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Abstract
The present article discusses a suggested framework for using a variety of alternative
assessment strategies that are student-centered in ESL and EFL settings. It provides an
overview of the suggested framework and presents the rationale for using alternative
assessments and the benefits of using alternative assessments in language teaching. The
article also describes the guidelines for performance-based instruction and assessments that
should be followed when using alternative assessments. The characteristics of studentcentered and performance-based assessments are discussed. The article briefly describes forty
one suggested alternative assessment strategies teachers can use. Finally, the author discusses
the main concerns of using alternative assessment strategies in ESL and EFL settings.
Keywords: Assessment, Alternative Assessment, Performance Assessment, Authentic
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1. Introduction
In our technology and information age, knowledge doubles very fast. This requires the
enhancement of both students’ learning skills and teachers’ teaching and assessment skills.
There should be a match between significant learning goals, instructional programs, and
assessment tools. Classroom assessment is a systematic process used to collect information
that can be used to make inferences about characteristics of students or objects (Reynolds,
Livingstone, & Wilson, 2009), appraise students’ knowledge, understanding, abilities or skills
and it is inextricably linked to a course or program’s intended learning outcomes (Marriot &
Lau, 2008), enhance students’ effort, engagement, and performance (Hammerman, 2009),
encourage students to learn accountability in their work and in their personal lives (Wormeli,
2006), and make informed effective decisions on the ability of teachers to understand their
students and to match actions with accurate assessments (McMillan, 2008). Therefore,
teachers’ proficiency in assessment and evaluation practices should be viewed as a requisite
skill for improving the quality of teaching and learning (Volante & Fazio, 2007).
2. Alternative Assessments and Language Teaching
Although assessment is the process by which we gather evidence to help answer the question
"How is it going?"(Schloemer, 1997), most language teachers use traditional tests. Rotham,
(1995), stated that 90 percent of teachers report using teacher-made tests at least once a
month. When EFL/ESL teachers use traditional tests they do the doing. They provide
instructions for students so that they may take the tests. Once students complete the activities,
their work is evaluated by teachers. The decisions concerning the quality of students’
responses are also teacher-oriented. When students respond to test items, they are meeting the
standards of teachers. The format of the traditional tests makes students dependent on their
teachers for the entire activity. Test results are for teachers as well. They may only show
whether a student is a good test taker. Such above mentioned problems associated with
traditional tests are well documented in literature on testing and assessment (Hansen, 1998;
Ozar, 1997; Poteet, Choate, & Stewart, 1993; Valencia, Hiebert, & Afflerbach, 1994; Wilcox
& Zielinski, 1997). The use of the traditional measures in English language programs, to
assess students’ knowledge, understanding, and application has led to narrowing the
curriculum, limiting students’ ability to practice higher-thinking skills, and reducing quality
of language learning because teachers, plagued by accountability, tend to teach to the test
rather than teach language skills and knowledge necessary for the real world. This view was
echoed in literature on standardized tests (Dietel, Herman, & Knuth, 1991; McMillan, 2008;
Popham, 2008; Taylor & Nolen, 2008; Stover, 2007).
Classroom assessment should be authentic and should be an integral part of the daily
instruction. Valencia (1997) argues that teaching and authentic classroom assessment go hand
in hand. Guay (1997) believes that how one assesses determines how he/she teaches. She
bases this bold statement on recent discoveries about the brain (Sylwester, 1995), about the
current concept of emotional intelligence (Goleman, 1995), and about the theory of multiple
intelligences in the classroom (Armstrong, 1994). Herman, Aschbacher, and Winters (1992)
state, “It is not that tests ought to drive the curriculum or that teachers ought to teach to the
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test. Rather, good assessment is an integral part of good instruction (p. 5). Wilcox and
Zielinski (1997) argue that assessment should serve as the essential link among curriculum,
teaching, and learning. In light of the shortcomings of the traditional tests, assessment reform
has become a must. The current literature on classroom assessment reflects the need for
assessment reform. Many linguists, researchers, educators and language teachers called for
using authentic forms of assessments in ESL/EFL settings for their potential to evaluate
students' academic and linguistic development, language and life skills that cannot be
assessed by using traditional forms of assessments (Reynolds, Livingston, & Willson, 2009;
Waldrip, Fishers, & Dorman, 2009). Alternative assessments, sometimes called authentic
