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Abstract

Purpose of the study: The purpose of this study is to explore the merits and demerits of a formative assessment technique
used in an English language learning program in Sindh. The teachers teaching the English language to the students of rural
Sindh in an English language program implemented a formative assessment technique and in the end, shared their views
about the effectiveness of the program.

Methodology: The research is based on a qualitative method. Formative assessment was conducted in a language teaching
program in rural Sindh. At the end of the program, 6 male and 12 female teachers, who were selected on purposive sampling
method, participated in a focused group interview to share their views about the merits and demerits of the formative
assessment technique. The data was analyzed using content and thematic analysis.

Main Findings: The merits of the formative assessment technique used were reported as helpful in identifying the learning
gaps, providing constructive feedback, identifying the students’ strengths, empowering the teachers, and creating a stress-
free assessment. Similarly, the demerits were reported as being time-consuming, unconventional assessment strategies, and
creating a lack of professional development to adopting a new strategy.

Applications of this study: Many language teachers regularly implement formative assessment in their language classrooms
and are always in search of some good material to make their formative assessment more fruitful and result-oriented. This
study will be useful for such teachers. They can benefit from the findings of the study and improvise their method of
formative assessment.

Novelty/Originality of this study: The study is one of its kinds using the teachers’ perspectives to explore the effectiveness
of drawbacks of formative assessment technique. People who have recently joined the teaching fraternity must be inquisitive
about various techniques of assessment. This study is going to assist them in not only deciding whether they want to
implement formative assessment in class, but it will also prepare them in advance to encounter the limitations of formative
assessment and take necessary measures to address these limitations.

Keywords: Formative Assessment, Language Learning, Practices.
INTRODUCTION

Teaching is very critical because there are various factors involved in teaching, i.e., curriculum design and development, the
content of the subject, teaching-learning procedures, assessment, and evaluation. Moreover, teaching further involves the
prime factor of education and the educational institution’s practices considering the subjects being taught, how to execute the
teaching and learning process of those subjects, and eventually the entire process of teaching and learning is then assessed
and evaluated by various other strategies that are sometimes productive and outcomes-based, else revision is required (Azis,
2012).

On the other hand, assessment is found to be one of the most essential and influential educational tools for either promoting
or demoting student learning and the capacity to perform. For teaching writing and portfolio, assessments and formative
assessment play a crucial role (Bader, Burner, Iversen & Varga, 2019). Assessment can either help the students to perform at
their optimum or not perform at all due to stress and anxiety caused because of the exam load, assessments can lead to the
active involvement of students (Buyukkarci & Sahinkarakas, 2021). Similarly, Leenknecht et al (2020) study also focused on
students' own motivation in relation to formative assessments and discovered a link between students’ motivation and
competence towards tasks. However, there may be some issues related to motivation and learning opportunities presented to
students (Khajeloo & co 2021). Presumably, it is one of the most crucial things that teachers can use to help the learning of
their students, however, its effectiveness widely depends on the frequency with which it is being implemented (Johnson
Sondergeld & Wolten, 2019). Additionally, in medical curriculum assessment acts as one of the most vital ingredients as a
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means of providing and ensuring competence, quality-based improvement, and giving and receiving constructive feedback,
guidance, and further supervision (Rahman MD & Majumder, 2015). Even for science subjects, assessment in accordance
with science subject-related tasks will prove effective (Alonzo, 2018), and even for math subjects (Amoako, Asamoah &

Bortey, 2019).

Clear vision is also essential in respect to curriculum design and implementation of assessments (Arrafli, 2020) along with
‘procession manner’ (Cobera, Garcia, Pin & Montes, 2019) and clearly defined goals (Ahmed, Akhtar & Aslam, 2020).
Though evaluative judgement helps in better comprehension of formative assessments (Panadero et al, 2019). Widiastuti et
al (2019) in-depth study with regards to assessment and in particular Formative Assessments, discussed teacher’s beliefs and
practices, as well as their professional growth, plays a pivotal role. It is about ‘closing the gap’ (Egelander & Riese 2020).
For teachers, factors, internal or external, influence their take on assessments (Yan, Li, Panadero, Yang, Yang & Lao, 2020).

