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1. Introduction 
“Assessment seems to be something that most teachers spend a lot of time doing. So 
it is important to consider what it is, why we do it, what kinds of information it provides, 
and the decisions that might be taken based on that information.” Moon (2000:148) 

It seems that the IH YL community agrees. At the IHWO YL Conference in 2018, 
which took place in IH Reggio Calabria in Italy, participants completed a survey 
indicating areas of interest. Assessment was the area which was highlighted by 
almost	everyone	as	one	that	participants	felt	required	further	attention.	

 
As	 a	 result,	 a	 survey	 was	 conducted	 to	 find	 out	 how,	 what,	 why	 and	 when	

assessment of Young Learners takes place across the IH network and also to identify 
other areas that could be shared and/ or explored in more detail in the future.   

What do we mean by assessment?

It	 is	 important	 to	 define	 what	 we	 mean	 by	 ‘assessment’.	 Vale	 and	 Feunteun	
(1995:228) distinguish between three terms, assessment, evaluation and testing. 
Identifying assessment as, “An attempt to analyse the learning that a child has 
achieved over a period of time as a result of the classroom/teaching/learning situation.”

Cameron (2001:219) says that assessment should contribute to the learning 
process and involves much more than testing. 

Mercado (2015:167) says: “Assessment is perhaps the principal means of making 
certain that learner needs and expectations are met on a permanent basis and that 
learning is consistent with lesson, course and programme goals.” 

It	is	important	to	take	all	of	these		definitions	into	consideration	when	looking	into	
our practices, do we tend to place too much emphasis on testing? As can be seen 
from the report that follows, schools use a variety of methods to assess their young 
learners. However, in most cases, testing does seem to be central to the assessment 
process.	This	is	an	area	that	will	be	explored	further	below.	

For	the	purpose	of	this	report,	and	based	on	responses	to	the	survey,	assessment,	
includes all formal, and informal means of testing and evaluation, terms that most 
people seem to use interchangeably. 

Vale	and	Feunteun	(1995:	227)	define	testing as “a means of checking learning 
that has taken place with respect to a specific teaching content or input, often by means 
of a particular task.”  And evaluation as, “a global view of achievement of the teaching 
and learning process over a period of time.”
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For	clarity,	throughout	the	report,	I	will	be	including	some	definitions	of	familiar	
terms related to assessment. 

The	 survey	 was	 carried	 out	 in	 June	 2018	 and	 received	 40	 responses	 from	 39	
different	IH	schools	from	Latvia,	the	Ukraine,	the	Czech	Republic,	the	UK,	Portugal,	
Bulgaria,	 Spain,	 Italy,	 Russia,	 Mexico,	 Vietnam,	 Poland,	 Slovakia	 and	 Argentina. 
The	surveys	were	completed	by	DOS/ADOSs	and	Young	Learner	(YL)	coordinators.	

2. Main areas of interest
The	results	of	this	survey	indicated	that	the	areas	that	are	of	most	interest	to	our	

members are:

 – Why we assess Young Learners;
 – What the challenges of assessing Young Learners are and how these are being  

 or could be addressed. 

Ellis (2014:76) in Copland and Garton (2014:224) “notes that the term ‘young 
learner’ is vague and can lead to confusion. Legally, a ‘young learner’ may be anyone 
under the age of 18…” 

As	this	is	such	a	very	wide-ranging	term,	it	is	important	to	define	what	we	mean	
here.	 In	 some	of	 the	 responses,	 respondents	 identified	 the	Young	Learner	 	 group	
they	 were	 referring	 to	 by	 using	 the	 following	 terminology:	 Very	 Young	 Learners	
(VYLs),	 YLs	 and	 Teens.	 So,	 for	 the	 purpose	 of	 this	 report,	 we	 will	 be	 using	 the	
following	terminology	to	identify	the	different	age	groups:	VYLS	(approx.	3-5),	YLs	
(6-10) and Teens (11-16). When using the term Young Learners, we mean in general,  
all age groups. 

The	 following	 report	 is	
therefore a summary of the 
results of the survey based 
on what our members 
across the network are 
doing, and includes some 
reference to reading and 
research in this area. 
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3. What are the main reasons for assessing young learners?
“We have several purposes for assessing eg. To identify pupils’ progress, to check on 
pupils’ achievement, but this will be determined by our particular teaching situation 
and school policy.“ Moon (2000:148)

In general, we are all familiar with the theoretical reasons for testing and assessing 
our learners. However, as we are talking about assessing Young Learners, we cannot 
forget about the various stakeholders (parents, teachers, school directors, etc.), 
involved	in	the	teaching	process	and	how	these	affect	the	reasons	and	outcomes.	

As Pinter (2006:131) says, “in terms of purpose, assessment is carried out because 
head teachers, school authorities, and parents, require evidence of learning but it also 
the right of the children to know how they are doing.” 

It	seems	that	this	observation	is	reflected	in	most	of	the	responses	we	received	
and most schools across the network seem to share a common purpose in assessing 
our young learners. 

