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Abstract

This paper is an evaluation of the assessment
system in a Saudi University for Health Sciences.
The focus is mainly on looking at how the
language testing system does not reflect the
purpose for which it is used. It also shows how
this system negatively affects the way that
language education is conducted in the form of
what researchers refer to as “washback”. It also
suggests an alternative assessment to the
present one that consists of a summative written
assessment through two in-term examinations
and afinal one. The current type of assessment,
in my opinion, fails to reflect the students’ actual
learning.

Key words
Summative, formative, peer and self-
assessment.

SABRIA S. JAWHAR

Resumen

Este articulo es una evaluacién del sistema de
valoracién en una Universidad Saudita para
Ciencias de la Salud. El principal objetivo es revisar
como el sistema de examenes de lengua no refleja
el propésito para el cual se utiliza; también muestra
como el sistema afecta negativamente la manera
en la cual se conduce la educacion de lengua en
lo que los investigadores denominan “washback”.
Ademas el articulo sugiere una valoracion alterna
por medio de una prueba escrita sumativa
distribuida en dos examenes parciales y uno al
final del semestre. El sistema de valoracion actual,
a mi juicio, no refleja el aprendizaje real de los
estudiantes.

Palabras clave
Valoracién sumativa, formativa, auto-valoracion,
valoracion por pares.

This article focuses at reflections on the assessment system in a particular setting. The paper sustains the major research field
of the 'FL Teaching and Learning” of the UPTC Master Program in ‘FL Teaching’.
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Introduction

In spite of continuous calls for using learner-
centered approaches in language teaching,
and in learning and assessment in some
Saudi Higher Education institutes, the
rhetoric is still far from the reality.

In most Saudi higher education institutes,
teachers are still test-driven and base their
teaching on that idea. They teach their
students how to pass tests rather than help
them to develop language skills. In addition,
the students’ language competence is
assessed using written exams while generic
and communicative skills are not tested at
all (Al-Otaibi, 2004; Al-Ahaydib, 1986). Even
those few teachers who tend to use new and
more learner-centered approaches to
teaching are faced with the traditional
assessment system that does not support
such relatively new ideas (c.f.2)

1. Background

In this section | will give an overview of the
Saudi general education system, including
teaching and testing.

1.1.1 The Saudi higher education system

Though not always immediately evident, the
nature of the teaching and learning process
in Saudi classrooms is influenced by the
Presentation-Practice-Production (PPP)
approach. Teachers seem to be particularly
comfortable with this approach as it gives
them control over the presented material as
well as ways of assessing it (Zaid, 1993).
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1.1.2 The context

| teach in a scientific university where the
students are native Arabic speakers. They
are approximately 18 years of age and all
share the same religion, Islam, and similar
cultural backgrounds. | teach English for
academic purposes. My job is to prepare
students to study science using the medium
of the English language.

The university where | teach is a perfect
example of the learning assessment
techniques used in the Saudi institutes of
higher education. Teachers there, as in the
rest of the Kingdom, are test-driven. As with
other Saudi teachers, this has had a
considerable impact on teaching practices.

a. The subject knowledge

The Foundation Program in which | was
involved comprises:

1. An intensive programme in English (9
hours per week).

2. An English vocabulary-building
component (3 hours per week).

3. Anursing component (4 hours per week)

The intensive programme of English is
supposed to be focused on enhancing the
students’ four language skills, with particular
attention being paid to those related to
communication. It is intended to bridge the
gap between the students’ previous
experience in English and the standard
required for joining the nursing programme.
In other words, it lays the foundation for the
students’ future studies in English. It is also



aimed at increasing the students’ ability to
communicate using English, as a
requirement for the demands of the work
they will undertake. During this period
students are also expected to acquire the
basics for other generic skills such as
problem—solving, team work and critical
thinking (c.f.2.1.3).