assessments or classroom performance-based assessments are procedures and techniques
which can be integrated in the daily classroom instruction (Hamayan, 1995), and can be used
to evaluate students on what they are able to do, recall, and produce (Huerta-Macias, 1995).
Many ESL and EFL teachers have begun to use "alternative" assessment strategies to
overcome the weaknesses of using traditional tests. According to Koloi-Keaikitse (2012), the
changing perspective on assessment was driven by the need to use classroom assessments
that recognize, teach, and assess knowledge, skills, and abilities that students need beyond
classroom environments. Therefore, several evaluation and assessment books, educational
journals, and conference proceedings seem to contain some reference to the influence of
alternative assessments on curriculum, instruction, and learning. In fact, there is a bulk of
research on assessment that has called for and concentrated on using alternative assessment
strategies that are student-centered (Dutt-Doner, & Maddox,1998; Guay, 1997; Hamayan,
1995; Hansen, 1998; Huerta-Macias, 1995; Johnsen, 1996; Liu, 2009, Marzano, 2008;
McMillan, 2008; Mohnsen, 1997; O’Shea, 2009; Ozar 1997; Posch, 1994; Salend, 1998;
Santrock , 2009; Schloemer, 1997; Yell & Drasgow, 2009 ). These new methods of student
assessment have brought a lot of changes in the way teachers perceive student learning and
assessment (Elango, Jutti, & Lee, 2005).
3. Rationale for Alternative Assessment
The rationale for using alternative assessments in the classroom is summarized as follows
(e.g., Fodor, 1983; Gardner, 1993; Gruber, 1985):
1. English language learners learn differently based on their different learning styles,
strategies, cultural and linguistic background, intelligences, and language proficiency
levels. Therefore, teachers need to use a variety of assessment techniques and
strategies to accommodate these differences.
2. To increase the objectivity of assessment, teachers need to use multiple assessments
over a long time.
3. Learners embody diversity in their approach to learning because of the different
characteristics and diverse talents they bring to the classroom.
4. The curriculum should power the assessments not the other way around. Therefore,
when teachers use alternative assessments they evaluate an array of knowledge and
skills related to the curriculum.
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5. Teachers need to make informed decisions about their students’ achievement, progress,
and challenges. Using a variety of assessments can provide teachers with the
information necessary for making such informed decisions.
4. Purposes of Using Alternative Assessments
Using alternative assessment in ESL and EFL settings is beneficial to both teachers and
learners.
4.1 Teachers Use Alternative Assessments to:
1. Review and present materials;
2. Determine pace of teaching;
3. Make grouping decisions;
4. Make placement or promotion decisions;
5. Diagnose learning and teaching problems;
6. Monitor students’ progress;
7. Determine students ’progress on significant developmental achievements;
8. Provide feedback;
9. Make instruction and curriculum decisions;
10. Carry out curriculum evaluation and refinement;
11. Motivate students to be aware of what they have learned, what they still need to learn;
and be strategic in their own learning processes;
12. Determine grades.
4.2 Students Use Alternative Assessments to:
1. Acquire potentials for success;
2. Apply their knowledge;
3. Become more comfortable and confident about themselves;
4. Build self-concept and self-confidence;
5. Develop personally and professionally;
6. Express their own thoughts and nobody else's;
7. Gain information about what is valued;
8. Get to know their classmates faster;
9. Have fun with learning;
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10. Have some control over their grades;
11. Show abilities, attitudes, and motivation;
12. Modify the ways they learn;
13. Overcome nervousness and apprehension of test taking;
14. Perform, create, produce, or do something;
15. Realize some of their own philosophies;
16. Reflect all what they have learned;
17. Set personal academic expectations;
18. Share their educational experiences with colleagues;
19. Show improvement and growth over time;
20. Show their strengths and interests;
21. Talk to teachers as persons and not as power figures;
22. Transfer skills in one area to another;
23. Use higher-order thinking skills;
24. Use multiple resources.
5. Characteristics of Alternative Assessment strategies
Alternative assessment strategies:
1. Adequately cover the subject matter;
2. Allow for flexibility in gathering information about language learners;
3. Are valid indicators of students’ language knowledge and abilities;
4. Are indicators of English program effectiveness;
5. Are challenging enough to be interesting but not so difficult as to cause failure;
6. Are consistent with the current understanding in English teaching;
7. Assess group performance;
8. Challenge students to discover what is important, meaningful, and valuable in
language learning and teaching;
9. Enable students to develop an understanding of the purposes and methods of language
assessment.
10. Give student meaningful language problems to gain worthwhile educational
experiences;
5

