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Abstract 
Formative assessment is an essential component of effective teaching and 
learning, the core of classroom teaching, and a key skill for teachers. But how 
can assessment accurately reflect learning effectiveness in class? What tools 
are available for classroom-based assessment? How to use assessment tools to 
assess the classroom? This paper firstly introduces the terms of classroom as-
sessment and classroom formative assessment and the two types of classroom 
formative assessment: planned formative assessment and contingent forma-
tive assessment. The focus of this paper is on describing the tools commonly 
used in classroom formative assessment and elaborating on the use of assess-
ment tools in both planned formative assessment and contingent formative 
assessment with examples.  
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1. Introduction 

In teaching, we are constantly evaluating students’ performance in the class-
room. Some of the abilities we want to assess in our students may not be mea-
surable on standardized tests, but can be obtained through classroom assess-
ments. Researchers point out that classroom assessment is more authentic and 
meaningful, and teachers and students can obtain first-hand assessment results 
to improve teaching and learning [1] [2]. Therefore, classroom assessment is 
considered one of the best methods to connect teaching, learning, and testing. In 
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terms of research, Jin Yan [3] conducted a comprehensive review of research on 
foreign language classroom assessment, and found that from 2007 to 2018, a to-
tal of 79 foreign language classroom assessment papers were published in major 
domestic and foreign language journals, including 34 domestic papers and 45 
foreign papers. The content covers the promotion of learning effectiveness, 
teachers’ role, validity verification, assessment processes and other aspects of 
classroom assessment. It can be seen that research on classroom assessment is 
still in its early stages in the field of foreign language education. 

2. Classroom-Based Assessment (CBA) 

Classroom-based assessment (CBA) refers to the activity of evaluating students’ 
classroom learning outcomes during classroom teaching and learning, which can 
include formal and informal tests and various instructional activities that help 
teachers assess students’ classroom learning outcomes. According to the purpose 
of assessment, CBA can be divided into two kinds: formative assessment and 
summative assessment. Peter [4] contrasts the differences between the two shown 
in the following (Table 1). 

If the purpose of the assessment is summative, what we need is a summary of 
the student’s overall performance in a period of time (e.g. in a semester). Forma-
tive assessment, on the other hand, implies change, growth and development in 
students’ learning process. Thus, summative assessment occurs at the end of in-
struction, when the teacher wants to know who the best learner in the class is or 
who will obtain a scholarship, etc. When the purpose of assessment is formative, 
our only concern is that it gives us enough information about teaching and stu-
dent learning so that we can decide what we need to do next to improve learning 
and teaching. As for the feedback, formative assessment can provide frequent 
and detailed feedback as the instruction takes place, while feedback from sum-
mative assessment tends to be infrequent and general for it only happens after 
the instruction.  

Because of the functional differences between summative and formative as-
sessment, the former is called “assessment of learning” while the latter is called 
“assessment for learning”. It is also difficult to separate assessment from learning 
itself, and we see expressions like “assessment as learning” to emphasize the  
 
Table 1. Formative vs summative assessment [4] (p. 8). 

 Formative assessment Summative assessment 

Primary Purpose Adjusting instruction Assigning grades, accountability 

Proximity to instruction During After 

Feedback frequent, detailed infrequent, general 

Impact/Stakes High Low 

Function Assessment for learning Assessment of learning 
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inseparability of assessment and learning. In other words, we need to integrate 
assessment into teaching and learning as a way to assist and improve learning, 
making assessment an integral part of the teaching and learning process. 

Besides the difference between formative and summative assessment, there is 
another misconception that needs to be clarified: A formative assessment is dif-
ferent from interim assessment. Formative assessment usually occurs during the 
teaching and learning process, and it usually includes formative intention and 
formative practices with the purpose to guide and adjust teaching and learning 
based on the assessment. An interim assessment is a periodic assignment used to 
evaluate students’ learning progress. These assessments, usually every few weeks, 
determine whether students are on the right path through checking students’ 
understanding. In other words, formative assessment guides learning, summa-
tive assessment certifies learning and interim assessment guides and tracks 
learning. 

3. Classroom-Based Formative Assessment 

In 1998, Black & William [5] published an article entitled Assessment and Class-
room Learning that had a major impact in the UK and around the world. One of 
the main conclusions was that Formative assessment in the classroom makes a 
big difference to student learning. 

3.1. What Is Classroom-Based Formative Assessment? 

Black & William [6] explained “formative assessment” as the following: Practice 
in a classroom is formative to the extent that evidence about student achieve-
ment is elicited, interpreted, and used by teachers, learners, or their peers, to 
make decisions about the next steps in instruction that are likely to be better, or 
better founded, than the decisions they would have taken in the absence of the 
evidence that was elicited. That is to say, if an assessment is a classroom-based 
formative assessment, both teachers and learners will elicit and interpret the 
evidence about student achievement which will help in making decisions in next 
instruction. Peter [4] didn’t hold the same view but pointed out that assessment 
practices must have the following elements (Figure 1): clarification of goals, eli-
citation of evidence, interpreting the evidence, providing feedback, and student/ 
teacher take-up and action. These elements are sequential and interactive which 
form a spiral cycle that brings students’ understanding and learning closer to the 
goal through each complete cycle. 