b. Learning objectives and assessment

The university manual defines learning as:
“....learning is a dynamic process through
which one acquires knowledge,
understanding and skills that enable the
maximizing of potential abilities. The
responsibility of the students in this
process is to be active in the acquisition,
inquiry, internalization, and application of
knowledge...... nursing is a caring
process that utilizes well-defined skill in
critical thinking, ethical decision-making,
and independent judgment to facilitate the
delivery of quality care across the life
span.” (Baccalaureate Nursing Program
curriculum, 2006:8-9)

As one can see from the definition, generic
skills such as communication and critical
thinking are among the expected outcomes
of the learning process in this university. Yet
the present assessment system does not
support the development of any of the
aforementioned skills. On the contrary, it
focuses on excessive summative assessment
that does not help in directing students towards
efficient approaches to study as will be
explained in the following section.

c. Assessment techniques

At my university, lecturers use a central
system of assessment that comprises of two
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written, in-term examinations, and one final
examination. These exams are made up
mainly of questions on discrete grammar
points, vocabulary items and very short
compositions. As such, students are not
evaluated in terms of their ability to use the
language for communication. Rather, they
are evaluated according to how much they
know about it.

The cut-off point is 60% and the result is
either pass or fail, which makes it an
accountability test of sorts. The course is
non-credit awarding however. If a student
fails the Foundation Program, she will be
given the chance to repeat it once. If she
fails again, she will be dismissed.

In general, teachers and administrators treat
assessment as the ultimate goal of the
teaching and learning process. Previous
research suggests that this enhances the
testing culture in the students’ minds and
limits their learning development (Ames,
1992; Torrance and Pryor, 1998). The
assessment role in shaping the students’
learning and development is overlooked.

2. Forms of assessment

In this section | will shed light on some of
the assessment-related terminology,
especially those that | will be referring to in
this paper. At the same time, | will discuss
some of the pros and cons of using these
assessment methods and connect them to
my context where possible.

2.1 Summative assessment

Researchers define summative assessment
(hereafter SA) as atool that is used to record
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the overall achievement of the learner at a
specific time. Clarke (1998), for instance,
describes SA as ‘snapshot testing’, which
reflects what a child can and cannot do at a
given time. While the same can be said
about adults, Gipps and Murphy (1994)
believe that it is a tool that provides
evaluative information by the use of a task.
This information, they state, can be
assertively used to make a comparison
among students or schools. SA is mainly
used for validation and accreditation. This
limited use, however, has resulted in a
negative connotation that is associated with
the term socially and within educational
institutes.

Educators, especially in higher education,
are exerting efforts to distance themselves,
at least literally, from the use of the term.
However, despite the negative lightin which
educators see summative assessment, Earl
(2003) states that SA is still the dominant
type of assessment in schools. He believes
that there are going to be always
“...milestones  where summative
assessment is required.” (Earl, 2003: p.22)

To Earl (ibid.), classroom assessment has
a multitude of purposes, many of which are
contradictory. For example, ‘traditional’
classroom assessment and reporting
processes facilitate comparison amongst
students, fulfill accountability demands but,
paradoxically, do not provide any specific
information about what the students have
achieved.

Another problem that has been associated
with the broad use of this kind of assessment
in my context is its inability to assess other
aspects of students learning, as identified
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in the university learning objectives
(c.f.2.1.3). In my context, SA is used as the
only tool by which judgments are made
concerning the students’ level of
achievement. This sole use of SA in my
university has deprived the students any sort
of constructive contextualized feedback or
direction during their learning (Koller, 2005;
Allal and Mottiez-Lopez, 2005).

2.2 Formative assessment

Formative assessment (hereafter FA) has
emerged as a reaction to the need to
suppress the negative effects of summative
assessment. However, there is still some
degree of confusion and debate concerning
what formative assessment is and why it
should be used in the first place (Clarke
2001; Taras 2008). Many teachers however,
especially in my context, think that it is an
additional tool that they can use inside the
classroom throughout the semester, but one
that has nothing to do with the students’
learning or grading.

There is currently a wave of support for
formative assessment, with the phrase
‘assessment for learning’ being adopted to
highlight the role of assessment in the
teaching and learning process (e.g. http:/
www.assessment-reform-group.org).
However, it is crucial to note that the current
‘assessment for learning’ term has come into
existence as a result of educational
researchers’ increasing criticism of
traditional assessment and grading
practices.