www.macrothink.org/ijele

International Journal of English Language Education
ISSN 2325-0887
2013, Vol. 1, No. 1

11. Have scoring practices that fairly reflect students’ capabilities;
12. Inform and are integral to language instruction;
13. Involve students with the teacher and other community members;
14. Match the language course objectives and instructional emphases;
15. Assess students’ ability to apply what they have learned to real-life situations;
16. Provide students with opportunities to display their work and rewards publicly;
17. Measure students’ metacognitive skills and attitudes;
18. Provide teachers with accurate estimates of students’ language performance;
19. Reflect new outcomes (gaining language knowledge and skills necessary to analyze,
organize, interpret, evaluate, and communicate life experiences;
20. Require students of English to: 1) construct responses rather than merely recognizing
correct answers, 2) be effective performers with acquired knowledge, and 3) use
higher thinking levels and problem solving skills;
21. Respect multiple perspectives;
22. Sample all that has been learned in a specific area;
23. Show expectations for students’ performance.
6. Guidelines for Performance-based Instruction and Assessments
The following guidelines (recommendations) that are drawn from several sources (Johnsen,
1996; Lachat, 1999; Sheppard, et al, 1994) provide a basic outline for using alternative
assessments in ESL and EFL settings.
6.1 Recommendations for Teachers
Teachers should:
1. Establish clear performance targets;
2. Provide models and examples of the expected performances;
3. Identify ways to exhibit, display, or perform student learning;
4. Engage students in their work;
5. Establish meaningful assessment criteria or rubrics to measure performance;
6. Adapt existing curriculum;
7. Make collections of alternative assessments;
8. Expect to learn by trial and error;
9. Strive for authenticity in products and performances;
6
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10. Provide models of excellence;
11. Teach assessment strategies explicitly;
12. Use ongoing assessments for feedback and adjustment;
13. Document and celebrate progress.
6.2 Recommendations for Administrators
Administrators should:
1. Allow teachers to incorporate the practices of authentic assessments in their
classrooms;
2. Find ways to support teachers as reflective professionals working together;
3. Elicit support for alternative assessments from the widest possible audience;
4. Identify resources for alternative assessments;
5. Keep the emphasis on the students as active learners;
6. Keep accountability separate from empowerment.
7. Suggested Alternative Assessment Strategies
The current literature on assessments indicates that teachers started to shift from using
traditional tests to using a variety of alternative assessments under different names such as
authentic assessments, performance-based assessments, student-centered assessments, and
natural assessments. They use such innovative alternative assessment practices to better
reflect what the English language learners truly can do. The following is a summary of the
most appropriate and feasible alternative assessment strategies language teachers can make
use of in ESL and EFL settings (see Brown, 1998; Genesee & Hamayan, 1994; Hamayan,
1995; Lenski, Ehlers‐Zavala. Daniel., & Sun‐Irminger, 2006; Penaflorida, 2002; .Puhl, 1997;
Richards, & Renandya, 2002; Shaaban, 2001):
7.1 Anecdotal Records
ESL and EFL teachers can use anecdotal records to record factual, nonjudgmental notes of
students’ activities. These notes indicate insights about students’ progress in language
learning.
7.2 Audio and Video Cassettes
ESL and EFL teachers can make audio or video recordings of students’ production during
discussion, oral reading, presentation, role playing, and interview to evaluate their language
learning progress.
7.3 Book Response Journals
ESL and EFL teachers can ask students to create book response journal to express their
personal reactions and to wonder about events, themes, and ideas in a book.
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7.4 Checklists
ESL and EFL teachers can use a variety of checklists to verify the presence or absence of
some aspects of the student’s knowledge, skills, and attitudes and to keep track of students’
language learning progress over a period of time.
7.5 Conferences
ESL and EFL teachers can assess students’ language progress by holding a variety of
assessment conferences such as reading conferences, writing conferences, goal-setting
conferences, and coaching conferences.
7.6 Constructed-response Questions
ESL and EFL teachers can use constructed-response questions to encourage students to
produce their own answers. Teachers can use different forms such as filling in a blank,
writing a short answer, drawing on a graph or a diagram, etc.
7.7 Content Area Logs
Content are teachers who have English language learners in their classrooms can ask ELLs to
create 3 Ws content area logs that summarize what they understood, what they did not
understand, and what measures they will take to enhance their understanding of the content.
7.8 Cooperative Learning Activities
ESL and EFL teachers can involve students in cooperative learning activities students
