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ABSTRACT

Aim. The paper addresses the problem of formative assessment in the foreign lan-
guage (FL) classroom. Its main objective is to present the outcomes of a study identi-
fying tendencies related to the use of formative assessment during English lessons in
Polish high schools, and students” opinions on the frequency, type and effects of asses-
sment they had been provided with during secondary school education.

Methods. The data come from a retrospective study applying a mixed-method
approach. They were gathered with a questionnaire based on a Likert scale, comple-
mented with a few open-ended questions. The responses were provided by 106 stu-
dents who graduated various high schools in the years 2014-2017 in 36 towns/ cities
located in different regions of Poland. The frequencies of using formative assessment
in the case of all the FL skills and subskills are presented in comparison to summative
assessment. The qualitative data were coded with an aim of finding some common
trends.

Results. The study showed that in the case of the participants of this research,
formative assessment in secondary education at EFL classes was evidently neglec-
ted. Many students (approximately 25%) acknowledged never having been provi-
ded with formative assessment with regards to pronunciation, receptive and pro-
ductive skills. The open responses signal students’ awareness of the importance
of feedback and of several negative effects resulting from the lack of its regular
provision.

Conclusions. The data gathered in the study seem to call for the need to raise the
understanding of the role and the practical abilities to use formative assessment in the
EFL classroom both at pre-service and in-service teacher training courses.

Key words: formative assessment, Polish EFL context, secondary school education,
mixed-method approach
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INTRODUCTION

pecialists in education all agree that assessment constitutes a crucial ele-

ment of the didactic process. As Paul Black and Dylan Wiliam (2006, p. 9)
claim, it is meant to “first and foremost, serve the purpose of supporting lear-
ning,” making it visible what students have already managed to learn and
what the further areas of focus should be. Where assessment in education
is concerned, several types have been identified, such as formative vs. sum-
mative, formal vs. informal, and explicit vs. implicit, which can be compared
with regard to their functions and which have been evaluated in terms of the
benefits they bring to the learning and teaching processes (see Brown, 2004;
Harris, & McCann, 1994).

In recent years, the assessment type that has captivated most attention
among educational researchers is formative assessment (FA), which is due
to the positive direct and indirect effects it has been found to have on the
process and outcomes of learning various subjects (Black, & Wiliam, 1998a;
Crooks, 1988; Fontana, & Fernandes, 1994). Its vital positive effects have
been noted, among others, in the area of foreign language (FL) learning
and teaching (Bachman, 1990; Bachman, & Palmer, 1996, Brown, 2004; Gat-
tullo, 2000; Radford, 2015). Having been introduced into the Polish educa-
tion system almost 20 years ago, it could be expected to have found a safe
ground and to be used on a regular basis by Polish teachers. Is it indeed
so? The paper offers a look at this matter, providing data regarding the use
of formative assessment during classes of English as a FL (EFL) in Polish
high schools. The paper opens with a brief introduction of formative asses-
sment contrasted with summative assessment, with a particular focus on
its use in the FL classroom and on a project consisting in introducing FA
into the Polish education system. What follows is a report on a study con-
ducted among Polish graduates of numerous high schools, starting with
the methodology of the research - research questions, participants, instru-
ments, data gathering and analysis procedures - followed by the presen-
tation and discussion of its quantitative and qualitative results. The paper
closes with conclusions, a critical look at the study and very brief practical
implications deriving from the outcomes of the reported research.

FORMATIVE ASSESSMENT VS. SUMMATIVE ASSESSMENT

According to Domingos Fernandes (2011), the terms summative and for-
mative assessment can be traced back to 1960s. However, initially, they were
used in reference to educational programs rather than to the evaluation of
the learning progress of students. Although 10 years later the area of asses-
sment shifted from programs to the process of learning, evaluation would
be rare (usually at the end of some program), with the main matter of focus
still being learning outcomes. It is not earlier than in the 1980s that asses-
sment began concentrating on the process of learning, taking the form of
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“continuous” and “interactive” assessment, requiring active involvement of
the learners (Barbosa, & Beserra, 2015, p. 102), giving the beginnings of true
formative assessment.

To ensure a better understanding of the features and functions of formative
assessment, it is worth comparing it to another type of evaluation, namely sum-
mative assessment. Following J. Myron Atkin, Black and Janet Coffey (2001),
Brian W. Radford (2015, p. 8) states that the primary objective of the latter is to
“measure learning and to make informed inferences about the learner’s ability
or level of achievement” (Atkin et al., 2001). As the name suggests, it would
usually sum up and finalize some stage of learning, verifying the knowledge
and/or skills students managed to master during a particular period of time
(Brown, 2004). The outcome of such assessment is usually represented quan-
titatively in the form of scores, points or percentages. Although learning may
be a “secondary benefit as a result of taking a summative assessment” (Rad-
ford, 2015, p. 8), traditionally it is not complemented with any extra feedback
provided to the students. Despite the fact that it usually leads to high levels of
anxiety (see Alderson, Brunfaut, & Harding, 2015), which can negatively influ-
ence performance, it is commonly used in education due to it being relatively
easy to design and administer, and to it being required and needed as a formal
type of assessment by educational institutions.