The following were some of the reasons highlighted by IH respondents: 
 – To develop metacognition or the awareness of ones’ own strengths and  

 weaknesses; 
 – To give a clear indication of progress being made and provide suggestions for  

 improvement in the future 
 – For	 teachers	 to	 formally	 document	 the	 learner’s	 progress	 by	 keeping	 clear	 

 records so that discussions involving the placement of a child are relative and  
 based on evidence; 

 – To assess individual and group progress; 
 – To assess how far content has been understood and/or assimilated and decide  

 what areas need further reinforcement;
 – To motivate learners and provide a reason for teens to study;
 – To meet parental expectations of the school and the learning process: by  

 providing clear information and evidence to parents showing how their child  
 is doing and, in some cases, show clear results of money spent and to  
 demonstrate that schools are taking their child’s learning seriously; 

 – To provide an indication of how the learner will perform in the upcoming  
 external exams (e.g. Cambridge English Young Learner  Exams, Trinity Stars,  
 etc.), and highlight areas and suggestions for improvement;

 – To demonstrate progress, in order for the child to move to the next level; 
 – To	build	confidence;	
 – To diagnose problem areas and learners. 

 
Assessment and/or testing therefore seems to add value to the course, provides 

evidence of learning and is a way of measuring a child’s progress. 
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Of	 course,	 we	 can	 always	 argue	 the	 opposite	 and	 ask,	 ‘Does	 assessment	 and	
testing, in fact, do this?’ 

As teachers of young learners, we adapt our approach, methods and activities 
to suit the age group we are teaching, so it should follow that we do the same when 
assessing	them.	In	the	case	of	VYLs	and	at	times	for	YLs	too,	 it	can	be	difficult	to	
provide evidence of what they know through testing alone. Pinter (2006: 132) 
discusses the drawbacks of ‘traditional’ methods of testing with the younger age 
group and says how there is the ‘danger that inappropriate assessment methods’ 
and as a result, ‘lower grades would discourage children and cause them to lose their 
motivation to learn English.’ 

We need to ensure that children are not discouraged and that the assessment 
process does, in fact, add value to the teaching process as a whole, by ensuring that 
we take the child’s stage of development, age, teaching methods and approaches 
into consideration. If another of our reasons for assessment is to measure a child’s 
progress,	we	need	to	find	ways	to	do	so	in	ways	that	are	as	child-friendly	as	possible	
and	that	reflect	good	practice.	

As mentioned previously, parents and/or guardians are frequently mentioned as 
being the main target of the assessment process as most schools feel that providing 
some	form	of	testing	is	something	that	parents	expect	from	the	school.	Despite	the	
fact that all schools and most research believe that parents should be included, this 
can, of course, be problematic as will be seen below. 

4. What are the challenges with the assessment process?  
Most schools were able to identify many problems with the assessment process, 

which might explain why participants at the conference felt that the subject of 
assessment merited a forum for sharing expertise and experience. 

The	problems	highlighted	in	this	section	relate	to	the	Young Learners themselves, 
the teacher and/or teaching process; the parents or guardians	 and	 finally	 the	
actual assessment/testing procedures. 

a. Learners and Assessment 

IH	 Respondents	 were	 asked	 if	 the	 assessment	 differed	 according	 to	 the	 age	
groups?	The	result	speaks	for	itself.

Yes 77.5%
No   22.5%



7IHWO Report on Young Learners and Assessment Survey

How and why do they differ?
This	 seemed	 to	 be	 the	 area	 where	 responses	 varied	 the	 most.	The	 consensus	

was that the assessment, as mentioned previously, was always closely linked to 
developmental	 needs	 and	 abilities.	 So	 overall,	 in	 most	 schools,	 (VYLs)	 tended	
not	to	do	any	formal	written	tests,	while	YLS	and	Teens	had	a	more	formal	type	of	
assessment.	For	the	latter,	this	was	often	a	combination	of	continuous	assessment,	
some informal testing and in the case of some schools, a more formal test or exam at 
the end of the year. 

The	 use	 of	 the	 external	 exams	 such	 as	 the	 Cambridge	 English	 Young	 Learner	
Exams in some schools, also appears to have changed the assessment procedure 
overall, with one school referring to most courses (even Young Learner) as ‘exam 
preparation’	 courses.	 They	 further	 report	 that	 this	 affects	 not	 only	 the	 overall	
approach and content of the course, but also the tasks that were all ‘geared to the 
exam the Young Learners are preparing for.’ 

This	raises	the	question,	should	exam-taking	be	the	focus	of	Young	Learner	courses?	

This	was	clearly	not	 the	aim	of	 the	exams	when	 they	were	first	developed.	The	
Cambridge English Young Learner English Guide for Schools (2018) still says that, 

“With Cambridge English: Young Learners, teachers can motivate their students to 
learn English, and parents can see the progress and achievements made.”

Cameron (2001:215) said that although these tests assess a child’s progress 
rather	than	awarding	a	pass/fail,	parents	often	want	to	know	whether	their	child	has	
‘passed’.		This	can	in	turn	affect	the	parents’	overall	attitude	towards	the	teaching	and	
the course, as it becomes about the exam result rather than what the child has learnt.