working together in groups to assess students’ ability to help one another and to work
together toward a common goal.
7.9 Creative Performances and Exhibitions
ESL and EFL teachers can encourage students to demonstrate their comprehension of
concepts and ability to apply skills through engaging them in some creative performances
such as drama, songs, poetry, and other authentic products
7.10 Dialogue Journals
ESL and EFL teachers can use dialogue journals as an alternative assessment strategy to
assess students’ language learning progress and provide on-going feedback.
7.11 Discussions
ESL and EFL teachers can use discussion activities where students engage in critical or
creative thinking, solve problems, explore issues, etc. In such activities teachers and students
must be active and the latter should be encouraged to assume responsibility for the
discussion.
7.12 Essays throughout the Academic Year
ESL and EFL teachers can ask students to write essays on certain topics. These essays can be
used to assess students’ understanding of specific subjects through written descriptions,
8
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analyses, explanations, or summaries. Essays and other writing samples may also be used to
assess students’ composition skills, including spelling, grammar, syntax, and sentence and
paragraph structure.
7.13 Exhibitions
ESL and EFL teachers can engage students in designing their own displays in which they
showcase their performances. These exhibitions can include bulletin boards, productions,
reviews, demonstrations, presentations, journals, writing logs, and special events.
7.14 Extended Tasks
ESL and EFL teachers can engage students in some extended tasks that require several hours
to carry out such as drafting, reviewing, revising, etc.
7.15 Graphic Organizers
ESL and EFL teachers can assess students’ language learning progress, ability to summarize,
compare, classify, sequence, create pictorial representations of concepts through using
graphic organizers such as graphs, drawings, diagrams, charts, etc.
7.16 Interactive Diaries
ESL and EFL teachers can encourage students to write daily or weekly diaries as self-report
instruments where they describe their personal activities, experiences, and feelings.
7.17 Interviews
ESL and EFL teachers can conduct structured or unstructured interviews that allow students
to verbalize their attitudes, understanding, knowledge, thinking processes, ability to make
connections, ability to communicate, and ability to apply concepts. This can be done through
answering questions posed by teachers. Such interviews may involve predetermined
questions. Teacher record the students’ responses by taking notes and then develop a more
complete summary after the interview has been conducted.
7.18 Inventories
ESL and EFL teachers can use inventories which are catalogues or lists designed for
assessing the absence or presence of certain attitudes, interests, behaviors, or other items
which are relevant to a given assessment task.
7.19 KWL Charts
ESL and EFL teachers can assess what students "know," "want to know," and "have learned
about a particular topic through using three columns charts. KWL charts are easy to use in the
classroom to assess students’ prior knowledge and expectations before teaching the lesson
and assess their learning after finishing the lesson.
7.20 KWLH Charts
ESL and EFL teachers can assess what students “know,” “want to know,” “have learned, and
9
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how they will learn what they haven’t learned about a particular topic through using four
columns charts. KWLH charts are easy to use in the classroom to assess students’ prior
knowledge, expectations before teaching the lesson, assess their learning after finishing the
lesson, and to reflect on how they are planning to learn what they haven’t learned or how they
will apply what they have learned.
7.21 Learning Logs
ESL and EFL teachers can assess students’ ability to organize, formulate, internalize, explain
and evaluate concepts and processes by asking them to write on-going weekly, monthly, or
semester learning logs.
7.22 Observations
ESL and EFL teachers can collect data on and informally assess students’ behaviors, attitudes,
skills, concepts, and processes by observations. To make these observation notes formal,
teachers can include anecdotal notes, checklists, video, audio recordings, and photos.
7.23 Oral Presentations
ESL and EFL teachers can involve students in oral presentations assess their oral fluency.
These oral presentations can include a variety of forms such as speeches, storytelling,
retellings, recitations, drama, videos, debates, and oral interpretation.
7.24 Peer Assessment
ESL and EFL teachers can ask students to reflect on, make a judgment about, and evaluate
their peer's behavior and performance through using peer–assessment sheets.
7.25 Performance Tasks
ESL and EFL teachers can engage students in hands-on performance tasks to assess students’
ability to perform certain actions.
7.26 Physical Demonstration
ESL and EFL teachers can engage students in activities where they can express themselves
using body language, gestures, and facial expressions.
7.27 Portfolio
ESL/EFL teachers can assess students’ language learning progress and keep track of the
changes in individual student writing by creating portfolios. These are records of students’
