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Abstract

This paper brings about the discussion on findings from an interview with young learners
about school-based assessment that takes place in their English language classroom. Their
ideas, comments and feelings were recorded and analysed. Literature has pointed out that
including learners’ views in learning as well as in assessment will yield better learning
outcomes. The discussion will be touching on what the young learners’ think about the ‘new’
assessment that takes place in the classroom and how they want it to be carried out. The
results of the study show that there are five emerging themes: a) lack of young learners’
involvement in assessment, b) lack of support from the school administration, c)
overwhelming documentation d) need for inclusion of parental involvement, and e) presence
of self and peer assessments. Insights from the findings can be an eye-opener for the teachers
to carry out improved authentic assessment practices in their classrooms in tandem with the
ministry’s aspiration to provide formative feedback that places student learning at centre.
Keywords: Authentic Assessment, School-Based Assessment, English Language Teaching,
Young Learners, Qualitative Case Study

Introduction

Young learners can be defined as children of 5 to 12 years of old (Hazita, 2012). They learn
English from pre-school up to secondary school and English is considered as one of the core
subjects in schools.

As much as the English Language for young learners is concerned, there have been numerous

changes and improvements that have taken place for the betterment of teaching, learning
and assessment (Tajularipin, Ahmad Fauzi & Suriati, 2015). School-based assessment (SBA) is
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one of the recent changes in assessment and has been implemented in schools commencing
2010.

SBA has been greatly discussed in the literature (Begum & Farooqui, 2008; Mansor, Hee Leng,
Sattar Rasull, Amnah Raof & Yusoff, 2013; Hasnida & Ghazali, 2016). SBA can be considered
as a reform in the education as to move away from standardised testing issues. Many
countries, namely Australia, Hong Kong and England have made a positive move to adopt SBA
as their assessment practice in order to yield better learning outcome of their learners,
especially young learners (Malakolunthu & Hoon, 2010).

In Malaysian context, SBA was incorporated as part of assessment dated back in 2010 when
the Ministry of Education introduced the new curriculum which was called Standard
Curriculum for Primary School (KSSR) (Norazilawati, Noorzeliana, Mohd Sahandri & Saniah,
2015). Since then, a myriad of studies on SBA (Faizah, 2011; Muhammad Noor & Nurahimah,
2015; Mok, Nur Filza, Nor Syazwani & Siti Suraya, 2016) has been blossoming in Malaysia
ranging from the question on its implementation to its effectiveness. There is a variation of
SBA that is highlighted in the literature and one of the most recent ones is the Authentic
Assessment (AA) (Fatimah, 2014).

SBA is a move to bring a more holistic assessment in schools in accordance with the national
philosophy of education that accentuates on “developing the potential of individuals in a
holistic and integrated manner, so as to produce individuals who are intellectually, spiritually,
emotionally and physically balanced and harmonious" (Ministry of Education Malaysia, 2008,
p.ix). Since the current education system in Malaysia is very much exam-oriented
(Karpudewan, Roth, & Abdullah, 2015) and there should arise a focus on other forms of
assessment (Azmanirah, Nurfirdawati, Marina, & Jamil, 2014), there is a need to carry out
research to highlight the importance of SBA.

There is a variety of SBA that is being used in schools such as oral assessment, portfolio
assessment and authentic assessment which fall under the umbrella of assessment for
learning (Swaffield, 2011). Authentic assessment can be defined as “engaging and worthy
problems or questions of importance, in which students must use knowledge to fashion
performances effectively and creatively" (Wiggins, 1993, p.229). He further added that
authentic assessment involves tasks of replicas of problems faced by adults in the real setting.
Learners will have to apply knowledge and skills in real world environment (Waugh &
Gronlund, 2013) for instance interviewing the community for input on recycling.

In authentic assessment, teacher’s role is as a facilitator and learners play an integral part in
learning (Azim & Khan, 2012). However, this is not the case in Malaysian education system.
Most classes remain teacher-centred (Yin Peen & Yusof Arshad, 2014). As such, this paper
aspires to fill in the gap and highlight the voices of young learners which can be taken into
consideration by the teachers in preparing and carrying out systematic as well as effective
assessment with them.

