her turn a common practice 

technique, like answering in complete sentences, into a 

common pattern in his or her speech, thus improving the 

learner’s language ability and moving him or her towards the 

intermediate-low proficiency level in his language ability. 

For more information on levels, see Session 3 or the ACTFL 

Proficiency Guidelines. 

https://www.actfl.org/sites/default/files/guidelines/ACTFLProficiencyGuidelines2012.pdf
https://www.actfl.org/sites/default/files/guidelines/ACTFLProficiencyGuidelines2012.pdf
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how is language 
assessment done?

In order to better understand a person’s ability in a new language, an 

assessment can be conducted on the skills being developed (reading, 

writing, listening, and speaking). If the learner is only learning to read 

in the new language, then he or she needs a reading evaluation. An oral 

evaluation would demonstrate oral proficiency which isn’t the skill he or she 

is developing. In contrast, if the learner is focusing on how to listen and 

speak, then a reading and writing evaluation would not be as beneficial. 

The skill (reading, writing, listening, or 
speaking) that a learner is using is the skill 
that should be assessed. 

Regular assessment in the new language should be conducted in order 

to look for and ensure growth in several key areas: performing tasks 

or functions, the type and length of discourse, the grammatical 

structure including complexity and accuracy, fluency, the use of 

rhetorical devices that are words used in order to create an 

effect (such as the way meaning is conveyed, persuading 

someone of something, or evoking emotion), content 

or topic material, and the context or situation 

with the expected audience. 
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Regular assessment 
in the new language 
should be conducted 
in order to look for 
and ensure growth 
in several key areas.
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Learners perform tasks and functions differently depending on their skill. A task 

can be defined as something to be done like asking for tea or describing how to 

change a tire. A function is something to be said appropriately like apologizing for 

a mistake or inviting a friend to coffee. As learners climb in their skill, they are 

able to use more of the language in more of a native-like manner. 

One example is an event that occurred in the learner’s den. Novice level learners 

can name and list the objects in “the den” (couch, end table, rug, and so on). 

They may talk in phrases with a few very simple sentences. With much more skill, 

advanced level learners can narrate, which is to tell a story or retell events in 

paragraph-length language. Beyond novice level, the advanced learner can retell 

an event that occurred in “the den” and describe in detail or casually use the 

names of the objects in the den. The objects are mentioned as part of retelling 

the event. An advanced learner may be able to say, “So, last night, Dr. Nolen was 

sitting on the couch next to the end table with a broken leg while he ate a piece of 

pizza, and then . . . ” Thus, it is not merely about knowing the names of objects, 

but also the language associated with an event in the den. This involves higher 

skill with complexity of structure and longer sentences and paragraphs (written or 

spoken). The listener is drawn into the story more than identifying random objects 

from a specific room in the house. The skillfulness to narrate in the new language 

is a much higher ability. 

Because the advanced learner is retelling an event that already happened, 

past tense verbs should be used predominately, along with a suitable level of 

complexity and native-like word choices in his or her language. In this example, 

the novice level learner may only be able to say words or phrases such as, “Nolen 

break leg.” This amount of language may give bits and pieces of an event but may 

not be sufficient to retell the event clearly. The person listening to the novice-

level learner may ask, “Did Dr. Nolen break his leg?” The novice level speaker 

doesn’t have control of grammatical structures in order to use the past tense or 
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make complete sentences all the time. His 

or her speech may be broken at points with 

lots of hesitations and low fluency. Learning how to 

distinguish skillfulness (in levels and sub-levels) has 

been a useful tool developed for language learners. 

There are several different measurements used to describe and 

categorize levels of skill for different languages in different countries. 

In the U.S., many teachers, language learners and foreign language 

enthusiasts use the ACTFL (American Council on the Teaching of Foreign 

Languages) Scale. On this scale, there are different levels (Novice, 

Intermediate, Advanced, and Superior) and within each level there are 

various sub-levels (Novice-low, Novice-mid, and Novice-high). As learners 

improve in the new language, they move up the scale and are given a new 

level and sub-level for current linguistic ability. 

Language evaluation has unique aspects to assessing the four skills. 

Reading and listening are receptive skills and so comprehension 

of material is validated. Writing and speaking are productive skills 

and require a demonstration of written and spoken language use for 

assessment. Most institutions and schools that have language learning 

programs will have some similar type of assessment. These assessments 

are most often used for measuring progress and for placing learners in 

appropriate classes with those who have similar language abilities.  

Watch Video 11.1 Watch Video 11.2 

For a reminder of the ACTFL info,  
watch Video 3.3

https://www.actfl.org/
https://vimeo.com/465456619
https://vimeo.com/465458113
https://vimeo.com/464794972
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who does 
language 
assessment?

In a school or institutional setting, assessments are most often given 

by trained assessment administrators. These individuals know how to 

give the assessments appropriately. After the evaluations are given, 

a rater or evaluator scores the evaluation. Raters and evaluators are 

individuals trained in how to score the assessment and may or may not 

be the same person as the administrator. Sometimes second language 

assessment can be very complicated and costly. Most language schools 

and institutions train their own faculty and staff in how to administer 

and rate (score) evaluations. 

With this said, a second language learner can learn how to design simple 

language evaluations, take the language assessment with a proficient 

language speaker, and then, in conjunction with the proficient 

speaker, rate himself or herself based on the available scales for 

the language he or she is learning. This in-depth learning 

about assessment is offered in the Coaching Course (third 

course) by Conexión Training.  

https://www.conexiontraining.org/
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key principles 
for language learning

VARIETY challenges us to expand our horizons.

• Assessment should include several tasks to test different aspects

• Programs or tutors/helpers can assess a learner

Language learners need to be INTENTIONAL  

and PERSISTENT in their study of another language.

• Assessment shows us where we are in the process 

• It is a roadmap towards goals

A well-rounded language study plan needs BALANCE in  

instruction, private study, and practice time.

• Use results to direct your language learning

• Don't take assessments personally, they are meant to help
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activity
Have someone in your new language give you a brief interview which you can 

record and then assess. If you are not yet learning a new language, then try to 

learn a few new words in another language and try to pronounce them correctly. 

1. 
Talk about your personal information. 

(Record this session) 

What’s your name? Where are you from?  

How old are you? What is your occupation? 

2. 
Talk about your family.  

(Record this session)

3. 
have the helper tell you how you did.

Did you speak in words, phrases, sentences or paragraphs?  

Did you use the right words to describe yourself and your family?  

Did you speak with clear pronunciation? 

How many errors did you make in your sentences?  

Did you use the correct verbs?  

Did you form any questions? Were they correctly formed? 