The	 format	 of	 these	 external	 exams	 has	 also	 conditioned	 the	 testing	 in	 some	
schools, which previously did not test writing with Young Learners. Since this skill 
has been added to the Cambridge exams, schools have had to include writing in their 
assessment procedure. 

Another issue that is raised, is one of age vs. ability when taking these exams. 
Schools	feel	that	often	Young	Learners	are	doing	exams	according	to	their	linguistic	
ability rather than their stage of development, resulting in some Young Learners 
doing exam tasks that are below their cognitive ability. 

Some respondents felt that the younger the learner, the more ‘continuous 
assessment’	 is	 used.	This	 meant	 that	 schools,	 naturally	 designed	 their	 tests	 for	
VYLS	with	the	age	group	in	mind.	Some	examples	are:	
a.		 In	 one	 school	 VYLS	 (5-7)	 do	 not	 do	 any	 written	 tests,	 and	 only	 do	 oral	 

 assessment; 
b.  Another school said that 5-6year olds do ‘dictations’; 
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c.	 In	 another	 VYLs	 are	 assessed	 on	 how	 much	 they	 participate	 in	 lessons	 
 rather than on their linguistic ability. 

As we move up the age ladder, the form of assessment also changes. In one school 
for example: up to and including second year of primary school, the assessment is 
not based on linguistic areas or skills but more on learning habits; from third year 
up, learners get grades for linguistic areas and also for classroom behaviour and 
commitment to learning; and older learners also have a ‘knowledge’ test, in addition 
to skills-based tests.

In another school, children under the age of 7 were not tested at all, and in another, 
YLs up to age of 9 do not do any exams. 

When	 teaching	 the	 younger	 age	 groups	 (VYLS	 and	 YLs),	 teachers	 tend	 to	
prioritise	what	Halliwell	(1992:10)	calls	attitude	over	content	goals.	These	include	
things like “pleasure and confidence in exploring language, willingness to ‘have a go’, 
and wanting to and daring to communicate.” Schools that tend to do more informal 
testing or continuous assessment with the younger children, seem to be taking this 
into consideration.

Some schools do not have a speaking test for the younger age group as it is  
sometimes	 difficult	 ‘to	 find	 teachers	 to	 do	 the	 testing’.	 This	 again,	 is	 an	 area	
worth	 exploring	 as	 the	 difficulties	 schools	 experience	when	 ‘assessing	 speaking’	
is something that was mentioned frequently by many respondents and will be 
expanded upon below. 

Is this because the schools think it would be good to test the children, but they 
don’t	have	the	manpower	or	is	it	because	they	think	it	is	unimportant?	This	may	be	
an area worth developing in the future.  

Many	respondents	commented	on	how	tests	reflect	the	YLs’	ability.	Lessons	are	
longer	 as	 we	move	 up	 the	 age	 ladder,	 differentiated	 for	 specific	 learners,	 etc.	 so,	
naturally,	 tests	try	to	reflect	this.	For	example,	 testing	for	teens	 involves	a	higher	
proportion	of	written	work	than	for	YLs.

This	differentiation	in	some	schools	involves	aspects	like:	the	frequency	and	length	
of tests; criteria for assessment; type of tasks used; and the format of speaking tests. 

In some schools, older learners have informal tests during the year and a formal 
test	at	the	end	of	the	year,	while	VYLs	are	assessed	continuously	during	the	year.

Once	 again,	 we	 can	 find	 some	 parallels	 in	 the	 difficulties	 with	 assessing	 all 
learners, not only YLs.
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Challenges and solutions
i.	 The	results	of	the	test	can	have	a	negative	effect	on	learners.	
“The ‘washback’ from assessment to learning has an impact on individual learners, 

teachers and the wider system: 
• stress is placed on children by the demands of assessment;
• individual children’s learning needs are downgraded in the push to cover the  

 syllabus or course book before the next assessment;
• classroom activity is restricted to test preparation;

and lastly as far as external exams is concerned, 
• educational change is limited by the power of the assessment machinery.”  

 Cameron (2001:216)

Could this again be one of the problems of placing so much importance on exams 
for these age groups?
ii.	 The	age-old	problem	of	 linguistic	ability	vs.	ability	 to	 take	 tests.	As	a	 result,	 

 testing is not always the best way of assessing a child’s progress.
iii.	 Different	learners	requiring	different	teaching	approaches	and	consequently	 

	 different	 assessment	procedures.	This	presents	 a	 problem	 for	 schools,	 as	 it	 
	 can	be	much	more	difficult	to	differentiate	when	it	comes	to	testing.	
iv.	 Difference	in	literacy	skills	can	affect	the	outcome	of	the	test	as	a	child	who	is	 

 less competent in reading and writing may perform less well in the test. 
v. Some children feel stressed or confused by the format when being tested  

 or assessed. 