Black and William (1998) questioned the
ability of formative assessment to bring
about an improvement in learning. They



carried out an extensive survey of the
available research literature over a period
of nine years. The aim of their study was to
find quantitative evidence to support the
relationship between formative assessment
and learning. They confirmed the strong
relationship between formative assessment
and efficient pedagogy. However, although
they failed to show the impact of the context
of the application in such studies, their
research is considered as a comprehensive
framework for FA.

Proponents of FA base their arguments on
the constructivist views of learning (Vygotsky
1978). Sedler (1989) for instance,
emphasized the importance of the students
understanding the desired goals and how
far or how close they are to achieving them.
To him, learning should include the
engagement of students in activities that
help them to bridge the gap between their
current level and the desired one.

Based on the previous discussion, one can
conclude that, unlike SA, FAis a continuous
process that is embedded as part of the
teaching routine. When carried out as a daily
practice, it informs the teachers about the
effectiveness of their teaching methods as
well as the progress of their students’
learning. Some might argue that SA can play
the same role (Black and Wiliam 2003; Black
et al. 2003, 2004). The answer is that this is
possible but the difference is that FA
provides information when it is still possible
for the teachers and the students to make
changes.

Another advantage of FAis also its ability to
overcome the negative effect of social
accountability or what Messick (1985) refers
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to as ‘social consequences’, that have been
associated with SA. It works like a guideline
that helps the teacher to know in advance
what the next step is, and allows him/her to
make decisions accordingly. It is also
marked by the importance it gives to
formative feedback and to students’
involvement, as crucial practices for effective
implementation. This involvement can take
different forms, depending on the kind of
task the teacher is implementing. However,
it can be categorised under self-, peer- and
co-assessment (c.f. 5).

Formative assessment, nevertheless,
requires more time and effort on the
teacher’s part. It also requires training for
both teachers and students. In general, this
kind of assessment is absent from the Saudi
classroom for different reasons including the
central assessment system that limits the
teachers to the use of written exams (Al-
Otaibi, 2004; Al-Ahaydib, 1986). The same
system also affects the students’ and the
teachers’ understanding of learning and
teaching (i.e. negative washback c.f.3.3.).

The previous discussion suggests that the
principles of formative assessment such as
constructive feedback, students’ needs and
involvement are promising alternatives to the
currently used method of assessment in the
Saudi context (Ames, 1992; Blue, 1988; Lee
and Suini 2005; Falchikov, 2005).

2.3 Validity and Washback

Validity is a term that is used to refer to the
extent to which the test actually measures
what it claims to measure (Brown, 1996, p.
231). It is also used to refer to the
appropriateness of the inferences and
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decisions made on the basis of a test’s
results. Sireci (2007) reviewed the available
literature with regard to test validity and
came up with a list of conclusions among
which he said that validity “...is not a property
of the test. Rather, it refers to the use of the
test for a particular purpose,” (p.477).

Messick (1989) believes that one of the main
elements that put any test’s validity at high
risk is construct under-representation.
According to him, this under-representation
occurs when the test is constructed in such
a way that does not include “...important
dimensions of facets of the construct” (p.34)
which is something that is apparent with
regard to the assessment system used in
my university.

Washback, on the other hand, refers to the
effect that the use of a particular test has on
the teaching and learning process and that
would not have happened if the test were
not used (Messick:1985). Recently, the term
‘ washback’ has received a good deal of
attention to the extent that some researchers
(Messick, 1996; Pintrich, Wolters & Baxter,
2000) claim that a test’s validity can only be
determined by the extent to which it has a
positive or negative washback effect on
learning and teaching . Messick (1985) also
believes that washback is “..an instance of
the consequential aspect of construct
validity” (p.241).

In the light of the above discussion, the
problem with the assessment system in the
Saudi higher education context can be
summarized as follows:

1. The written tests used focus on only
discrete grammatical points and two of
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the four language skills, namely writing
and reading. At the same time, it does
not assess listening and speaking. This
fact makes its construct validity subject
to questioning (Messik 1989).