As several educational researchers claim, assessment of learning, which
summative assessment can be associated with, calls for the need to be com-
plemented by assessment for learning: the primary characteristic of formative
assessment. As Aimee Lewy (1990) points out, formative assessment lacks a
straightforward definition. As indicated earlier, this time the process of lear-
ning is superordinate to the final outcome of learning, with the student being
perceived as a key figure at the centre of the process, and the questions Why
(not)? and How? being at the forefront of every decision taken by the teacher.
Explaining the role of formative assessment, Matheus de Almeida Barbosa
and Larissa Santos Beserra (2015) note the similarity between the teaching pro-
fession and the medical profession. Following this way of thinking, we can
compare the teacher to a doctor and the patient to a learner. In order to be
successful in curing a patient, a physician needs, first of all, to properly dia-
gnose the illness, by observing the symptoms and by cooperating closely with
the patient when gathering necessary information about the health problems.
Then the doctor plans the treatment and prescribes medications, usually expla-
ining carefully to the patient his/her strategy, i.e. informing the patient why,
how and what is suggested to be done. It is worth stressing that the treatment
needs acceptance and understanding of the patient, complemented by his/her
trust in the doctor. The results of the treatment are then carefully and con-
stantly observed, so as to be able to take the best-directed decisions on fur-
ther therapy. Such a cycle —observation, diagnosis, treatment—should also be
employed in teaching, with formative assessment being a crucial part of it (Bar-
bosa, & Beserra, 2015) and the teacher taking analogous steps to those taken by
a doctor. Similarly, to make the teaching/learning process effective, the teacher
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must first get to know the interests and targets of the learner, diagnose (assess)
his/her strengths and weaknesses, and take them into account when planning
with the student how to help him/her achieve the objectives. Introducing the
treatment, the teacher provides the learner with continuous feedback, which
is the main role of formative assessment (e.g., Fernandes, 2011; Gardner, 2006;
Lewy, 1990). What follows is further observation of the results of the introdu-
ced guidance and plans for the next steps that could be taken.

According to Anthony J. Nitko (1993), formative assessment has two main
purposes, i.e., (1) to choose or, if necessary, modify the learning procedures,
and (2) to decide on the best remedies so as to make the learning and teaching
processes more effective. Similarly, Francesca Gattullo (2000, p. 279) explains
that formative assessment “(a) is an ongoing multi-phase process that is car-
ried out on a daily basis through teacher-pupil interaction, (b) it provides feed-
back for immediate action, and (c) it aims at modifying teaching activities in
order to improve learning processes and results.” H. Douglas Brown (2004)
pinpoints that most of the assessment taking place in the classroom is actually
formative by nature since it allows learners to “form their knowledge by ana-
lysing and internalising teachers” comments” (Ketabi, & Ketabi, 2014, p. 437).
Very much in the same vein, the Assessment Reform Group (2007) “defines
formative assessment as the process of seeking and interpreting evidence for learners
and their teachers to decide where the learners are in their learning, where they need to
go, and how best to get there” (Radford, 2015, p. 9).

It is worth adding that formative assessment, just as summative asses-
sment, can be quantitative in nature. What differentiates the two types of asses-
sment is what is done with the gathered data. While the latter uses them to
measure/ quantify the level of skills and/or knowledge, the former treats them
as a source of knowledge on strengths and weaknesses of the learner, leading
to feedback provision and clear plans for the nearest future learning aims and
methods of realising them (Fernandes, 2011).

BENEFITS OF FORMATIVE ASSESSMENT

On the basis of literature review of over 250 publications and books repor-
ting on studies examining the effects of formative assessment used when
teaching various subjects, P. Black and D. Wiliam (1998a) summarised that
“formative assessment yielded greater learning gains than that of conventional
teacher-dominant summative assessment practices” (Radford, 2015, pp. 7-8).
Several other studies have proven that formative assessment indeed enhances
classroom learning (Bachman, 2005; Black, & Wiliam, 1998a; 1998b; Fontana, &
Fernandes, 1994; Geeslin, 2003; Shohamy, 2001; Van de Watering, & Van der
Rijt, 2006). Since the tasks for formal summative assessment and for giving
feedback as part of formative assessment can be analogous, the use of FA has
also proven to increase the achievements on formal tests (Brookhart, & Durkin,
2003; Harlen, & Winter, 2004). FA has also been found to help teachers deter-
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mine the needs, and long- and short-term goals of their learners (Shohamy,
2001; Triggs, Weeden, Winter, & Broadfoot, 2000).