In many of the above situations, schools cater for these problems by:
 – Involving	DOSs	and	senior	teachers	to	provide	support	and	advice	for	teachers.	
 – Tests and assessment tasks adapting to suit the children’s needs and abilities; 
 – Providing teacher’s support during the ‘test’; 
 – Making	 ‘tests’	 more	 fun	 and	 reflecting	 the	 type	 of	 classroom	 activity	 the	 

	 children	are	familiar	with.	This	helps	with	recognising	the	format	of	tasks.

Do	 these	 strategies	 lower	 the	 validity	 of	 the	 test,	 in	 other	 words	 “how far an 
assessment assesses what it claims to.” (Cameron 2001:224) If our aim is to measure 
a child’s progress and provide evidence of what they know, surely any technique 
that provides this, is valid. Perhaps this is yet another argument not to put so much 
emphasis on the testing itself but to focus more on continuous assessment. 

b.  Teachers and Assessment
 
“Teachers should also assume responsibility for developing their expertise in 

assessment by engaging in professional development initiatives that can help them 
self-reflect on the efficacy of their assessment practices.” (Mercado 2015: 180)  

Overall schools recognise that testing and assessment can be a stressful time for 
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those	 involved,	 and	 this	 is	 above	 all,	 true	 for	 teachers.	They	work	 incredibly	hard	
during the assessment period to ensure that their learners are provided with clear 
and	fair	assessment	and,	this	often	involves	extensive	paperwork	and	longer	hours.	

It is not always easy to provide assessment that pleases all parties concerned, and 
as a result there are many issues that could be improved and developed.

Challenges and solutions 
i.	 The	need	for	standardisation:	 	teachers	do	not	always	administer	the	test	 in	 

	 the	same	way	and	the	washback	effect	may	differ	as	well;	
ii. Teachers need to be trained to use assessment positively;
iii. Learners missing the day of the test or assessment, causing a need to  

 reschedule and/ or resulting in the teacher giving a general impression mark 
iv. Teaching for the test, too much class time given over to revision, going over  

 the test, etc;
v.	 Level	of	DOS	support	required;
vi. Time spent developing/preparing/writing assessment material including  

 tests; 
vii.	Non-objective	assessment	can	produce	different	results.
viii.Newer	 teachers	 can	 often	 be	 over-generous	 with	 marks	 or	 over-stern	 

 with comments, especially if they don’t have a clear picture of the level system; 
ix. Teaching teachers to help learners to do well rather than concentrating on  

 helping learners to learn. Which is more important? 

Some respondents mentioned the need to run training sessions and seminars for 
teachers to help with standardisation and the general administration involved with 
the assessment procedure. It is essential that all teachers are ‘on the same page’ and 
are	aware	of	what	is	required	by	the	school.	This	is	especially	true	of	new	teachers	and	
one school suggested including a session on testing and assessment in the induction 
programme. It may seem very early to do this, although, it does seem to be essential 
to ensure that all teachers are fully aware of this process from the start of the year. 

In (2013), Mercado suggests carrying out collaborative action planning and 
‘academic focus groups’ to have “… supervisors and teachers…identify areas they 
would like to improve over time; they develop strategies, schedule class observations 
and engage in post-observations conferences to review results…2nd, teachers are 
assigned to focus groups to share problems, concerns, questions, experiences and 
ideas, with a supervisor acting as moderator…” (Mercado 2015:181) 

These	groups	could	then	suggest	areas	to	work	on	whether	at	the	start	of	the	year,	
during,	or	leading	up	to	the	exam	period.	The	role	of	the	DOS,	ADOS	and/or	senior	
teachers is also fundamental here. Having the support and advice of more experienced 
teachers can help to smooth over what can be a stressful period of the year.

Keeping	 good	 records	 of	 past	 assessments	 and/or	 ongoing	 assessment	 and	
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classroom tasks, can also help teachers provide informed and useful information 
about their learners when the time comes to write reports and, provide feedback to 
all stakeholders. 

In researching for this report, I came across an interesting initiative to make 
assessment	 easier	 for	 teachers.	 This	 involved	 “workshops, rubrics and norming, 
grade book and statistics and improved coordination… The ‘grade book was designed by 
a tech-savy teacher to help teachers self-assess their evaluation patterns, to facilitate 
comparing scores across teachers, levels and types of assignment and to increase the 
general perception of accountability.” (Kunschak	2009:152).	

c. Parents /Guardians and Assessment

Teaching Young Learners means keeping parents and all other stakeholders 
happy. As we have seen above, schools work very hard to ensure that they are kept 
informed and yet this is not always a smooth and easy process. 

How involved are parents/guardians in the assessment process?
“ Parents need to know what teachers are doing and why; the effort it takes to explain 
will be repaid by parental support for teachers….School policy on assessment must of 
course take account of parents’ demands but also has a responsibility to inform and 
educate parents about the theories of learning that underpin the schools’ teaching” 
(Cameron 2001:221)

Generally speaking this is an area that seems to be working well for most schools. 
Parents have access to the assessment and have the opportunity to come in to the 
school, in most cases, twice a year to discuss their child’s progress with the teacher. 