Assessment in researchers’ language is defined in various ways. The very common understanding of assessment States that
with the help of assessment gathering of data and evidence that is based on the performance of students is easier and
accessible for future references in terms of further development and progression (Azis, 2012). It “involves making decisions
about what is relevant evidence for a particular purpose, how to collect the evidence, how to interpret it and how to
communicate it to intended users” (Harlen, 2005, p. 207), as mentioned in Azis (2012). More specifically, Hattie and
Timperley (2007), defined assessment as an “activity used to assess a student's level of proficiency”.

Additionally, this study looks closely at one of the rubrics being used to assess students (ages 13-16) studying English as
Second Language (ESL) for two years in an English language learning program. The rubric of formative assessment is
developed by one of the implementers of this English language program in Sindh, Pakistan. Formative Assessments do play
an important role in language learning (lbragimona, 2021).

The study aimed to answer the following research questions.

1. What are the merits of assessing students through formative assessment?
2. What are the demerits of assessing students through formative assessment?
LITERATURE REVIEW

Assessment

For the past couple of decades, there has been a change observed in terms of the teaching practice of educationists and
policymakers working in the capacity of teaching and educating, i.e., from ‘the culture of testing’ to ‘culture of assessment’.

The so-called culture of testing is distinguished by the typical tests being conducted, mostly based on Multiple Choice
Questions (MCQs) that mainly caters facts, memorization, and the ability to check how much one can remember.

The culture of testing is characterized as standardized tests, MCQs based that focuses more on remembrance, memorization,
and the ability to determine how much a student can retain the information. Progressive testing, based on learning, is widely
used by teachers (Covitt, Gunkel, Caplan & Syswerda, 2018).

Tests are always considered to be the strategy of checking the student’s overall cumulative way of learning. Tests are
conducted towards the end of the term, course, or program. Particularly, to judge and weigh the learning of the students that
were presented or taught in the form of lectures or books. Moreover, tests are also considered a good way to certify a specific
individual by achieving so many grades/positions, etc. The major factor of quality checking is to know and label that a
particular student possesses the true knowledge and is stepped ahead from others because of clearing/passing that particular
benchmark - so-called the ‘Test” (Gulikers, Sluijsmans, Baartman, & Bartolo, 2008).

The most relevant and debatable question: ‘Is it summative i.e., learn and take the test, or formative i.e., assess first or in the
middle and learn accordingly? Though, Assessments, whether formative or summative, have importance (Gallardo, 2020).

An explicit demarcation is made between summative and formative assessments. Summative that is self-explanatory with the
work itself that to judge the student towards the end of the teaching-learning tenure and then grade the student for reporting
purposes. On the contrary, the latter has the objective of making learning easier in terms of identifying the gaps, filling them
with the help of learning from the instructors through re-learning and other alternate strategies that can help the student to
perform better (Rahman MD & Majumder, 2015).

As Baranovskaya (2017) stated “The prime purpose of classroom assessments is to allow students to demonstrate/present
their learning to share and learn from each other, rather than identifying the mistakes and highlighting them and then
discouraging the student. It is inevitable to say that the emphasis of assessment is on various aspects of instruction and
learning outcomes. Student’s Self-Regulated learning bases assessments tend to increase and enhance students' learning
(Granberg, Palm & Palmberg, 2021).
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Assessment is a very significant part of constructive learning, improving and developing processes. Well-structured and
controlled assessments certainly help in scaffolding students to apply and make use of their ability that they have been able
to learn based on a formative assessment. A very recognized and productive strategy i.e., providing constructive feedback
based on the assessment outcomes’ delivers students with strong and additional data/information in the certain area where
improvement is required.