FA specialists pinpoint that feedback —the key element of FA —can come
from various sources, such as the teacher, a computer (software program)
or the student him/herself (Radford, 2015). Research has shown that FA can
“empower learners to recognise the areas in which they can improve themse-
lves” (Radford, 2015, p. 6), by raising their self-assessment and self-monitoring
skills, which typically leads to more autonomy in learning. In fact, one of the
crucial differences between formative and summative assessment is that the
former not only allows students to judge their learning outcomes but also pro-
motes it, assuming that with time and practice students will learn to become
more accurate in their self-assessment. At the same time, several studies have
shown (Butler, & Jiyoon, 2010; Fontana, & Fernandes, 1994; McDonald, &
Boud, 2003) that introducing student self-assessment into the didactic process
leads to greater learning gains, since the learner becomes more conscious not
only of his/her strengths but also lacks of knowledge and difficulties and, con-
sequently, can more effectively plan future work. Very much in the same vein,
B. W. Radford (2015) stresses that one of the key roles of formative assessment
is to aid students in forming the “index to their learning” (p. 10), by encoura-
ging him/her to ask questions and request help the very moment difficulties
with understanding new concepts taught during a lesson appear. Following
the conclusions of Arthur W. Chickering and Zelda F. Gamson (1991), B. W.
Radford (2015) states that frequent feedback and such constant cooperation
between the teacher and student allow both of them “to gain insights on pro-
gress during the learning process” and “can keep students on task by helping
to identify areas in which the student is not performing well. This prompt feed-
back informs students while they are planning their individual study plans
and strategies” (p. 10).

According to Rick Stiggins (2007), formative assessment aims at making
students fully conscious and active participants of the learning process, who
on the basis of teacher’s assistance should become capable of asking and
answering the following questions: “(1) Where am I going? (2) Where am I
now? (3) How can I close the gap?” (Radford, 2015, p. 12). To be able to answer
question (1), teachers are expected to help the students determine clear lear-
ning objectives, by aiding them in identifying their strengths and weaknesses.
Responding to question (2) should become possible when the student is provi-
ded with regular descriptive feedback, taught how to assess him/herself and
how to set learning objects. Finally, the answer to question (3) can be provided
when the teacher designs classes that concentrate on developing one aspect at
a time, when learners are trained in how to revise and encouraged to practise
self-reflection on the learning process and attainments.

Besides FA leading students to become more conscious learners, capable of
self-assessing their performance and of reflecting on their process of and pro-
gress in learning, it has also been found to affect motivation to learn. For exam-
ple, Susan M. Brookhart and Daniel T. Durkin (2003) observed that FA correla-
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ted positively with extrinsic and intrinsic motivation. The fact that motivation
is one of the strongest predictors of success in, among others, foreign language
learning, has been verified in several studies (e.g., Gardner, & Clement, 1990;
Gardner, 2010; MacIntyre, & Gregersen, 2012).

Although before the year 2000 not many studies focused on formative asses-
sment in a foreign language (FL) teaching, its facilitative nature had long been
recognized by FL teachers and researchers (Ketabe, & Ketabe, 2014; Rea-Dic-
kins, & Gardner, 2000). The elements of FA have been evident for a long time
in commonly used portfolios designed for different age groups, which require
from the learners to diagnose their strengths and weaknesses and self-assess
their level of FL skills and subskills (Shohamy, 1995). What is, however, most
vital for FL learning is the feedback received systematically and consistently
from the instructors each lesson, so as to ensure the students if they are going
the right direction. To learn a FL, the student needs to be provided with feed-
back as frequently as possible so as to receive verification of his/her FL tested
hypotheses. Frequent formal summative assessment in this case can lead to
inhibition and anxiety (Horwitz, 2017). On the other hand, leaving assessment
till the end of a course and limiting it to a score can be expected to debilitate
progress, due to depriving students of information about their FL use (Brown,
2004). As the noticing hypothesis states (Schmidt, 1990), a FL learner cannot
progress if he/she does not notice the gap, i.e. see the difference between his/
her performance and its proper form. The role of feedback is to aid students
in perceiving this difference, thus feedback seems to be a key requirement to
progress in learning a FL (Brown, 2004; Harris, & McCann, 1994). There is
also no doubt nowadays that self-assessment, self-monitoring, reflection and
autonomy can speed up the process of FL mastery (Czura, 2010). These are all
building blocks of formative assessment. Besides the portfolio, these skills can
be also developed by reflective diaries and journals. Finally, it seems worth
adding that FA can be used to prevent the negative backwash effects of final
formal tests (Ketabe, & Ketabe, 2014).