3.2. Two Types of Classroom-Based Formative Assessment 

Cowie & Bell [7] proposed two approaches to formative assessment in the class-
room through classroom observation: planned formative assessment and inter-
active formative assessment. Based on their observations, Cowie and Bell draw 
up the following chart (Figure 2) to illustrate the two types of formative assess-
ment and their correlation in practice. 
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Figure 1. Formative assessment spiral cycle. 
 

 

Figure 2. Planned and interactive assessment practices [7]. 
 

For planned formative assessment, teachers will have a clear but generalized 
purpose or objective before the lesson, e.g. teachers deliberately choose assess-
ment tools to collect information for assessing students’ understanding or per-
formance of the target task, interpreting the results in class or after the lesson, 
providing feedback, and taking improvement measures. For example, question-
naires prior to the start of instruction can help teachers assess the current level 
of students (also known as Learning situation analysis), which can help teachers 
prepare for more targeted instruction. Similarly, quizzes and some tests embed-
ded in the curriculum can help teachers to monitor the progress of their classes 
and adjust their teaching accordingly. 

In practice, many assessments in teaching occur when teachers are unpre-
pared and unplanned. These assessments are often based on classroom interac-
tions or teacher observations of student performance on tasks. Interactive for-
mative assessment is often the result of the teacher noticing an unexpected or 
incorrect understanding or performance. This incorrect understanding or per-
formance helps the teacher to recognize that it is a priority that needs attention. 
Teachers may continue to ask another student the same question to see if the 
understanding or performance is universal. If it is confirmed that such under-
standing or performance is a common problem, the teacher will respond with 
further explanation, reteaching or even making a change of the practice activities 
for the whole class. 
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Meanwhile, many researchers believed that it will be difficult to distinguish 
planned assessment and interactive assessment apart. Instead, some scholars [8] 
[9] [10] suggested to use a continuum with more types of classroom-based as-
sessments to provide a more precise description. 

4. Choosing and Designing Classroom-Based Assessment  
Tools 

4.1. Classroom-Based Assessment Steps 

When teachers make a lesson plan, they usually need to specify the teaching ob-
jectives and then state the teaching steps through which teachers will help stu-
dents to achieve the teaching objectives. Then after completing the instruction, 
what they need to make sure is that whether they have achieved the teaching ob-
jectives or not, and how much have they achieved? To measure the outcomes of 
instruction, teachers can use classroom assessment to find out how well the in-
structional objectives have been achieved in class or after class. In terms of 
teaching steps, teaching assessment (Table 2) should be a part of the teaching 
plan. 

4.2. Assessment Tools 

The purpose of instructional assessment is primarily to obtain evidence of stu-
dent learning. In order to obtain evidence of student learning, we can choose 
from existing assessment tools or design our own. 

Theoretically, all tools that can elicit evidence of student learning can be used 
for formative assessment. But it is true that there are assessment tools that can 
provide more information about student learning, such as questionnaires. So 
what are assessment tools? An assessment tool is a tool that we use to elicit evi-
dence of student learning. For example, during classroom explanations, we look 
around the room to see if there are any confused expressions from the students. 
This “looking for confused faces” is an assessment tool. Another example is the 
end-of-unit test which is often used to see how well students have mastered the 
new sentence structures, vocabulary, and language skills they have learned. In 
this case, a formal unit test is an assessment tool. 
 
Table 2. Classroom assessment steps. 

1 
Understand the overall target of learning and the specific goals that a lesson is 
intended to help students achieve 

2 
Plan or decide on the spot which tool to use to assess the current level of student 
learning 

3 
Interpret the results obtained through the measurement tool and make judgement 
about the following teaching and learning 

4 
Provide feedback to learners on what they need to do to close the gap between 
their current level and the established level 

5 Provide opportunities and tasks for learners to close the gap 
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In general, assessment tools used in teaching can be categorized into two 
types: in planned and contingent assessments. That is, some formative assess-
ments can be planned before the lesson, while others come from natural obser-
vations of the classroom, so assessment tools used are different accordingly. 

4.2.1. Tools Used in Planned Formative Assessment 
Planned assessments are those that are planned before the lesson, including what 
is to be assessed, how it is to be assessed, and how feedback is to be given based 
on the results of the assessment. Thus, planned formative assessment will take 
longer than single instruction (e.g., small group discussion) and can be catego-
rized in terms of form into short, medium and long cycles [11]. No matter which 
cycle is used in class, in order to fulfill the purpose of formative assessment, 
planned assessment must include all the elements of formative assessment: elici-
tation of evidence, interpretation of evidence, provision of feedback, and stu-
dent/teacher action. 

1) Tools in short cycle 
Short cycle formative assessments normally complete a full assessment process 

in the classroom, which can take a few minutes or several tens of minutes. The 
following (Table 3) is a teaching plan for assessing a learning activity “giving 
advice”. 