Curiously, some schools only contacted parents and invited them in when their 
child	was	either	over	or	under	achieving.	This	is	an	interesting	point	as	often	parents	
do not expect to hear from the school, unless there is a problem. Clearly all parents 
like to hear praise and that their child is doing well. However, they seem to be 
surprised	to	be	contacted	under	these	circumstances.	This	is	perhaps	why	it	is	the	
parents of the high performing Young Learners that generally come to meetings for 
confirmation,	while	the	others	wait	to	be	called	in.

Most schools seem to follow similar types of procedures of making end of term or 
semester	reports	available	to	parents.	These	were	either	sent	by	post,	handed	out	at	
parents’ meeting/evenings, made available online for consultation or sent via email. 
Parents’ evenings sometimes involved 121 meetings with parents and teachers to 
discuss	final	grades.	

Most continuous assessment was discussed by teachers and learners and in some 
cases,	shared	with	the	DOS	and	ADOS.	This	sometimes	involved	meetings	between	
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the	 DOS/ADOS	 and	 teachers	 to	 discuss	 each	 class	 and	 young	 learner,	 and	 then,	
followed by one-to-one meetings with parents to discuss report and progress. 

Whenever tests or assessment tasks were done, learners were shown the results 
and marked work, and in some cases, they were able to take this home to show 
and  get it signed by parents. When they did not take them home, parents received 

mid and/or end of year reports at 
home to keep them informed of the 
assessment. 

However, there were also some 
schools that felt that this was an 
area	 that	 needed	 further	 attention,	
as parents tended to consult the 
grades and reports online and did not 
necessarily come in to the school. In 
these cases, schools mentioned not 
having any contact with parents, 
unless the parent did not receive the 
report. In this case, they tended to 
contact	the	school	to	find	out	why.	

Once again, responses also 
differed	according	to	the	age	groups.	

The	parents	of	VYLs	were	naturally	much	more	involved	as	they	were	often	at	the	
school,	to	drop	off	or	pick	up	their	children,	and	this	resulted	in	many	informal	chats	
with the teacher, which consequently kept them informed of their child’s progress. 
Some schools said that parents are encouraged to contact the school if they have 
questions, comments or concerns.

In	 one	 case,	 the	 parents	 are	 very	 involved	 in	 the	 process.	They	 are	 contacted	
routinely to discuss their child’s progress and continuous assessment and receive 
reminders via email or by phone when formal assessments are coming up to allow 
them to help Young Learners prepare. In this case, parents can also come into the 
school to request to see the tests and request meetings with teachers at any point 
beyond the two parents’ meetings a year. 

Some	interesting	variations	of	attitudes	to	assessment	were:	
 – running tutorials with parents to explain the assessment procedure in the  

 school and
 – inviting	parents	to	observe	the	final	lesson	of	the	year.

Altogether there seemed to be considerable parental involvement and 
communication with schools. In some cases, respondents expressed a desire to see 
this develop into something more than just a transmission of information. 
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Challenges and solutions
Some further challenges highlighted here include: 

 – Parents who disagree with their child’s progress and want their child to be  
 moved to a class that they are not necessarily ready for; 

 – Some parents not being interested in the results, schools cannot be sure that  
 they read the reports and comments; 

 – Parents expectations and cultural perceptions of grades; 
 – How parents interpret the results, for example some place too much weight on  

 the mid and end of year tests; 
 – Often	parents	see	the	test	or	exam	grade	as	an	indicator	of	how	their	child	will	 

	 do	in	the	final	exam	(e.g.	Cambridge	English	YL	Exams,	Trinity	Stars,	etc.);
 – Parents	 often	 do	 not	 seem	 to	 place	 much	 importance	 on	 the	 continuous 

	 assessment	aspect	 of	 assessment.	This	means	 that	 teachers	 either	have	 to	 
 adjust their grade to ‘lower’ parents’ and learners’ expectation of how they will  
	 do	in	the	exam,	or	risk	disappointing	both	in	final	exam;	

 – Some parents want ‘serious’ assessment and others want something lighter.  
 How can we please them all?

We cannot. However, once again, parents/guardians are also our clients and 
have a vested interest in their child’s education. If assessment adds value to the 
course, then we need to address these issues to keep both the children and their 
parents happy. We need to keep them informed and most schools ensure that 
communication between schools and parents is constant and clear. We also need to 
do	our	homework	and	find	out	what	parents	expect	from	us.	If	they	are	not	reading	
reports and/or contacting, or even, coming in to the school, is this because they do 
not care about the results or that they do not think that assessment is a necessary 
part of the course for the age of their child, or another unrelated reason. 