FORMATIVE ASSESSMENT IN POLAND

Since the study reported in this paper was conducted among Polish lear-
ners, it seems worth adding that in Poland interest in FA was observed already
in the 1990s, when a search for more contemporary methods of teaching that
would facilitate learning and teaching by, among others, increasing students’
motivation to learn and changing the approach to assessment was launched.
One of the pilot studies, commissioned by the Polish Ministry of Education,
aimed at verifying the benefits of introducing FA into teaching was conduc-
ted by institutions of teacher development (e.g. CODN - Central Institution of
Teacher Development) in Warsaw in the years 2004/2005. It was inspired by
the teaching practices in the UK and by the OECD report from 2005 entitled
“Formative assessment. Improving learning in secondary classrooms” (Cho-
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roszczynska, & Kossakowska, 2007, p. 1). Among the key elements introduced
in the project were clearly stated aims, cooperation with parents, using forma-
tive and summative assessment, feedback provision, colleague assessment and
self-assessment.

On the basis of the quantitative and qualitative data gathered among
teachers, students and parents it was concluded that FA develops teachers’
reflection on their teaching practices. It was also found that cooperation among
teachers using FA improved, consisting in sharing each other’s experience and
helping one another in the search for the best solutions. It was also the relation-
ship between the principals and teachers that evidently improved (Chorosz-
czynska, & Kossakowska, 2007).

From among the changes acknowledged by the teachers involved in the
project was the new approach to giving feedback, whose content changed from
focus on negative outcomes and weak sides of the students to positive obse-
rvations. As the teachers claimed, introducing FA they were more interested in
the strengths of their students and would search for ways of using the learners’
potential for further successful learning and teaching. The change was visible
not only according to the teachers but also students and parents participating
in the project. Moreover, it was also the cooperation of the teachers with the
parents of the students that became more systematic, being perceived as the
source of vital information about the effectiveness of teaching. Most impor-
tantly, however, the teachers realised how their approach to lesson prepara-
tion changed. It consisted, for example, in a new approach to lesson planning,
which would have very clear learning objectives, key questions, well-tho-
ught over manners and places of feedback giving, and better planning of time
management. The lesson was believed to have a clearer structure with fluid
transitions (Choroszczyniska, & Kossakowska, 2007).

What is, however, even more vital were the changes in students” behaviour
and way of thinking, which the answers to open questions provided by the
teachers and students themselves suggested. The learners were said to become
more open and to experience less anxiety in the classroom. They were also
found to be more conscious and autonomous learners, being more responsible
for their learning. They showed more initiative, were more active and seemed
to be more motivated to learn. Although the teachers were very much aware of
the fact that these changes could have been due to other extraneous variables,
it was believed by them that it was also, if not first and foremost, the influence
of introducing FA. Moreover, it was also the rapport between the students and
teachers that changed, with the communication between the two being more
sincere and the teacher being perceived by the student more as a partner and
guide in their academic development.

Despite some difficulties in implementing FA, deriving mainly from the
uniqueness of teaching culture deeply rooted in every country (e.g., being used
to a different role of the teacher and to summative assessment in the case of
Poland), the outcomes of the project were assessed very positively. For many
years the concept of formative assessment has been present in Polish education
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and its use is required at all levels of education, i.e. from primary, through
secondary, and ending with tertiary.

METHODOLOGY

In this section the study design is described in detail, starting with the rese-
arch questions, followed by the presentation of participants of the study and
the instrument used to collect the research data.

RESEARCH QUESTIONS

Having in mind the benefits of FA and the strong recommendation in
Poland to use it, the main objective of the study was to find out if indeed for-
mative assessment is applied during classes of English as a FL (EFL) run in
Polish high schools. An attempt was made to verify the frequency of its use
when teaching various FL skills and subskills in comparison to summative
assessment. The quantitative data were then supplemented with qualitative
data addressing students” opinions about the frequency, manner and type of
assessment they received in high school. Consequently, the research questions
were as follows:

1. How frequently is summative and formative assessment provided to Polish
high school students during EFL classes?

2. Which FL skills and subskills are provided with the most and least frequent
summative and formative assessment?

3. What type of tasks constitute the basis for provision of summative and for-
mative assessment?

4. What are the students’ opinions related to different types of assessment and
feedback provision?

4a. Do they consider formative assessment to be frequent enough?

4b. Do they think any (sub)skills were neglected in terms of assessment and

the feedback they were provided with?

4c. Do they believe the frequency, type of (sub)skills assessed, and type of

assessment provided to them during secondary school education affec-
ted their attitudes towards learning English, rapport with the teacher,
and success in FL learning?