Since authentic assessment puts much emphasis on the learner, it is apt that learners’ views
and trepidations are explored. Frey (2013) highlighted that in authentic assessment the
learners should know and be aware of the constructs. In addition to that, Frey also asserted
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that the learners should be given an opportunity to defend their work with substantial
justification. Even though this is a concern in authentic assessment, many teachers tend to
control the classroom learning by preparing a mould for what is to be learnt by the learner
causing a lack in critical thinking (Azmanirah et al., 2014). Studies have been carried out in the
past to elicit views about classroom assessment from secondary school students only (Suzana
& Jamil, 2012; Yin & Adamson, 2015). However, as much as young learners are concerned,
there are very limited studies probing to hear their voice (Little, 2005). This invites the
researchers to seek the views of young learners on the assessment that takes place in the
classroom.

AIMS OF THE STUDY

This study is guided by two main research questions which are:

1. How do the students feel about authentic assessment in their classroom?

2. What are their concerns and ideas for a better assessment practice in their classroom?

Methodology

This research explored the voices of 15 young learners in a year 5 class of a Malaysian primary
school regarding the use of authentic assessment by their English Language teacher. Their
excitement as well as concerns and ideas were recorded and analysed. In this qualitative case
study, the young learners were interviewed with a set of protocols without the presence of
their teacher to avoid bias (Creswell, 2008) and to establish a friendly environment with them.
Their school was chosen for the study for the reason that their teacher was an excellent
teacher who was awarded by the ministry and she has been practising SBA since its
establishment which was evident in her teaching portfolio. A semi-structured focus group
interview (Ritchie & Lewis, 2003; Creswell, 2008) was carried out with the children with 10
main questions asked in their native language which was Malay language to maintain the
validity and reliability of the interview. The children’s consent along with their teacher’s was
obtained and the interview guidelines were elaborated in simple language to the children. A
series of observation was also carried out in their classroom and the teacher’s teaching
documents were simultaneously observed to triangulate what the children said about the
practice of authentic assessment in their classroom. Their honest responses were typed and
transcribed, translated into English with proofreading done by an expert, before they were
analysed by the researchers and categorised into the emerging themes from the key words.
The young learners chosen in this study are those who were present in the class on the day
of the interview. There were 28 of them in the class but only 15 were present. The others
were absent because they were tired after sports day rehearsal the day before. Table 1
summarises the profile of the young learners involved in this study. Pseudonyms were used
in this profile to maintain confidentiality (Braun & Clarke, 2013).
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Table 1

Profile of the participants

No. Pupils’ Profile Positions in
names school
1. Lia A petite girl but with a strong School prefect
command of the English language.
Answered all the questions posed well
with examples of incidents.
2. Zara Soft-spoken but intelligent. She won all Secretary  of
the grammar quizzes in class. the English
Language
society
3. Fisha The talkative one in the class. She is Assistant class
Iways being reprimanded for chatting monitor
all the way when the teacher was
teaching.
4, Siti Has been very eager to participate in Pupil in the
this study from Day 1 because her class
mother was also doing a research
currently.
5. Nabilah Very strict with her friends. Does not Pupil in the
tolerate jokes and funny stories. class
Always submits work on time.
6. Hwa Best friends with Lia. Very proficient in  School prefect
the English Language.
7. Sithra The only Indian girl in the class. Speaks School
fluent Malay Language but average in librarian
English.
8. Joseph The best pupil in the class but very School prefect
quiet. Only talks when he is talked to.
9. Abdullah A sociable boy who never failed to Pupil in the
greet teachers with his amiable smile. class
10. Adib A lecturer’s son. Has good command of School
the English language. Loved the librarian
interview session and responded well.
11. Rajen Good friends with Luthfi. He spoke in Pupil in the
English but Luthfi answered in Malay.  class
12. Kamal An avid reader. Held a storybook all Pupil in the
the time. Fluent in English and Malay. class
13. Zainal Very quiet and quite poor in the Pupil in the
English language. Had to slow down class
when asking him questions. He needed
probing a lot.
14. Aliff The joker of the class. Always cheerful. Pupil in the
Average in the class. class
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15. Wee Vern Very pleasant in attitude. Respected Class monitor
and loved by his classmates.