Some solutions to these  challenges suggested by IH respondents are:
 – Providing detailed, supportive comments and suggestions on the report to  

 indicate how the child could improve for the exam;
 – Grading positively and realistically. One solution is to involve the parents in  

 further feedback to ensure they are familiar with the assessment procedure; 
 – One school runs seminars for parents at the start of the year and makes sure that  

	 teachers	 and	 administrative	 staff	 are	 trained	 to	 communicate	 the	 same	 
 message in the parents’ L1, about how the assessment procedure works and;

 – Some schools choose to adopt the same grading system as the one used in  
 their country to avoid confusion.

d. Tests and Assessment

Types of assessment
Schools were asked to identify what their assessment was based on. 
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 Continuous assessment   12.5%
 Tests     7.5%
 Assessment tasks  –
 Exams    –
 A combination of these  72.5%
 Other     7.5%

‘Other’ included:
i. tests and continuous assessment;
ii. continually assessed writing plus separate skills and progress tests; 
iii. continuous assessment (tasks) 4 per each skill, plus short grammar/ 

 vocabulary tests, as well as end of year test. 

Generally speaking, most schools use a system of continuous assessment and a 
final	end	of	term	or	year	test.	This	seems	to	be	the	preferred	system	with	a	very	small	
percentage of schools using only tests to assess their YLs. 

It is interesting to note that although most schools identify their system of 
assessment as ‘continuous plus tests’, there seems to be a tendency to prioritise 
the	test	results	over	the	continuous	assessment	aspect.		This	is	an	area	that	will	be	
discussed in more detail in some of the following sections. However, it seems to show 
an	attitude	towards	assessment	on	the	part	of	all	stakeholders,	where	more	formal	
methods of assessment are given priority and/or validated over others.

Moon (2000) also talks about what we do with this information and how that 
should	differ	according	to	our	aims.

“The decisions you make will be influenced by your own aims, your knowledge of the 
pupils, the context and your beliefs about children’s learning” (Moon 2000:149)

How often and when do you assess young learners in your school?
End of each term   45%
End of each semester  30%
Once a year    –
Other     25%

The	 responses	 here	 were	 fairly	 equal,	 with	 the	 majority,	 (45%	 of	 schools),	
assessing their YL classes at the end of each term. 30% did the same at the end of 
each	semester	and	25%	of	respondents,	said	the	frequency	of	assessment	differed	
from these options, although they did not expand on this.

Overall, the norm in mainstream education in most countries, is to provide some 
assessment	at	the	end	of	each	term.	This	takes	the	form	of	an	assessment	and/or	
test.	Of	course,	this	differs	from	country	to	country	and	school	to	school.	However,	it	
is safe to say that ‘formal’ testing is still the preferred method in most schools. 
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In retrospect, this question seems to indicate that most respondents took 
‘assessment’ to refer to testing and/or grading rather than ‘continuous assessment’, 
as	this	would	not	fit	into	any	of	the	categories	provided.	

Phillips (1999) says that she feels that teachers of YLs should be widening the 
process	of	assessment	rather	than	restricting	it	to	testing	techniques.	This	aspect	
of how we assess our YL will be revisited in some of the following sections but 
nevertheless,	it	is	an	area	of	interest	that	would	benefit	from	further	discussion.	

 How are the results of assessment communicated?
Moon (2000:149) says…the information we collect will  be determined by our 

purposes.	 For	 example,	 if	 our	 purpose	 is	 to	 check	 achievements,	 the	 information	
may be in the form of test results, whereas if the aim is to monitor progress, the 
information may be in the form of comments or samples of pupils’ work. 

Reports with comments and grades  70%      
Reports with comments but no grades  7.5%
Other        22.5%

The	general	 consensus,	was	 that	 YLs	 received	 some	 form	 of	 report at the end 
of	the	term	or	semester	and	in	one	case	at	the	end	of	the	first	and	third	term	only.		
This	report	often	included	comments	and	grades,	but	in	a	few	cases,	only	had	either	
comments or grades but not both. 

 ‘Other’ included:
 – reports with grades and no comments;
 – a	report	at	the	end	of	the	first	and	third	term	but	with	no	grades;
 – reports	with	comments	and	colour	traffic	lights	for	continuous	assessment	 

 and a % for test results;
 – no	grades	for	VYLs;
 – parents receiving a full report with can-do statements and grades.

Some further considerations, challenges and suggestions 
It	would	be	unrealistic	to	find	a	 ‘one	size	fits	all’,	system	of	reporting	back,	as	 it	

seems that most schools tend to follow a system that is recognisable in their context 
and suitable for the culture of the country where they work.

Testing and the assessment procedure itself are clearly areas that schools give 
considerable thought to. As Cameron says,

 
“It would seem reasonable to require assessment to serve teaching, by providing 

feedback on pupils’ learning that would make the next teaching event more effective, 
in a positive, upwards direction. Teaching and learning needs should dictate the form 
and timing of assessment. In practice, the scenario is quite different: assessment 
seems to drive teaching by forcing teachers to teach what is going to be assessed.” 
(Cameron 2001:215)
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In an ideal world we should be aiming towards the former, ensuring that assessment 
serves	teaching.	This	is,	sometimes	easier	said	than	done,	as	there	are	many	internal	
and external factors that need to be considered in this process.