PARTICIPANTS

To answer the research questions presented above, 106 first-year students
of the University of Wroctaw and Technical University of Wroctaw were invi-
ted to take part in a questionnaire-based study. The participants of the former
affiliation (64 %) were students of the Institute of English Studies, 67 % of whom
attended day studies, and 33% - extramural studies. The participants of the
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latter institute constituted 46% of the respondents. They were studying 11 dif-
ferent majors, such as Automation and Robotics, Mathematics and Statistics,
IT, Biomedical Engineering, Marketing and Management, Energetics, Quan-
tum Engineering, Tectonics, Chemical and Process Engineering, and Architec-
ture. 94% of the respondents graduated comprehensive high schools (liceum),
4% - technical schools, and 1% - an art high school. They all passed the final
high school examination (Matura), among others in English, in the following
years: 2017 (43%), 2016 (35%), 2015 (15%), and 2014% (6%). Although the par-
ticipants were all students of one of the two universities in Wroctaw, it is most
vital to clarify that they all attended different high schools located in various
towns and cities in Poland, mainly the southern and central regions of the
country. While 38% of the respondents were graduates of various high schools
in the city of Wroctaw, the remaining 62% came from 35 different places, for
example: Bielsko-Biata, Czestochowa, Dzierzoniéw, Ktodzko, Legnica, Nowy
Sacz, Opole, Ostréow Wielkopolski, Rawicz, Pszczyna, Turek, Walbrzych, Zgo-
rzelec, Zielona Goéra. Collecting data from students graduating so many diffe-
rent schools situated in numerous places seems to allow for stating what the
general tendencies related to the inquired matter in Poland are.

INSTRUMENT

The data were collected with the use of an anonymous questionnaire writ-
ten in the learners” mother tongue. To ensure its clarity, before the final version
was produced its initial form was piloted among 15 MA English majors, which
resulted in reformulating a few questions and changing their order. Filling out
the proper questionnaire took approximately 15 minutes and completing it
was optional. It was distributed to the participants during either a lecture of
American literature (in the case of English majors) or one of their regular clas-
ses of English (in the case of English non-majors).

The survey opened with instructions, followed by a few socio-demographic
questions inquiring about the respondents’ university attended, major, type of
school completed, and place and year of taking the final high school exam. The
main body of the instrument consisted of two main types of questions. The first
type contained 4 questions based on an 8-point Likert scale and addressed the
following issues:

1/ frequency of being provided with summative assessment in reference to dif-
ferent (sub)skills: “How often was your progress in developing different sub-
skills in English assessed (with a credit)? Provide a digit next to each skill.”

2/ frequency of being provided with formative assessment in reference to dif-
ferent (sub)skills: “How often were you provided with feedback —received
information from your teacher about your FL learning strengths and weak-
nesses, areas to be worked on, shown how to work on them, encouraged
and shown how to self-assess your skills, without being given a credit—in
the case of the following skills? Provide a digit next to each skill.”
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3/ frequency of different techniques/tasks being used by the participants’
teachers to verify their progress in developing various FL (sub)skills, using
summative assessment: “How often were the following technique/tasks
used to evaluate your progress in different English subskills, with the use
of a credit? Provide a digit from 1-8 next to each subskill.”

4/ frequency of different techniques/tasks being used by the participants’
teachers to provide formative assessment in reference to developing various
FL (sub)skills: “How often were the following technique/ tasks used to pro-
vide you with feedback, i.e. information about the matters you deal well
with, areas to be worked on, demonstration how to work on them, enco-
uragement and demonstration how to self-assess your skills, without being
given a credit? Provide a digit from 1-8 next to each technique/task.”

In the first two questions, the participants were to write a digit in reference
to each skill and subskill into a table, as presented below.

Table 1.
The table used by the respondents to mark the frequency of being provided
with summative and formative assessment
Final (Matura) form Forms I-11I/1V

Example. Reading comprehension 3 5
Grammar

Vocabulary

Pronunciation

Speaking/communication skills
Writing (e.g. e-mails, essays)
Reading comprehension
Listening comprehension

The digits from 1 to 8, which the respondents could choose from meant the
following:
8. Almost every lesson
7. About once a week
6. About once-twice a month
5. About 2-3 times a semester
4. About once a semester
3. Occasionally, once-twice a year
2. Occasionally, once-twice within a few years
1. I can’t remember being assessed for this subskill
An analogous table with the same 8-point Likert scale was used in the case
of Questions 3 and 4. This time, however, instead of (sub)skills, a few tasks
or techniques related to different (sub)skills were provided, which could be
applied by teachers to give both summative and formative assessment in these
areas. These were, for example:
e translation of sentences and words,
* completing a sentence with the verb in the proper form,
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* answering comprehension check questions referring to a written text,

* dictation,

¢ filling in gaps with missing words (nouns, adjectives, verbs, etc.),

* answering questions verifying listening skills,

* discussion, role play, presentation or other speaking tasks to assess the
level of intelligibility,

* reading a text or list of words to focus on the pronunciation of words,

* marking stressed syllables in words.

It is important to clarify that there were more items provided in Questions 3
and 4 referring to pronunciation tasks that could be used to provide formative and
summative assessment in the case of this subskill. This is due to the fact that the
questionnaire’s main aim was to gather information about formative assessment
specifically in pronunciation teaching, which another article is devoted to. Altho-
ugh the items concerning assessment of all skills and subskills were used mainly
to reduce the subject expectancy effect, they provide us with valuable and reliable
information about formative assessment used for teaching all FL (sub)skills.

