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In search of a pedagogy? 

• In fact, Cambridge is converging upon Learning 
Oriented Assessment from two directions:  

• an approach from theory, which will be published 
in 2015 in the Studies in Language Testing series, 

•  and an approach from practice, exemplified by 
the Empower course. 



Assessment and learning: a changing 
relationship  

• The traditional relationship: exams are 
external, summative. 

• “Formative assessment” – largely 
developed in opposition to large-scale 
assessments. 

• The formative/summative distinction is 
problematic. 

• Cambridge English is developing LOA as 
an approach to ensuring positive 
impact. 
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Learning-Oriented Assessment 

Three big questions: 

1. What is learning? 

2. What is to be learned? 

3. What is the role of assessment in learning? 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 Learning in the CEFR 

• Many voices in the CEFR: 

• the functional/notional approach of Wilkins , cf the 
Threshold series by van Ek and Trim;  

• the needs-analysis flavour of John Trim's work for adult 
learners;  

• Brian North's behavioural scaling;  

• Daniel Coste's notion of the action-oriented approach, 
which is in fact straight social-constructivism. 

 



The CEFR’s famous paragraph  

• The action-oriented model: 

• “…the actions performed by persons who as individuals and as social 
agents develop a range of competences, both general and in 
particular communicative language competences. They draw on the 
competences at their disposal in various contexts under various 
conditions and constraints to engage in language activities involving 
language processes to produce and/or receive texts in relation to 
themes in specific domains, activating those strategies which seem 
most appropriate for carrying out the tasks to be accomplished. The 
monitoring of these actions by the participants leads to the 
reinforcement or modification of their competences.” (Council of 
Europe 2001:9, emphasis in original). 

 



Coste’s general competences 

• Knowledge (savoir). declarative knowledge. 

• Skills and know-how (savoir-faire): the ability to do 
things. 

• Existential competence (savoir-être):  the individual 
characteristics, personality traits and attitudes which 
concern self-image, one’s view of others and willingness to 
engage with other people in social interaction.  

• Ability to learn (savoir apprendre): mobilises existential 
competence, declarative knowledge and skills, and draws 
on various types of competence.  



Cambridge English’s contribution: 
implementing the the socio-cognitive model 
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Learning-Oriented Assessment 

2. What is to be learned? 
– Desired outcomes of learning 

– The nature of language proficiency: construct 
definition 

– The content of learning: curricular objectives 

 

 

 

 

 

 



What is to be learned?   

• Desired outcomes of learning: 

• Learning is about changing the learner - disposition, attitudes, 
practical learning skills.  

•  ‘The goal of education is to enable individuals to continue their 
education’ (John Dewey).  

• Communicative language ability – not narrowly utilitarian. 
Communication is at the heart of the human condition – 
Shakespeare communicates with us across four centuries. 



What is to be learned? 

• The nature of language proficiency: construct 
definition 

• We must define what we mean by ‘language 
ability’:  a specific construct.    

• The CEFR provides a good starting point, but 
defining constructs practically for teaching and 
testing requires a lot more detail.  
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What is to be learned? 

• The content of learning: curricular objectives 

• Let’s agree that  communicative language ability is 
the primary objective. 

• But how does the curriculum relate to this? 

• Communicative language ability (the goal) is 
qualitatively different from, and irreducible to, its 
inputs (the curriculum). 

• We must focus on both, but not think in terms of 
simple transmission (Presentation – Practice – 
Performance) 



What is to be learned? 

• The content of learning: curricular objectives 

• We must distinguish curriculum-centred  and learner-
centred classroom activity. 

• The first risks being interpreted as a transmission 
model of learning. 

• The second is about learning as personal 
development -  changing the person –  

• developing the skills, attitudes and dispositions 
favourable to further, lifelong learning  

 



Learning-Oriented Assessment 

3. What is the role of assessment in learning? 
– Evidence from large-scale assessment 

– Evidence from classroom-based learning oriented 
assessment 

– Alignment of classroom and external assessment 
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• Complementary, but serving the same purposes: 

• Both dimensions should produce evidence both of 
learning and for learning. 

• (of course, evidence of learning is in itself a powerful 
motivator for  further learning) 
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The role of assessment in learning 

• Large-scale assessment: 

• An orientation for learners and teachers: where 
did we start, where are we now and where are we 
going? 

• Construct-based and criterion-referenced, 
meaningful interpretation of test scores. 

• Self-referential, uninterpretable exam grades  lead 
to teaching to the test, disenchantment and poor 
achievement. 

 



The role of assessment in learning 

• Classroom-based learning-oriented assessment: 

• Supports the classroom interactions which 
constitute learning; 

• Evidence of learning which feeds back into further 
learning; 

• Complements evidence from large-scale 
assessment. 

 



Learning Oriented Assessment –  
a case study 







Assessment: Unit progress tests  
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Assessment: Speaking tests 



Speaking test: an example 
(Word stress task) 



Assessment: Competency tests 



Student View   learner profile 

Feedback - Learner report 



Record keeping – Learner profile 



To sum up …  
Learning Oriented Assessment 

• Systemic, ecological, complementary, aligned 

• Learning skills: savoire-être, savoir apprendre  

• Interactional authenticity, communicative 

• Dual focus: curriculum (input), high-level skills 
(outcome) 

• Construct-driven, criterion-referenced 

• Individualised 

• Evidence of and for learning 

• Empowering the learner 

 


