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PREFACE

The field of second language acquisition and pedagogy has enjoyed a half century
of academic prosperity, with exponentially increasing numbers of books, journals,
articles, and dissertations now constituting our stockpile of knowledge. Surveys of
even a subdiscipline within this growing field now require hundreds of biblio-
graphic entries to document the state of the art. In this mélange of topics and issues,
assessment remains an area of intense fascination. What is the best way to assess
learners’ ability? What are the most practical assessment instruments available? Are
current standardized tests of language proficiency accurate and reliable? In an era of
communicative language teaching, do our classroom tests measure up to standards
of authenticity and meaningfulness? How can a teacher design tests that serve as
motivating learning experiences rather than anxiety-provoking threats?

All these and many more questions now being addressed by teachers,
researchers, and specialists can be overwhelming to the novice language teacher,
who is already baffled by linguistic and psychological paradigms and by a multitude
of methodological options. This book provides the teacher trainee with a clear,
reader-friendly presentation of the essential foundation stones of language assess-
ment, with ample practical examples to illustrate their application in language class-
rooms. It is a book that simplifies the issues without oversimplifying. It doesn't
dodge complex questions, and it treats them in ways that classroom teachers can
comprehend. Readers do not have to become testing experts to understand and
apply the concepts in this book, nor do they have to become statisticians adept in
manipulating mathematical equations and advanced calculus.

PURPOSE AND AUDIENCE
This book is designed to offer a comprehensive survey of essential principles and
tools for second language assessment. It has been used in pilot forms for teacher-
training courses in teacher certification and in Master of Arts in TESOL programs. As

the third in a trilogy of teacher education textbooks, it is designed to follow my
other two books, Principles of Language Learning and Teaching (Fourth Edition,

ix
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Pearson Education, 2000) and Teaching by Principles (Second Edition, Pearson
Education, 2001). References to those two books are sprinkled throughout the cur-
rent book. In keeping with the tone set in the previous two books, this one features
uncomplicated prose and a systematic, spiraling organization. Concepts are intro-
duced with a maximum of practical exemplification and a minimum of weighty def-
inition. Supportive research is acknowledged and succinctly explained without
burdening the reader with ponderous debate over minutiae.

The testing discipline sometimes possesses an aura of sanctity that can cause
teachers to feel inadequate as they approach the task of mastering principles and
designing effective instruments. Some testing manuals, with their heavy emphasis
on jargon and mathematical equations, don't help to dissipate that mystique. By the
end of Language Assessment: Principles and Classroom Practices, readers will have
gained access to this not-so-frightening field. They will have a working knowledge
of a number of useful fundamental principles of assessment and will have applied
those principles to practical classroom contexts. They will have acquired a store-
house of useful, comprehensible tools for evaluating and designing practical, effec-
tive assessment techniques for their classrooms.

PRINCIPAL FEATURES

Notable features of this book include the following:

« clearly framed fundamental principles for evaluating and designing assess-
ment procedures of all kinds

+ focus on the most common pedagogical challenge: classroom-based assess-
ment

« many practical examples to illustrate principles and guidelines

* concise but comprehensive treatment of assessing all four skills (listening,
speaking, reading, writing)

+ in each skill, classification of assessment techniques that range from con-
trolled to open-ended item types on a specified continuum of micro- and
macroskills of language

+ thorough discussion of large-scale standardized tests: their purpose, design,
validity, and utility

« alook at testing language proficiency, or “ability”

+ explanation of what standards-based assessment is, why it is so popular, and
what its pros and cons are

« consideration of the ethics of testing in an educational and commercial
world driven by tests

+ a comprehensive presentation of alternatives in assessment, namely, portfo-
lios, journals, conferences, observations, interviews, and self- and peer-
assessment
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+ systematic discussion of letter grading and overall evaluation of student per-
formance in a course

+ end-of-chapter exercises that suggest whole-class discussion and individual,
pair, and group work for the teacher education classroom

+ a few suggested additional readings at the end of each chapter
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