As Table 1 displays, the participants’ task was to specify the frequency of
experiencing formative and summative assessment separately in the case of
forms I-III and the final (Matura) form. This is due to the fact that it was expec-
ted differences might appear depending upon the form, taking into account
the possibility of backwash effect of the coming final examination.

When analysing the quantitative data, the frequency of occurrence of par-
ticular digits from 1 to 8 in the tables following Questions 1- 4 was computed.
The outcomes are presented in the subsection below.

What followed the four closed questions were 5 questions with a 4-point
Likert scale, supplemented in each case with an open-ended question. Among
them were the following ones:

1. Were any subskills listed in Q.1 and Q.2 assessed with a credit too rarely at your
high school English classes?
U Definitely yes
U Yes
U No
U Definitely not
Which subskills were they? ...
2. Were you given enough feedback (without credits) on the progress of all the
English subskills?
U Definitely yes
O Yes
0 No
U Definitely not
If not, which subskill(s) did you receive too little feedbackon? .................. ......

Figure 1.
Examples of open-ended questions used in the questionnaire.
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Analogously, the next question (Q.7) inquired about whether the fre-
quency, manner of assessment and the choice of assessed skills affected the
students” success in learning English, supplemented by the open questions:
“Why? In the case of which skill(s) was this?” Question 8 asked: “Did the fre-
quency and manner of giving feedback, assessment and the choice of assessed
skills affect your attitude towards learning English? Why? Which skill(s) did it
concern?” Finally, the last question addressed the problem of assessment and
feedback giving shaping the rapport with the teacher, i.e.: “Did the frequency
and manner of giving feedback, assessment and the choice of assessed sub-
skills affect your rapport with the English teacher? Why? The assessment of
which skills do you think that concerned?”

The analysis of the answers to the questions with the Likert scale focused
again on computing the frequency of the four responses chosen by the parti-
cipants. In the case of the answers to open questions, codes to the provided
responses were suggested and common tendencies were looked for. The out-
comes of the analyses are presented in the subsection below.

PRESENTATION AND DISCUSSION OF RESULTS

In this section, the outcomes of the study are presented and briefly discus-
sed, starting with a focus on quantitative data, followed by an analysis of quali-
tative outcomes.

QUANTITATIVE DATA

The first set of data allows us to see how frequently the participants of the
study were assessed formally with the use of a credit for their progress in lear-
ning different FL skills and subskills. The outcomes in the case of FL subskills,
i.e.,, grammar, vocabulary and pronunciation, are presented in Table 2. The
most popular answers have been marked in bold to make them more visible.

Table 2.
Frequency of summative assessment provision in the case FL subskills
Gram. Voc. Pron.
final f. f. I-III/1V final f. f. I-11I/1V final f. f. I-1II/1V
1 0% 2% 2% 4% 34% 36%
2 0% 1% 2% 1% 6% 5%
3 14% 5% 1% 2% 8% 9%
4 7% 8% 1% 6% 13% 12%
5 26% 34% 23% 27% 10% 11%
6 35% 34% 40% 38% 6% 12%
7 13% 14% 22% 15% 8% 6%
8 5% 2% 10% 8% 14% 8%

Note: Gram. - grammar; Voc. - vocabulary, Pron. - pronunciation; f. - form
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Analysing the outcomes displayed in all the tables, it seems worth remem-
bering that high percentages in the rows from 1 to 3 ought to be considered
as alarming since they denote the lack of or just occasional provision of asses-
sment in FL (sub)skills. When the frequency of formal assessment in the case of
grammar and vocabulary is concerned, it seems that it was usually provided
to the participants twice or three times a semester, about once-twice a month
or even once a week. The subskill that evidently stands out is pronunciation,
whose assessment with a credit as many as 34% to 36% of the participants do
not recall having ever received during their secondary school education.

Table 3 offers data in reference to summative assessment of FL skills, such
as speaking, listening, reading and writing.

Table 3.
Frequency of summative assessment provision in the case of FL skills
Spk. Writ. Rd. List.
final f. f I-III/IV finalf. f I-IlI/IV finalf. f I-IlI/IV finalf. f. I-III/IV
1 10% 18% 4% 12% 8% 9% 8% 11%
2 7% 6% 0% 1% 1% 2% 3% 3%
3 8% 13% 5% 10% 6% 8% 7% 8%
4 15% 16% 14% 15% 10% 15% 9% 12%
5 18% 18% 32% 30% 25% 23% 24% 22%
6 12% 11% 35% 22% 17% 21% 21% 21%
7 11% 6% 8% 8% 17% 13% 17% 16%
8 18% 12% 2% 1% 16% 9% 12% 7%

Note: Spk. - speaking, Writ. - writing, Rd. - reading, List. - listening; f. - form

This time, the most popular answers were 4, 5 and 6, which denotes that the
majority of the subjects received formative assessment of these skills one, twice
or three times a semester, or once-twice a month.