Results And Discussion
Thematic analysis was carried out during analysis of data as it assures flexibility and captures
key ideas of the descriptive account (Braun & Clarke, 2013). The researchers read, transcribed
and identified preliminary ideas while generating codes. Later, they searched for the primary
themes by collating the codes. They also reviewed the themes before defining and arriving at
distinctive definitions.
The analysis of data congregated from the interviews and classroom observations produced
five emergent themes. They were (1) lack of young learners’ involvement in assessment (2)
lack of support from the school administration (3) overwhelming documentation (4) need for
inclusion of parental involvement in the assessment and (5) self-assessment and peer
assessment.
1) Lack of young learners’ involvement in assessment
It is evident that the children were not involved in the decision on assessment. The teacher
prepared her own assessment plans and carried them out tentatively. She referred to the
relevant documents supplied by the ministry for assessment purposes and worked with them.
In her lesson notes, she regularly wrote:

“Pupils progress recorded in the transit record.”
(Lesson Note, 16™ Nov/18™ Nov)

When the researchers studied the transit record, there were only ticks with date of
achievement on certain descriptors based on the syllabus. The children argued that they were
not informed on the days of assessment:

“l don’t know when teacher ticks the transit record.” (Adib)

“Our teacher does not tell when she wants to assess. We only know exam dates.” (Lia)

The young learners mentioned that they assessed their friends’ presentation but with strict
monitoring from the teacher which made them feel incompetent.
“| feel that Madam N does not trust us. She keeps asking us if we are sure of the score
we gave to our friends when they presented their project.” (Fisha)
“I'liked it when we had to assess our friends but we were asked to do it twice for each
group because Madam N was not happy with the score we gave.” (Rajen)
2) Lack of support from the school administration
It was quite surprising to hear the young learners talk about the school administration. They
highlighted that their teacher always mentioned that the school did not allow pupils to do
assessment on their own:
“She once said that our HM does not like students doing different assessments other
than tests and exams. | am getting bored with tests. It makes me tired because | have
to stay up late at night to study.” (Sithra)
“l love SBA because it is not about test. It is about projects and fun learning but our
HM does not care much on the projects we do. In the end, we throw everything away.”
(Nabilah)
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During classroom observation, it can be concluded that the teacher did carry out SBA activities
but she did not give feedback on the projects they do, resulting in the learners’ not knowing
of their strengths and weaknesses.
3) Overwhelming documentation
It is a pity that this excellent teacher focused more on the documentation part. She always
seemed to be writing something on her lesson notes and her teaching portfolio was always
updated. She had plenty of documents ranging from her lesson notes to pictures of classroom
activities and countless reports of what she has done in her classroom.
“Madam N keeps all her files updated. She checks them daily and makes sure new
letter are recorded and kept in the file. She brings her teaching portfolio daily to
school. She also takes photographs of the children working on tasks.”
(Observation Note 4, 20t Nov)
The researchers felt that she was busy with her documentation and failing to get her learners’
responses on what they loved to do in her class even though her classes were all fun and
lively. She may have underestimated the children’s potential and brushed away their
capabilities in giving ideas for better classroom activities.