2. The overuse of summative assessment
does not precisely measure all the
learning outcomes or help students to
develop, due to the absence of
constructive feedback (Lee, 2003; Taras,
2008).

3. The relationship between assessment on
the one hand and teaching and learning
on the other, is not taken into
consideration, an aspect that can result
in a sort of negative washback (Black and
William 1998a; Torrance and Pryor, 1998;
Biggs, 1999).

4. Though generic skills (e.g. problem
solving, decision making and team work)
are considered the ultimate goal of the
learning process, the assessment
method does not reflect this.

3. Rationale

Despite the importance of Item Analysis in
a language test’s evaluation, this paper is
limited to evaluating the adequacy of the
assessment system used in Saudi higher
education, in comparison to the purpose for
which it is used, as well as the desired
learning outcomes. It also looks at the
impact of the use of such an assessment
system on teaching practices.

Kane (2006) notes that it is impossible to
prove that a test is valid nor even to prove
that we are measuring what we think we are



measuring. Sireci (2007), on the other hand,
stated that any conceptualization of validity
theory must recognize that what is to be
validated is not the test itself, but the use of
the test for a particular purpose. He believes
“...that validity can be evaluated only with
respect to a specific testing purpose”
(p-478). He also said that “Unintended
negative consequences might not point to
problems in tests per se but may indicate
problems within a testing system” (p.480)

| believe that the problem in my context is
not related to the test itself but more to the
use of the test for purposes that go beyond
what it is intended to assess. The following
section will discuss some of the available
alternative to the sole use of summative
written examinations.

4. Suggested alternatives to the present
mode of assessment

Recent years have withessed a paradigm
shift in teaching and learning practices, from
the teacher- to the learner-centred
classroom. It has also been accompanied
by an increasing emphasis on the learner’s
role, not only in the learning process, but
also in the assessment practice with special
attention being given to the relationship
between the two (Driscoll and Wood, 2007;
Cheng & Warren, 2005; Bresciani et al.
2004; Luoma and Tarnanen, 2003).

4.1 Redefining assessment

Before suggesting any alternative, | believe
that the concept of assessment used in the
Saudi context should be revisited. A good
definition of assessment is found on the
University of Oregon website. Here,
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assessment is defined as:

“The process of gathering and discussing
information from multiple and diverse
sources in order to develop a deep
understanding of what students know,
understand, and can do with their knowledge
as aresult of their educational experiences;
the process culminates when assessment
results are used to improve subsequent
leaming,”http://tep.uoregon.edu/workshops/
teachertraining/learnercentered/assessing/
assessing.html

As the definition indicates, assessment
should not be an end in itself and it should
not be reduced merely to summative written
exams at the end of the course. On the
contrary, it should be a tool for gathering
information about the students’ learning
outcomes. It should also be a holistic
process that includes strategic planning as
well as continuous formative feedback from
different sources.

4.2 Assessment and learning

The literature shows that the link between
assessment and the learning process tends
to be overlooked by many teachers and
researchers (Torrance and Pryor, 1998). In
many Eastern and Middle Eastern countries,
such as Saudi Arabia, assessment is still
perceived as the last step of the curriculum
development process (c.f.2). This
misperception of assessment has had its
effect on those students who are denied the
opportunity to become involved as active
participants in the whole process.

William (2003) draws a distinction between

formative assessment and assessment for
learning, conceptualizing assessment for
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learning as the ‘purpose’, and formative
assessment as the ‘process’.

Discussing the concept of assessment for
learning, Blue (1988) believes that learning
enhancement is associated with the learners’
involvement in assessment, as well as needs
analysis. He emphasizes the importance of
such an inclusion, not only for the students’
learning outcomes, but also in order to
minimize the teachers’ workload. It is worth
noting here the fact that this exclusion is not
a result of bad intentions as much as
ignorance of the multi purposes of
assessment from the teachers’ point of view.
Torrance and Pryor (1998) explored this issue
in a paper that aimed to investigate teachers’
understanding of the term ‘assessment’. They
found that teachers perceive assessment as
an activity discrete from actual teaching, so
they used it as a tool for gathering information
for a ‘third party’, whether school or parents,
a situation that is similar to that in my context.
They stated that teachers did not see the
benefit of assessment, either for themselves
or for their students. Moreover, teachers were
of the opinion that assessment has a negative
effect on the students’ motivation and
learning.