Table 4.
Frequency of formative assessment provision in the case of FL subskills
Gram. Voc. Pron.
final f. f. I-111/1V final f. f. I-1I1/1V final f. f. I-II/1V
1 13% 16% 16% 19% 25% 28%
2 8% 6% 4% 6% 4% 5%
3 12% 14% 13% 12% 12% 9%
4 11% 14% 9% 10% 13% 15%
5 11% 14% 10% 15% 8% 10%
6 20% 16% 25% 19% 11% 12%
7 9% 11% 9% 11% 8% 7%
8 15% 8% 13% 8% 20% 13%

Note: Gram. - grammar; Voc. - vocabulary, Pron. - pronunciation; £. - form
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The second set of data reports the frequency of formative assessment being
used in the EFL classroom, represented by feedback provision, consisting in
showing the students their strengths and weaknesses, suggesting FL areas
for future focus, strategies worth trying to improve particular (sub)skills and
encouraging self-assessment. Tables 4 and 5 show how often, according to the
respondents, formative assessment was provided to them in reference to the
three subskills and four skills.

This time the distribution of responses is evidently different from the distri-
bution of answers found in summative assessment. Although in the case of
grammar and vocabulary digit 6 was chosen most often by the respondents,
which stands for assessment being provided once-twice a month, almost half
of the participants marked digits 1-4, which denoted occasional provision of
feedback with 13% to 19% declaring not having received such feedback at all
when learning English at high school. Just as in the case of summative asses-
sment, it seems that pronunciation scores stand out. Although 20% of the
respondents declared that in the final form their formative assessment of this
subskill took place almost every class, as many as 25% to 28% of the subjects
declared not having been assessed for this subskill at all during their secondary
school education.

Finally, Table 5 offers a look at how frequently the participants received
feedback while practising the four skills. As the outcomes display, here the
scores are evidently alarming, with as many as from 20% to 27% students,
depending upon the skill, acknowledging not having been offered formative
assessment without a credit ever during their secondary school education.

Table 5.
Frequency of formative assessment provision in the case of FL skills
Spk. Writ. Rd. List.

final f. f. I-IlI/IV finalf. f. I-IlI/IV finalf. f.I-IlI/IV finalf. f. I-1II/IV
1 20% 25% 22% 27% 23% 25% 22% 25%
2 4% 5% 2% 5% 4% 6% 6% 4%
3 12% 8% 12% 13% 15% 13% 12% 12%
4 10% 10% 14% 14% 11% 9% 13% 13%
5 11% 20% 19% 19% 17% 20% 16% 17%
6
7
8

18% 14% 24% 15% 12% 11% 15% 13%

8% 6% 4% 3% 8% 8% 7% 8%

17% 11% 4% 4% 10% 8% 9% 7%
Note: Spk. - speaking, Writ. - writing, Rd. - reading, List. - listening; £. - form

It seems worth adding that a clear tendency can be observed when compa-
ring the provision of both summative and formative assessment in earlier forms
(I-III) and the final form. It appears to be more frequent in the case of the latter,
which leads directly to the Matura examination. It may be hypothesised that this
is due to the backwash effect. There is, however, no doubt that it is already in the
earlier classes that students should receive regular feedback on their learning.
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Where the third research question is concerned, an analogous pattern
was observed with formative assessment being much less frequently offered
when performing the tasks mentioned than summative assessment. As could
be expected from the data presented earlier, the least frequent summative
assessment, i.e. answers 1 to 3 marked from 45% to 72% of the respondents
depending on the form, was declared in the case of tasks related to pronun-
ciation (discussion, role play, presentation or other speaking tasks to assess
the level of intelligibility, reading a text or list of words to focus on pronun-
ciation of words, marking stressed syllables in words). The data were even
less satisfying in the case of formative assessment related to pronunciation.
Digit 1, standing for “I can’t remember being assessed for this subskill” was
marked by 24% (final form) and 30% (forms I-III) of the participants in the
case of the tasks allowing to give feedback on intelligibility, and by 31%
(final form) and 34% (forms I-III) in the case of the tasks that could be used to
provide feedback on word pronunciation. What is, however, most striking is
the number of participants who declared never having received any feedback
related to stressing syllables in words, which equalled 86% (final form) and
85% (forms I-III). Such outcome may be due to pronunciation being gene-
rally neglected in teaching, for which there are several reasons and which
constitutes a vital problem not only in Poland (see Derwing, & Munro, 2015;
Szpyra-Koztowska, 2015).

The most popular tasks (digits 5 to 8 chosen by from 65% to 70% of respon-
dents) used for assessing students formally proved to be completing a sen-
tence with the verb in the proper form, filling in gaps with missing words, and
translation of sentences and words. The second common choice was answe-
ring comprehension check questions referring to a written text and to a recor-
ding (digits 5 to 8 chosen by from 43% to 65% of respondents). Unfortunately,
the same tasks were not that popular any more as a basis for providing feed-
back to students, with digits 5 to 8 being chosen by not more than 35% of the
participants.