4) Need for inclusion of parental involvement
This is an interesting finding from the interview with the young learners. They agreed with
one another that their parents should be included in the picture because most of their
projects and classroom tasks were completed at home under the supervision of their
respective parents:
“My mother usually guides me through the scrapbook project. She did not give me
answers but she suggested where | can get information. So, | think Madam N should
ask my mother to assess my work also because she sees me doing the project.” (Siti)
“I think Madam N should give my parents the assessment form to fill up for the poster
| drew at home. They really saw me doing it. Madam N did not see it.” (Adib)
“Madam N once said she would call my dad to see if | did the work by myself. But she
didn’t.” (Zara)
5) Self-assessment and peer assessment
The young learners feel that self-assessment helps them in writing better English. Their
teacher has done journal writing a few times and it improves their English Language.
“I like to write journal. | can tell what | like and what | hate about the activity. | feel
that my English is improving.” (Zara)
“Madam N always asks us to write journals. At first | find it difficult but now | see that
| can write what | think. It makes me feel good.” (Hwa)
Peer assessment makes the young learners feel fun and less stressful. They said that they
friends’ comments are different from what their teacher would say. They also pointed out
that guidelines should be given to the learners before peer assessment is allowed.
“Usually | ask my best friend on how | faired in the project | did. He always said that |
am good in drawing and | think he is right.” (Abdullah)
“I feel happy when my friends say, ‘Good job, bro’.” (Kamal)
“Our friends should be asked to assess our work but they must be reminded to be
fair.” (Zainal)

The researchers’ observation also matched what was said by the children.
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“The children look very happy. The class is filled with laughter and they even cheer

‘Yahoo’ when the teacher gives them the assessment form to assess their friends’

presentation.” (Observation Note 4, 20" Nov)
From the analysis, it is clear that the young learners are yearning to be a part of the
assessment that takes place in the classroom. Literature (Czerniawski & Kidd, 2011; Segers &
Dochy, 2001) suggests that self-assessment and peer assessment are a fragment of SBA and
are great tools to yield better and meaningful results of learning that takes place in the
classroom. Teachers should allow young learners to contribute ideas for their own learning
and assessment as it is one of the 21t century learning skills which inspires learning
autonomy. Yin and Adamson (2015) suggest that when learners are given the priority to
choose and make decision about their learning, better learning outcome can be achieved.
It is worth mentioning that a variety of assessment in the SBA is also desired by learners. They
approve that learning becomes fun and less stressful when the teacher adopts multiple
method of assessment in SBA as opposed to the traditional way assessing. This finding
confirms the study by (Suzana & Jamil, 2012) who concluded that various formative
assessment technique improved learners’ attitude on assessment.

Contribution Of This Study

This study has sought to shed some light in the use of authentic assessment with young
learners in English language classrooms. This is an important move to start school-based
assessment (Malakolunthu & Hoon, 2010) in the classroom as to support the aim and
aspiration of the ministry.

Apart from that, young learners’ motivation will also be boosted with the use of authentic
assessment as opposed to standardized testing which is said to ‘kill’ their interest if rewards
and sanctions are not put along with their performance in a test (Amerin & Berliner, 2003).

Implications And Conclusion

The study seeks to highlight how young learners feel about authentic assessment and what
can be done to improve assessment practices in the classroom. It is apparent that young
learners wish to be included in the assessment made by their teachers. They feel that they do
have a say in their learning because they are the ones benefitting from the learning in the
classroom. The children believe that when their teacher asks their opinion for the next
assessment, they are overjoyed and will give creative measures to be taken into
consideration.

In relation to that, young learners still respect their teacher’s decision despite being given the
empowerment to choose topics for their assessment. They also unanimously agree that what
their teacher grades is the best for them.

Another major implication from the study is the inclusion of parents in the learning and
assessment. This may be a new scenario in Malaysia but it has been practised in other parts
of the world for a period of time. It is timely that we introduce some assessment strategies
with proper guidance for parents to play their role in the betterment of their children’s
learning.

It is timely that we move along with 215 century learning paradigm that puts learner at the
centre of learning. Authentic assessment can be made more learner-centred with the
inclusion of paragogy techniques which allow effective peer learning and peer feedback
among students (Corneli & Danoff, 2011). This will also improve their Higher Order Thinking
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Skills (HOTS) which is now a prominent educational issue in Malaysian classrooms (Othman &
Mohamad, 2014).

By taking care of their needs, learning can be enhanced and better opportunities and
experiences can be produced for the learners. Since the learning of young learners is a
concern here, why isn’t some empowerment given for them to be accountable for their own
learning?
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