Ames’s (1992) stand supports that of
Torrance and Pryor (op.cit). She believes
that the way by which the students are
evaluated can affect their motivation but, to
her, the key issue is the students’ perception
of the meaning of evaluation. She claims
that the way that evaluation is structured can
affect the orientation of students toward
different goals. This explains my students’
test-driven orientation towards knowledge.
She also warns against the negative effect
of social comparisons that might operate
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among students, especially when it comes
to winning or out-performing their peers, a
thing that happens frequently in SA. She
states that such comparisons affect the
students’ perception of their ability, or lack
of it. Students’ use of effective learning
strategies and problem-solving strategies
depends on the appreciation of the effort
they put into the task. Grades, she adds,
can have a harmful effect on the efforts to
implement more learning strategies because
they support social comparisons. However,
she states, they can still be useful, but only
if they are used alongside feedback that
serves to improve the work. Under these
conditions, the students are more likely to
use such strategies.

Harlen and Deakin Crick (2003) downgraded
the importance given to the relationship
between testing and students’ motivation.
They said that only a few studies offer
evidence that supports this relationship.
However, they called for further research in
this respect.

Regardless of the effect of assessment on
the students’ motivation, the previous review
suggests that constructive feedback
included in the formative assessment is an
important strategy to help students develop
their learning. It gives the students an insight
into what they are doing well. It also provides
the students with precise input with regard
to howto progress in their learning. Students
in my context lack this kind of feedback. This
can be obtained from different sources
among which are the following:

4.2.1 On-line assessment

Using especially designed computer



programs for assessment is one of the
potential alternatives to traditional
assessment for different reasons, including
providing immediate feedback and offering
learning opportunities. It gives the students
more flexibility when it comes to time and
setting. It also minimizes teacher workload
(Brown, 1987; Kearsleg, 2003; Johnson &
Aragon, 2003). However, in my context, this
is not applicable for several reasons
including the availability of staff who are able
to deal with computer programs and who
are able to guide the students throughout
the semester. We have also to consider the
availability of equal access to computers as
well as computer literacy among students.
Not all of my students are good when it
comes to computer use. Some of them they
do not even have access to computers.
Assessment should not be a subjective
process that serves only one group.
Chances of plagiarism should be minimized
while opportunities for self-learning should
be explored (Heberling, 2002).

4.2.2 Self- and peer-assessment

These are among the most highly
recommended approaches to assessment,
especially at higher education level (Brud
et al., 2003; Elliot & Higgins, 2005). Self-
assessment is believed to help students to
develop generic and higher intellectual skills
such as problem-solving and critical thinking.
It is also argued that it helps to minimize
teacher workload. It promotes learner
autonomy and helps the teacher to meet the
students’ expectations and to be aware of
their opinions (Dochy et al., 1999; Taras,
2001; Wilson & Fowler, 2005). However,
students should be trained to carry out self-
assessment in order to overcome the
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problem of validity and credibility (Ross,
2006).

Taras (2001) tackled this problem and
suggested three steps towards better self-
assessment. She believes that the learners
should start by getting grades for their self-
assessment exercises. Teacher guidance
should be available to the students,
especially at the initial stages, as this will
give them a sense of security.

Taras suggested offering teacher’s feedback
as a second step. She believes that it would
help the students to recognize their mistakes
and learn from them. Finally, she proposes
imposing the completion of the self-
assessment exercises as a condition for
receiving grades.

Peer assessment and reflection practices
are also believed to positively influence the
students’ learning approaches, to help solve
the problem of large classes, to allow
students to reflect on their learning and to
become more independent (Wilson and
Fowler, 2005; Dochy et al., 1999; Strachan
and Wilcox, 1996). Moreover, it is believed
to encourage lower level students to move
towards a deeper learning and to develop
“...independent research, collaboration and
communication” (Strachan and Wilcox 1996.
p.343). By introducing self and peer-
assessment, however, educators should be
aware of the students’ backgrounds and
their attitudes towards such alternatives
(Winnie and Warren, 2005; Lee and Suini,
2005; Biggs, 1999).