QUALITATIVE DATA

As mentioned in the subsection describing the instrument, the open
questions allowing us to get to know the opinions of the respondents on asses-
sment were initiated by simple introductory questions. One of them inquired
whether the participants were content about the amount of assessment they
were provided with. As many as 68% believed the assessment was too rare,
with 31% choosing the option “Definitely yes” and 31% - “Yes.”

When asked in the next question to enumerate the (sub)skills they felt were
assessed too rarely, the most common response provided by 92% of the par-
ticipants was pronunciation. The next (sub)skills that students believed were
not evaluated enough frequently were as follows: speaking (chosen by 51%),
listening (chosen by 7%) and writing (chosen by 5% of the respondents).
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An analogous distribution of answers can be observed in the case of
Question 6, addressing the matter of potentially neglected formative asses-
sment. 61% of the participants believed that the feedback they had received
in high school was too scarce. More specifically, while 7% of the respondents
provided the answer “No” to the question “Were you given enough feedback
(without credits) on the progress of all the English subskills?”, as many as 54 %
declared this was definitely not the case. When the participants were asked to
share their opinion about which (sub)skill(s) they thought they received too
little feedback on, the most popular answer they gave was again pronunciation
(75%). The second FL skill neglected in terms of feedback provision was spe-
aking (19%), followed by listening (11%) and writing (11%).

The quantitative data were supported by qualitative data. Among them
were direct claims about being provided with limited feedback, e.g.:

“Vocabulary, pronunciation and writing were only assessed by a credit, which
didn’t tell me anything about my weaknesses and how to deal with them.”

“We received too little feedback on all subskills. Actually, we didn’t get any info on
our strengths and weaknesses or how to work on the aspects we had problems with.”

“The information about my skills was provided only in the form of grades.”

“I definitely received too little feedback on pronunciation and my progress and its
lack in writing.”

Furthermore, 58% of the subjects agreed that frequency and manner of asses-
sment and the choice of assessed subskills affected their success in learning
English. 79% of the respondents thought there were serious negative consequ-
ences of having been provided with so little feedback on their progress, parti-
cularly when pronunciation (41%) and speaking skills (38%) are concerned. A
disappointment was expressed from not being informed about the necessity to
improve certain skills. The students were also worried that now they needed to
work harder to eliminate the errors ingrained in them due to lack of teachers’
reaction to their performance. Among the responses were the following ones:
“I had no idea my pronunciation needed to be improved because I was never
assessed nor received any feedback on this aspect,” “The areas of the language
that were not assessed were automatically ignored by me in conscious study-
ing,” “Nobody checked our pronunciation. Now it’s more difficult to get rid of
bad habits of pronouncing different words” or “No feedback on speaking skills
resulted in my very poor abilities to communicate,” and “My pronunciation is
terrible because we were focusing on reading and vocabulary.”

Finally, it is important to add that 52% of the learners believed the frequ-
ency, manner and choice of assessed FL skills shaped their attitude towards
the teacher. The responses signalled that negative rapport was caused when
the feedback was not constructive, unclear and unfair, when the teacher did
not show respect towards the student, the tests were too difficult or appeared
too frequently. Among the statements offered by the respondents were the
following;:
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“A teacher relying only on grades and tests is wasting class time and discouraging
students from learning.”

“I liked and respected the teacher who assessed and gave me feedback on my
speaking skills and pronunciation. I didn’t like the teacher who focused only on
grammar.”

“I disliked one of my previous teachers for her focusing on and assessing constan-
tly areas I was not keen on.”

“Ireally liked my teacher; he would draw lots of attention to speaking, gave us lots
of feedback on our mistakes and suggested how things could’ve been expressed
differently.”

CONCLUSIONS

As several educational specialists stress, both summative and formative
assessment are necessary in the process of education. Many studies have proven
the benefits of formative assessment, which is recommended to be used on a
daily basis (e.g. Black, & Wiliam, 1998a). This seems to be very true particularly
in the case of FL learning, a process in which the student needs constant and
immediate feedback on whether he/she is going in the right direction, positive
remarks lowering anxiety and raising motivation, and guidance on learning
strategies and how to become an autonomous learner. The data reported in
this study suggest that formative assessment is neglected by FL high school
teachers, whose negative consequences are evident to the learners. Ignoring
both summative and formative assessment was visible in this study in the case
of pronunciation.

It must be made clear that the research has a few limitations, which may
have affected the achieved outcomes. Among them is the relatively small
sample. It may be worth replicating the study not only with more learners but
also an improved instrument in which the functions of formative assessment
could be addressed separately. Finally, it would be interesting to triangulate
the data, by gathering information among the teachers and finding out why
formative assessment is avoided in FL classrooms. Despite the limitations of
the study, the results may be a basis for considering devoting more time to for-
mative and summative assessment during both pre- and in-service teacher tra-
ining courses. The data also evidently show that more training among teachers
is needed on pronunciation teaching and assessment.
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