In this way, the teacher can very clearly assess the learning and then proceed ahead with the objective in mind of assessing
for learning. Furthermore, by using the interesting and engaging formative assessment strategies teachers can break the
monotony and make learning fun and exciting, and towards the end show the students the level of their success and
improvement (Baranovskaya, 2017). Assessment practice co-relate in some form with the self-efficacy beliefs of teachers
(Myyry, et al, 2021).

The very initial application of Formative Assessment (FA) is used in the attempt of developing an instructional process. In
this method, teachers assess a student’s performance during instructional hours that will occur in phases. This strategy is
adopted to supervise student’s learning for further improvement and feedback throughout the course (Ozan & Kincal 2018).
This is spread throughout the period about the gradual growth and improvement. Some of the examples of FA include
Students Observations, learning from peer reviews, Presentations, Think-Pair and then Share, Focused Group Discussions,
Constructive Feedback (Prasanthi & Vas, 2019). Timely feedback from teachers improves student’s academic proficiencies
(Kyaruzi, Strijbos, Ufer & Brown, 2019).

Summative Assessment (SA) is to measure the achievements of pupils towards the conclusion of the instructional period.
Benefits in a long stretch can be examined of the students who have been attending the course/program. Some of the
examples of SA include Mid examinations, End University exams (Prasanthi & Vas, 2019).

After browsing and getting to know about the two above-mentioned assessment types i.e., FA and SA, it is not a final verdict
to use this one or that one, however, a teacher has to choose a productive way to assess because this is a crucial part of
learning. Also, deciding the productive and better strategy can be fruitful and outcomes-based in the longer run (Stancescu &
Draghicescu, 2018). Thus, it is important to observe through this research how formative assessment can be helpful in terms
of observations and making the required revisions for better and productive learning outcomes.

Both of the above-mentioned assessments can be a good learning source considering the approach of the assessor. SA should
not be made challenging in terms of learning and assessing processes. On the other hand, FA should be incorporated with or
without SA keeping in mind student’s motivation, encouragement, self-learning throughout all levels and stages of the
assigned curriculum of an English Language Course (Rahman MD & Majumder, 2015).

It is observed that well-structured assessment strategies certainly have a higher percentage of impact on student’s
performance and achievements. Higher education is constantly striving to incorporate effective assessment strategies for
enhancing the overall learning process (Sewagegn, 2019). However, classroom-based assessments are teacher-mediated,
context-based and students’ involvement can be noticed (Abeywickrama, 2021).

Previous studies have shown significant improvement in student’s learning where FA is used by educators as one of the
assessment strategies. However, this is also found that FA strategies are missing from many classrooms (Cullinane, 2011).

Formative Assessment

Instructive specialists endorse the application of FA compared to the SA. FA does not serve to be a certification but delivers
responses about the knowledge and instruction procedures that could be important in the long run for both educators and
learners.

By using effective and productive FA strategies, students can improve their motivation level and also demonstrate their
learning better (Baranovskaya, 2017). FA is also being carried out at various Medical schools and they have made FA
mandatory and crucial because of its benefits (Carrillo-de-la-Pefia, Bailles, Caseras, & Martinez, 2009).

According to Prasanthi & Vas (2019) “Formative Assessment is used in the first attempt of developing instruction. In this
method, assessing a student’s performance during instruction, and usually occurs at regular intervals throughout the
instruction process is done. It is used to monitor student learning and to provide feedback during the course. It is used for
finding growth over time”.

The purpose of Bloom regarding FA was to ensure checks in the form of feedback at various levels of learning. Along with
this SA was used to check the overall performance at the end (Bennett, 2011).

It is crucial to understand that FA should be incorporated somewhere at the centre of the learning process, even if it is not
being used at the initial or the end, no matter whatever the situation comes across in a teaching-learning situation.
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FA helps in keeping track of student’s learning in a subjective manner but that is very encouraging and helps is an overall
improvement to see student’s achievements and discover new ways in learning. FA is quite beneficial in providing
comments to the pupils, it is a good learning opportunity for the teachers as well. Moreover, one more crucial purpose of FA
is that it helps the educators to keep a track of their own teaching-learning objectives preferred to be achieved at the step-by-
step process (Hamidi, Shaffiei, Sarif, & Ashar, 2013).