Here	are	some	of	the	main	areas	identified	in	the	survey:	

Challenges Some possible ideas and  
solutions suggested by schools

Validity	and	reliability	of	tests-	e.g.	one	
school mentions using locally produced  
materials that contain linguistic errors

Ensuring that tests are checked thoroughly 
and	selected	for	their	benefits	rather	than	
time-saving features.

Lack of clear standardised parametres to 
assess Young Learners

One school chose to implement end of  
module tests that match international 
standards.

Summative vs. formative testing, the 
latter,	which	McKay	(2006:21)	describes	
as “ongoing, usually informal assessment 
during teaching and learning” and  
summative testing, as Pinter (2006:132) 
describes as “taking stock of what has 
been learnt and achieved at the end of a 
longer period….”	does	not	really	reflect	all	
the learner can do. Particularly if it is a 
subjectively marked test, how does this 
differ	from	continuous	assessment?	e.g.	If	
a child does not perform well, teachers may 
bend the grade towards the grade the child 
should have received.

Have a variety of ‘tests’; include both  
summative and formative tasks, which 
allow for some subjective marking.

 “All well-constructed and valid assessment 
tasks can be learning tasks, and learning 
tasks can be used as means of assessing 
where learners currently are and deciding 
where they need to go.”  (Salamoura &  
Unsworth	2015:5)	

Ensure teachers get an opportunity to  
discuss	marking	with	colleagues,	DOSs,	etc.	

As	for	adults,	tests	do	not	always	reflect	
ability but, continuous assessment despite 
being	more	useful,	is	more	difficult	to	 
quantify.

As above, ensure there are a  variety of 
tasks to cater for this.
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Schools that closely link their testing to the 
exams	may	find	that	younger	students	who	
have higher ability are actually doing exams 
that are not always suitable to their stage of 
development e.g. too much writing required 
or concepts being beyond their cognitive 
ability.

Ensure that tests and assessment tasks 
are appropriate for age and stage of 
development. If at all possible, provide 
differentiated	and	or	open-ended	tasks	to	
cater for this. 

Creating/writing tests that are balanced 
and	realistic	and	reflect	the	ability	and	
differences	of	the	children.	

Reflecting	on	what	worked	and	what	did	not	
after	each	testing	moment	to	help	improve	
the next test;

There	is	often	more	of	a	focus	on	language	
over skills, which does not provide a full  
picture of the child’s ability. 

Provide tasks on all skills as well as 
language. 

As Malloy (2015: 23) says, “It is important 
to include a mix of receptive and productive 
language tasks, as this may highlight 
that while a child understands a piece of 
language or a concept, they might not yet 
have mastered the motor skills required to 
pronounce or write it.”

Some schools mention the fact that they are 
not able to conduct speaking tests. 

Timetable this in from the start of the year. 
Teachers should be made aware of the 
need to assess their YLs speaking ability, 
through assessment tasks or other more 
formalised tasks.

One school prefers continuous assessment 
but	finds	it	difficult	to	set	up.

Share expertise, contact other schools who 
do this.

Ensuring	that	the	test	reflects	classroom	
learning and teaching process; It is easier 
to write discrete item grammar and 
vocabulary tests much more demanding 
to write integrated tasks where the term’s 
language is skilfully integrated and the 
meaningful and authentic -like tests and 
tasks.

Pool resources; allocate tasks from course 
book as ‘assessment tasks’, ensure teachers 
timetable these in at the start of the term.
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 I think everyone would agree that the writing of tests is one of the most challenging 
things a teacher has to do. As we can see from some of the problems mentioned above, 
there are many issues that need careful consideration, and these are not always easy 
to	deal	with.	Schools	need	to	ensure	that	the	tests	and	assessments	are	fair,	reflect	
the teaching process and are acceptable to all stakeholders. 

It is also important to consider the: validity, as mentioned above and reliability of 
the test, “Reliability measures how well the test or assessment assesses what it claim 
to.” (Cameron 2001:225) and also to consider if we are going to assess the YLs by 
norm or criterion referenced assessment. Pinter (2006) describes this as “teachers 
comparing their learners’ achievement with the norm, i.e. class average…learners have 
to meet certain criteria. Teachers make a note of where each learner is according to the 
criteria and then track their progress.”

All of these aspects need careful consideration as for example, Cameron (ibid) 
states, “Validity and reliability can be conflicting needs for assessment techniques and 
procedures.” 

As teachers of Young Learners, we need to decide on what we want to achieve with 
the assessment process as a whole and then ensure that the assessment techniques 
and procedures we select corroborate our choices. 

5. Looking to the future 
Overall, as mentioned previously, respondents felt that they were happy with their 

assessment	processes,	but,	identified	it	as	an	area	that	required	constant	attention	
and updating. Many respondents would like to ‘tweak’ what they do, and in some 
cases, wanted to make some changes to address the problems highlighted above. 
Here are some of the areas that were highlighted in this section. 