process of learning. They can include, but not limited to, samples of all student’s work and
learning activities such as tests, quizzes, audio and video recordings, writing samples, art
work, notes, etc.
7.28 Projects
ESL and EFL teachers can involve students in individual projects to assess their
comprehensive demonstration of language knowledge and skills.
10
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7.29 Questionnaires
ESL and EFL teachers can ask students to complete questionnaires that present information in
writing or through the use of pictures and then require written responses – a check, a circle, a
word, a sentence, or several sentences.
7.30 Rating Scales
ESL and EFL teachers can also use numerical or descriptive rating scales, which are written
lists of performance criteria associated with particular activities or products, to assess the
students’ performance on different criteria in terms of their quality.
7.31 Reading Response Logs
ESL and EFL teachers can ask students to create reading response logs where they reflect of a
reading assignment. This can take the form of responding to a critical thinking question or
reflecting on the readings(s).
7.32 Reflection Journals
ESL and EFL teachers can ask students to write their weekly or monthly journals where they
describe and critically reflect on personal or other students’ activities, experiences, and
feelings.
7.33 Research Projects
ESL and EFL teachers can ask students to work in small groups and complete research
projects which are in-depth investigations of certain topics. Students are asked to answer
questions posed by the teacher about the assigned topics.
7.34 Retelling
ESL and EFL teachers can assess students’ ability to demonstrate an understanding of theme,
plot, characterization, and mood by asking them to retell what they have listened to or read.
These retellings can be followed by teachers’ questions based on students’ previous retelling
of the text. In their retelling, students should
7.35 Role Plays
ESL and EFL teachers can involve students in role playing activities where students are
encouraged to practice what they have learned by playing different roles. These role plays
need to be either audio or video taped for evaluation and documentation.
7.36 Rubrics
ESL and EFL teachers can generate performance assessment rubrics and standards for the
class to assess students’ multiple speaking or writing tasks. These rubrics could be holistic or
analytic.
7.37 Screening Tests
ESL and EFL teachers can identify students’ existing strengths, aptitudes, and readiness for
11
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academic work by using screening tests.
7.38 Self-assessment
ESL and EFL teachers can ask students to reflect on, make a judgment about, and evaluate
their behavior and performance through using self–assessment sheets. They could supply
their students with structured self-assessment sheets or give them a chance to assess
themselves freely using their own self-assessment techniques.
7.39 Senior Projects
The senior projects are the third type of projects ESL and EFL teachers can use to assess
students’ ability to draw upon the skills they have developed over time. Students have to
write a paper, create a product or an activity related to the topic, and make a presentation.
7.40 Summaries
ESL and EFL teachers can ask students to write summaries of the class readings.
7.41 Traditional Tests
ESL and EFL teachers can also use traditional tests as one of the alternative assessments.
These could be true-false, matching, completion items, essays, multiple choice, standardized
tests, etc.
Concerns about Alternative Assessments
There are some concerns about using alternative assessment strategies in the classroom.
These concerns (see Johnsen, 1996) are summarized as follows:
1.

Alternative assessments are demanding;

2.

Teacher teachers have different perspectives of alternative assessments;

3.

Predictability in the classroom is lost;

4.

Familiarizing students with the teacher’s expectations is difficult;

5.

Communicating with parents and community members needs efforts and time;

6.

The purposes of the alternative assessments vary;

7.

Selecting assessment items is subjective;

8.

The authenticity of assessment is not guaranteed;

9.

Reflecting all of the student's work is difficult;

10. Criteria identification for judging the merit of each performance or work is difficult
and subjective.
8. Conclusion
The call for increased use of meaningful alternative assessments that involve students in
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selecting and reflecting on their learning means that ESL and EFL teachers will have a wider
range of evidence on which to judge whether English language learners are becoming
competent and purposeful language users. It also means that English language teaching will
become more responsive to students’ learning styles, language needs, and language
proficiency levels. Finally, English language teaching programs that focus on alternative
assessments are likely to instill in students lifelong skills related to critical thinking that build
a basis for future learning , and enable them to evaluate what they learn both in and outside of
the language class.
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