In the last couple of years, there has been a lot of study on how to use FA strategies in English Language programs and kept
revising, if required as per the milestones of curriculum (Pastore & Pentassuglia, 2014). One of the most effective strategies
being currently used and has been proven effective as well is ‘Constructive Feedback’. This strategy has been proved to be
extremely beneficial in terms of teaching-learning outcomes in either written or oral form. This strategy cannot be applied in
SA to extend to improve learning that way it can be done in FA. Feedback has proven to be very beneficial for both students
and teachers, providing step-by-step guidance and gradual progression in the learning process (\VVoinea, 2018).

Formative assessment through feedback and feed-forward promotes learning (Koka, Jurane-Brémane, & Koke, 2017).

Formative Assessment can be a means for teachers’ professional development and can be fruitful (Khan, Zaman & Saeed
2020); with guidance and set materials (Wylie & Lyon 2020), training to use materials effectively Low et al 2018), use based
on contextual knowledge (Vogt et al 2020), be a link between teachers and students perceived knowledge regarding the
subjects (Wafubwa et al 2021), and can be a means to also evaluate teachers’ evaluation and observation (Alexandratos
Papachristos, Mangli, 2021).

Implementing formative assessment requires targeted tools (Xiang, Yum & Lian 2020), and must develop new instructional
practices (Heredra 2020) and can improve scientific instructions (Cisterna & Gotwals, 2018).

E-learning platform (Irving 2020) and technology mean is also utilized, especially during the covid pandemic (Antonova &
Tykhera, 2021), hence mobile-based formative assessments can be utilized (Hasan, Islam & Shuchi, 2021), and online-based
assessments (Ogange, Agak, et al 2018) though they may have some disadvantages as higher education student can face the
certain limitation of bad internet connection, illegal means to complete test and not enough time to complete the task (Simon
2019).

The feedback enables the students to learn regarding their strengths and weaknesses. These points are not highlighted in SA
because SA focuses more on overall scoring and grading. The identification of strengths and weaknesses of a student helps
in planning the learning strategies, various other strategies to improve the learning of a student, and how to address the
learning gaps in the most effective manner possible. It also helps to address mistakes, how to subjugate them with effective
learning progression, wrong and right perceptions are welcome regarding the understanding and prior cognitive development
of a student (\oinea, 2018).

One more important and current issue regarding the assessment of skills being discussed through literature, because learning
and then using a language is a skill that is being assessed through the FA rubric in this research paper.

A fundamental question is: Is the assessment in Higher Education a process or a product of a skill? Here, teaching is
considered to be the process and learning is the product (Cimatti, 2016). After studying and knowing about various
assessment strategies, they all seem to have their own merits and demerits. However, there is not any single assessment
procedure or a strategy that can fulfil the overall requirement of an English Language Program. Studies show that the use of
various and effective (considering the interest of students as well) assessment strategies can yield better learning outcomes
and opportunities to have an exposure that helps the students to cater to various assessment needs (Sewagegn, 2019).

Needless to say, that assessment and learning process goes hand-in-hand, so just like learning is being moulded and devised
to cater to the needs of the students, the same goes for assessment to be made learner-centred and practice-orientated.

An assessment should be ‘tailored-for-learning’ and it should enable to extend and facilitate learning for every student
possible so that students are fearless to make mistakes and are motivated to learn more than to score more. Teachers should
be trained to consider not just what they are assessing, and how they are assessing, but also why (rationale) they are
assessing, because this rationale will make their assessment worth assessing for their students. The obvious response should
be to foster and facilitate learning by all possible means (Rahman MD & Majumder, 2015). Additionally, FA also promotes
critical thinking and produces a comprehensive understanding of their ongoing course (Riaz, Yasmin, & Yasmin, 2016).