The assessment activities of this sample are completed within the classroom 
and are short-cycle classroom assessments where the main assessment tools used 
are observations and rubrics. Students’ learning tasks are elicited by classroom 
activities in which the teacher, students and peers are the assessors. The teacher 
gives the information gained through observation back to the students being 
observed and tells them what they need to do to use the suggested model cor-
rectly. At the same time, active participation between the learners and their peers 
helps students to help them get the correct form of expression and improved 
with rubrics. In this process, once an error is detected, the learner will receive 
suggestions from either the teacher or their peers to help them achieve accurate 
expression. In other words, the assessment is not a test, but a classroom activity 
to find out how well the students have achieved the instructional objectives, 
which is formative assessment. 
 

Table 3. Sample of planned formative assessment (short cycle). 

Learning goal Success criteria Learning activities Assessment tool 

Be able to use 
vocabulary and 
sentence 
structures 
related with 
“giving advice” 

Be able to “give advice” by using the four 
models correctly: 
I think you should do… 
I think you shouldn’t… 
Why don’t you…? 
How about doing…? 
I would suggest/recommend doing… 
I would not suggest/recommend doing… 

Role Play: 
The Student Council is preparing for 
a series of orientation programs at 
the beginning of the school year. 
Two members of the student council 
learnt about this and discussed how 
to prepare for the orientation 
programme. 

1) Observe students’ 
performance to see if 
there are any problems 
when using the 
suggested models. 
2) Use rubrics for 
feedback. 
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2) In medium cycle 
For better results, a classroom activity can also be turned into a group project 

programme that can be completed over a longer period of time, such as a month 
or more. For example, students can discuss the difficulties they encounter in 
maintaining friendships, analyse their causes and propose solutions. Students 
can discuss the problems they encountered in class, go for information or start a 
survey among their classmates during class, and finally analyse the causes and 
propose solutions. 

This assessment process includes both in-class and out-of-class discussions, 
including reading, writing, reflecting and decision-making. Because time in class 
is limited, the teacher focuses on words, structures, and skills which students 
learn at the beginning of the class. After completing group projects, students 
need to find their own reading materials. Through discussion, analysis and writ-
ing, they will be exposed to a wide range of vocabulary and fresh expressions, as 
well as being prone to making mistakes. To ensure that formative assessment is 
carried out systematically, teachers need to use a number of worksheets at dif-
ferent stages of the project, such as project schedules, weekly checklists, and so 
on. These forms can guide students back to the goals of language learning, 
pushing the boundaries of learning beyond the classroom and into the realm of 
independent learning. 

In addition to group projects, many heuristic tools can be used for formative 
assessment in the medium cycle. For example, quizzes can be administered at 
the end of a week, or when a module is finished to check on the achievement of 
teaching objectives. 

3) In long cycle 
In many cases, formative assessment cycles can take a long time to complete, 

depending on the assessed task and teachers’ control over the whole assessment 
process, for example speech contests and debate competitions. These competi-
tions are designed for ranking purposes and can also be used for teaching and 
learning. Besides, student research projects and portfolios that show students’ 
linguistic progress are often used in long cycle formative assessment. A portfolio 
is a collection of student work that demonstrates a student’s level of learning 
over a specific period of time, and is usually categorized into: presentation port-
folios and progress portfolios. A display portfolio collects the best work, while a 
progress portfolio collects all of a person’s work to show details of the learner’s 
growth over time (e.g., weekly compositions). 

4.2.2. Tools Used in Contingent Assessment 
Contingent assessment is something that can be done randomly in the class-
room. In fact, there are significantly more contingent assessments than planned 
assessments within the classroom [12]. Language classrooms often have oppor-
tunities that provide students with opportunities to practice language, e.g., pres-
entations, demonstrations, etc. Contingent assessment can take different forms 
depending on students’ performance, which is largely determined by the teach-
er’s assessment focus. 
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The contingent nature of these classroom-based formative assessments means 
that teachers assess immediately in the classroom and make decisions on the 
spot. When teachers ask a question and get an answer, they are mostly satisfied 
with deterministic feedback such as “Yes”, “This is incorrect”, or choosing 
another student for a second attempt. But such simple answers are not enough 
to make students aware of the problem and even prevent them from continuing 
their learning. So the principle of contingent assessment should be: if the teacher 
finds something noteworthy, then do something about it. The problem for con-
tingent assessment is that without the conscious and systematic use of planned 
formative assessment within the classroom, it is not easy to develop a complete 
cycle of assessment. 

5. Conclusion 

Classroom-based formative assessment is to use the formative function of as-
sessment for the purpose of teaching and learning with no fixed mode. Planned 
assessments are widely used in classrooms and contingent assessments are often 
found there as well. Planned assessment tools are usually quick and reliable, but 
if assessment measures are not comprehensive, an incomplete picture of what 
students are accomplishing will be produced. Contingent assessment tools allow 
students to present freely while the teacher observes and gathers information, 
but the problem is the lack of clarity and comprehensiveness of assessment crite-
ria and the variety of assessment measures. It is only by making full use of the 
characteristics of different assessment tools that information on student learning 
can be better collected, thus better facilitating teaching and learning.  
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