Littlewood (1999) indicated that East Asian

students expected the teacher, as the holder
of authority and knowledge, to be responsible
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for the assessment of learning. Similarly,
Saudi students expect the teacher to be the
one responsible for assessment. This fact
might influence their attitude towards such
alternatives, and call for pre-assessment
training sessions and attitude surveys.

5. Future implications of assessment in
the saudi context

From what have been mentioned we come
to the conclusion that assessment is not an
end in itself. On the contrary, it is a crucial
part of the curriculum and should be
integrated into the teaching and learning
process. If given enough attention and
carefully designed, assessment can
effectively influence student learning.

It is true that lecturers at some university,
like mine, use a central assessment policy
that reduces the assessment to written
summative exams, yet there is always room
for change and improvement. However, it is
worth mentioning the fact that change is not
an easy process that can be done overnight,
especially when it comes to educational
practices. It should be introduced gradually,
but as part of a holistic and strategic plan.
With regard to my context, several changes
should take place at both the policy and the
test-designing levels. But until teachers and
students are prepared to move from the
current paper and pen examinations to an
assessment system that takes advantage
of advancements in technology (Raikes &
Harding, 2003), the following changes
should be considered:

1. Sinceitis not easy to move from one end

of the spectrum to the other without
causing confusion on the part of both
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2.

4.

teachers and students, special attention
should be given as to how to implement
summative assessment in such a way
that makes it possible to provide the
required information that matches the
purposes for which it is used. To do so,
we have to carry out an academic needs
analysis to find out the language skills that
our students will need and include them
in the taught materials. Following this, we
have to make sure that the assessment
reflects these introduced materials. In my
case, listening and speaking should be
included as part of the assessment
process. Also the other generic and
cognitive skills such as teamwork and
problem-solving should be covered
equally in the introduced and the
assessed material.

The item specifications used in the written
exams should also be developed in
accordance with the students’ needs,
during and after their years of studying.
Within those specifications, qualities such
as validity, reliability and practicality
should also be closely considered.

. The teacher should take advantage of the

fact that students study what they expect
to be assessed on, and focus their
teaching practices around specific
learning outcomes and relate them to
assessment. The 100 score that is
currently assigned to three written
examinations given in a specific and
limited time, should be redistributed to
include other activities such as group
work, peer- and self-assessment.

The teachers should give more
importance to providing the students with



more constructive feedback following
every task or examination, so that they
know how well they have performed and
what should they do to improve in the
future.

5. Teachers and students should be trained
to use alternative assessment techniques
such as peer- and self-assessment after
their attention is drawn to the advantages
of such techniques for both the learning
and teaching. These techniques will help
students to develop their cognitive and
generic sKills.

6. A balance should be kept between
formative assessment that measures the
students’ learning outcomes and
development and summative
assessment upon which the students’
level will be judged.

7. Students should be involved in drawing
up the assessment criteria. At the same
time, those criteria should be made
transparent and detailed. To this end, |
suggest the use of a detailed rubric sheet.
This is not to pin down everything for
them, but to help them to know what is
expected of them, and to increase the
effectiveness of their learning.

6. Conclusion

In this paper | have briefly addressed the
importance of assessment, not as an end
in itself, but as a contribution to the students’
learning development. Citing my university
as an example, the paper evaluates the
learning assessment system in Saudi higher
education institutes and suggests changes
in the assessment policy. It also suggests
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the use of peer- and self-assessment as
alternative to the current one. This change,
however, should be gradual and proceed as
part of an intensive review of the whole
curriculum, including institutional policy and
course goals.

Finally, since this paper is based on my own
experience, it is important to understand that
we cannot generalize from it. Rather, it
should be seen as an eye-opener that could
serve as a springboard for further large scale
and empirical research into the area of
assessment.
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