METHODOLOGY

The research used a qualitative research method to carry out the proceedings. The teachers teaching the English language in
the program participated in a focused group interview to answer questions regarding the advantages and limitations of
formative assessment.
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Sampling Method
The researcher used a purposive sampling technique for this research.
Sample Size

18 teachers were selected for the focused group interview. Out of these 18 English language teachers, 6 were males and 12
were females.

FINDINGS AND INTERPRETATION OF THE DATA
Merits of the Formative Assessment’s Rubric

The responses that were collected in the focused group interview were about the merits and demerits of formative assessment
being used in the English language learning Program in Sindh. In the analysis, the received data gave the following themes.

Identification of Learning Gaps

The most common theme that came out from the responses was the identification of the learning gap in students. This is
possible because teachers observe the students very keenly and vigilantly throughout the entire month and they are able to
observe in which area that particular student requires improvement. After diagnosis, a prescription is then suggested through
feedback, or a different strategy is opted. 1F said, “Be aware of areas where students are lacking”. A similar response of 4M
saying, “...able to know what are the areas where a student needs to work hard”. Furthermore, F5 said, “...identify the
target areas that need work which ultimately helps a teacher to figure out what teaching strategies should be adopted”. 10F
said, “We can keep a check on students’ learning gaps and then how to develop further learning”. A very similar response of
12F, “It helps identify gaps in learning and improves learning”. There were 5 participants out of 18 who were comfortable
sharing that they are able to identify the learning gaps of the students with the help of the rubric of formative assessment.

Helpful in providing constructive feedback

With the help of formative assessment rubric being used in the English language learning Program — participants said that
after identifying the learning gaps they can provide feedback to the students so that they can better learn and improve their
performance in that specific area where they are lacking. 2F said, “Focused and targeted feedback can be given to the

”

students with the help of this rubric”. 1M comments, “Good tool for providing feedback to students...” .
Students’ Strengths

Another most common theme that came out from the responses was that the teachers can identify the strengths of the
students with the help of this particular formative assessment rubric. 1F said, “We come to know about the ability and
learning strength of students”, she further added, “Also know how students are in active participation”. 3F said something
similar, “It lets the teacher know where their students stand”, adding more she said, “...enables the teacher to be specific
while observing students’ every skill”. 1M comments by saying, “Easy to track the performance of individual students...”.
Moreover, 4M said, “When we know the strengths...we can assign leadership and challenging tasks to those students who
excel”. 5M said, “...helps the students to understand better way”.5F adding, “...useful to monitor the student’s level of
learning, strengths...”. 6M specifying, “...identifies students’ talent, confidence, interest...”.

Teachers feel empowered

An interesting response that came out was that the teachers felt empowered by using the rubric of formative assessment
because they were being consulted about the student’s progress and performance and later on teachers advised accordingly
how to move ahead for further development and progressions. 11F said, “...kelps us to check whether the teaching strategies
we are employing are effective or not...”, she further added, “We feel empowered by being given the liberty to first assess
and then being given a free-hand to devise our activities/lessons accordingly”.

Stress-free assessment

The most important factor for which this rubric was made part of the assessment strategy was to ensure that the students are
not at all under any kind of stress/pressure while being assessed. During the lessons, teachers are observing and being very
vigilant in terms of monitoring student’s learning and developing a congenial environment that fosters learning. In this
situation a student feels relaxed and can perform naturally better because he/she knows that there are no marks, it’s just a
matter of performance and on that basis, he/she will move ahead. 8F remarked, “Students don't feel burdened as they don't

have to meet any standardized criterion or appear for any examination”, a similar comment of 7F adding, “It also lessens
the anxiety students usually have at the end of the term ”.
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Demerits of Formative Assessment’s Rubric
Under the head of demerits of formative assessment’s rubric, some demerits came out from the questionnaire survey.
Time Consuming

One of the responses that came out was that the rubric of formative assessment consumes the time and energy of the teachers
as compared to the other assessment strategies. Since there is no paper-pen testing towards the end of month/quarter/course
while following the rubric, hence teachers are observing the students throughout the program and as a matter of fact in every
class, so that teachers do not miss any crucial development or learning gap, etc. in terms of teaching-learning that leads to
improvisation. 2F and SF both said, “It is time-consuming and we are always alert because of this rubric”. Some more
responses adding to the theme 7F said, “It consumes more time and the results are subjective depending on teachers’
opinions about the students”. The last comment of 12F adds, “It can be very time-consuming at times”.