Changes respondents would like to make in their schools: 
 – Facilitating	the	process	for	the	teachers	as	they	have	to	complete	many	reports;	
 – Having	 a	 better	 system	 of	 continuous	 assessment	 which	 provides	 a	 more	 

 thorough picture of each learner’s ability in English; 
 – Over reliance on tests and test results by all parties; 
 – Progress	and	final	tests	to	be	less	substantial	as	this	results	in	a	stressful	time	 

 of the year for students. As it is also a very long process, some schools  
 would preferto have shorter assessments throughout the year rather than two  
 big assessment periods; 

 – No tests, more self-assessment; 
 – Change report cards to make them more teacher friendly and admin light;
 – End of year tests should be closely linked to what learners have studied during  

 the year;
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 – Include grades for creativity, cooperativeness and working independently; 
 – More creative tasks and make assessment more varied and balanced; 
 – Design	tasks	related	to	coursebooks	as	opposed	to	the	discrete	item	tasks	which	 

	 reveal	little	of	the	child’s	ability	except	their	receptive	understanding	of	language	 
 points; 

 – Specific	 computer	 programme	across	 the	 IH	network	 in	which	parents	 and	 
 teachers can access the learners’ results and reports from the comfort of a  
 computer; 

 – Registration	 form	which	 contemplates	 different	 criteria	 that	 indicate	what	 
 YLs will need to be able to do/know in order to improve their learning and  
 grading.

What respondents would like more of:
 – Feedback	from	parents	and	learners,	for	example:	a	questionnaire,	feedback	 

 sessions in parents’ meetings, etc; 
 – ‘External’ assessors, for example, another teacher from your school, who would  

 come in and get involved in the lesson and see what each learner can do, without  
	 disrupting	 the	 lesson	 and/or	 putting	 the	 children	 under	 pressure.	 The	 
 ‘assessor’ could then see how the child performs in pair work and also  
 make notes on skills and knowledge. Observer would be more objective, and  
 this information could be useful to help the teacher assess the children;

 – Peer observation and feedback on the assessment procedure; 
 – Parental involvement in the children’s education by having them come in to the  

 school more frequently, observe classes, etc, this would ensure that the process  
 was clear to all stakeholders 

 – More continuous assessment for older Young Learners as done for younger  
 students 

 – Speaking based tests and more varied writing tasks for those that are old enough,  
 many schools mentioned this aspect; 

 – Use	of	alternative	ways	of	testing,	e.g.	more	formative	assessment	and	project- 
 based portfolios or continuous assessment rather than summative exam –  
 many also mentioned this aspect; 

Pinter talks about child-friendly methods stating that “in order to understand 
what children have learnt, teachers may need to use a variety of assessment methods” 
She goes on to say that if more traditional methods  need to be used they should 
be considered with other more child-friendly methods such as: self-assessment, 
portfolios	or	observation.	The	two	combined,	should	provide	a	more	complete	and	
reliable of the child’s progress and achievements (Pinter 2006: 133)

 – Real-life situation scenarios in tests with proper criteria; 
 – Independent testing;
 – Knowledge	about	what	tests	and	assessment	tools	other	schools	with	VYLs	 

 and YLs use and how they measure progress; 
 – Advice on how to create and run assessments – or training for teachers on  

 formative assessment so that the focus is not just on summative assessment.
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Pinter	 also	 mentions	 the	 study	 done	 by	 Rea-Dickins	 and	 Rixon	 (2000)	 on	
assessment and how -teachers need opportunities to understand the assessment 
culture of their contexts as well as training and support in familiarising themselves 
with various assessment practices and techniques. (Pinter ibid)

6. Conclusion 
This	survey	has	highlighted	many	thought-provoking	points.	

Overall, it seems that the respondents from the schools that participated have a 
similar approach to assessment. All schools feel that this is an area that deserves 
further	 time	 and	 attention	 as	 it	 is	 one	 that	 affects	 all	 stakeholders	 in	 a	 child’s	
education. 

Given the wealth of experience and expertise in the YL context across the IH 
network, it would be useful to provide a platform for sharing and exploring some of 
the following areas in the near future: 

• Should we be making Young Learner courses – ‘exam preparation courses’.   
 How early should we introduce this?
	 Do	we	do	this	because	all	stakeholders	think	it	is	a	good	idea	or	because	it	is	an	 

 easy way to sell and organise courses?
• To test or not to test Young Learners in general. 
• Exploring	 alternative	 forms	 of	 testing	 and	 assessment	 tools	 that	 different	 

 schools have used. 
• If our reason for testing is, ‘to assess how far content has been understood and/ 

 or assimilated and decide what areas need further reinforcement’. How and 
 when do we make use of what we, as teachers, learn from the assessment  
	 procedure	and	when	and	how	does	this	ever	affect	the	syllabus	and/or	content	 
 of a course? 

• The	 need	 for	 differentiated	 testing	 and	 assessment	 procedures	 given	 the	 
 needs of learners 

It is hoped that this 
report will lead to further 
discussion and/or debate on 
the topic of YL assessment 
throughout the IH network, 
and in October 2018 an   
online event will take place 
to discuss this and other 
related topics. 
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