An Unconventional Assessment Strategy

One of the responses of 4F, “Students may feel over relaxed and take the learning process for granted because of non-
traditional ways of being assessed”. She also added, “A completely different way of assessing in English Language classes
... never used before, it took some time for me to get used to this rubric”.

Lack of Professional Development to Adopting a New Strategy

One more response that was observed was that this alternate strategy or a new strategy of assessment should have been given
some time and training to overcome the challenges of using and applying it in ESL/EFL classes. One of the responses, 12F
said, “Teachers may lack training or professional development to use it successfully and productively”.

DISCUSSION

This critical review of one of the rubrics being used in Formative Assessment provides an overview of formative assessment
strategy based on a rubric pertinent to the English language course.

This study will enable the reader to come across the conclusion of how various techniques of Formative Assessment can be
used and applied in English Language Classrooms.

Considering the previous studies this issue has not been highlighted up to this extent that caters to Formative Assessment
strategies and approaches. The study steadily displayed only assessment “for learning” rather than “of learning” is a better
approach towards learner’s autonomy and overall motivation cum encouragement that uplifts the moral of a student.

A categorization of phases was developed to set up the situation that developed into the following levels: setting goals for
students in efforts/participation (Part 1 of rubric) that helps in improving behavior; the assessment of each language
component. (Part 2 of rubric); guidance/feedback/advice of the educator while thoughts and delivery; pure orientations if
pupil’s desire additional evaluation; educator visions into pupil’s inspiration. This entire process of learning-sharing-
growing-sharing-learning becomes a cyclical process in which a student performs at its best, and not being labelled due to
scores/grades.

CONCLUSION

This study shows that the procedure used to carry out the research proved good results. It provides an explicit approach of
using Formative Assessments and their various strategies including one of the rubrics that is being used throughout this
paper. With the help of the thematic analysis carried out due to the qualitative method will be a good treat for the readers to
learn and then apply accordingly. It outlines the association between formative assessments, student’s performance, and
improvement through constructive feedback.

The writers claimed that the formative assessment rubric plays a foremost part in ELT and discovered various themes of
merits and demerits of the formative assessment rubric as one of the strategies which they embedded in the curriculum.

The study of English Language Teaching based on assessment techniques and its applications have proved to be beneficial in
terms of helping the readers and especially the teachers to adapt/adopt the instruments being used in their contexts. This adds
value to examine if the same instrument is used in another setting and then analyze and evaluate the findings based on the
same instrument but used in a different setting. My detailed study on Formative Assessment and using a rubric used for self-
assessment, constructive feedback, and learning progression has a lot of benefits that nurtures learning in a burden-free
environment and enables the students to progress further.

Additionally, a very crucial variable has been left in terms of investigation in this paper that is ‘How Formative Assessment
strategy while using a rubric is having an effect on student’s motivation level?” This opens an avenue of further exploration
to examine and evaluate for a wider range of audiences based on the Formative Assessment strategy.
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LIMITATIONS

The study limits itself to assess the effectiveness of formative assessment to the teachers teaching to young learners.
However, assessment is a process that is employed generally in every language teaching class. Therefore, this study did not
cover other language learning classes and their language teachers. Similarly, this study focuses on one of the parts of Sindh.
The sample, therefore, represents the opinions of teachers teaching in only one community.

RECOMMENDATIONS

The authors of this research would like to recommend that the formative assessment rubric should be adopted to carry out
future research considering the following proceedings and areas.

1. Itcan be used in a different area of Pakistan besides the Sindh region to check its effects and applicability.
2. For another course of ESL/EFL where the students could be of different age groups.
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