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1. Background: The rise of the teacher ‘rater’
• The international movement towards the more effective collection and
use of assessment information to improve learning in schools (DarlingHammond & McCloskey, 2008) has led to a number of recent
developments in teacher-based English language assessment,
including a focus on school–based assessment and the adoption of
assessment for learning (AfL) to help drive improvements in student
learning (Davison & Leung, 2009), especially in areas of English
language development that have traditionally been difficult to assess
with large-scale assessments, such as speaking skills.
• However, at the same time there has been a push to increase
teachers’ assessment literacy as well as that of other stakeholders
(Taylor, 2009), in part due to concerns that teachers may lack sufficient
training in what educational assessment entails (Malone, 2011;
Stiggins, 1991, 2008, 2009; Taylor, 2009) and/or “may lack the
confidence or skills required to perform their assessment duties in a
competent manner” (Stiggins, 2008, p. 8).

• Particular concerns have been raised about the ‘ordinary’
teachers’ ability to be able to assess their own students
consistently, accurately and fairly, especially for high-stakes
purposes (Lynch & Shaw, 2005). This has foregrounded the
issue of teacher ‘rater training’, the topic of this presentation.
• In traditional rater training for large-scale external
assessments, the focus is usually on ensuring inter and intra-rater reliability (which for students is often identified as a
‘fairness’ issue), that is, is there consistency across
contexts/assessors? (Lynch & Shaw, 2005).
• Variability in assessment is traditionally viewed as
assessment bias, that is:
– Unfair: Disadvantageous to one subgroup but beneficial to
another, and/or
– Offensive: Driven by “negative stereotypes of certain
subgroups” (Popham, 2014).

Many research studies have found variability to result from
different factors in the rating process, including:
Experience (Leckie & Baird, 2011; Barkaoui, 2011);
Weigle, 1998)

Teacher
(rater)related
factors

Gender (Eckes, 2005; Lumley & O’Sullivan, 2005;
O’Loughlin, 2002)
Language backgrounds (Brown, 1995; Caban, 2003;
Johnson & Lim, 2009; Lee, 2009; Shi, 2001; Xi &
Mollaun, 2009; Yan, 2014)
Education, qualification and training (Brown, 1995;
Fayer and Krasinski, 1987)

First Language (Ehrenberg, Goldhaber & Brewer,
1995; Dee, 2005; Ouazad, 2008)

Student(ratee)
related
factors
Taskrelated
factors

Gender (Eckes, 2005; Lumley & O’Sullivan, 2005;
O’Loughlin, 2002)
General task effects (Fayer & Krasinski, 1987;
Galloway, 1980; Hadden, 1991; Kim; 2009)

However, the rise of school-based assessment and the
increasing use of classroom teachers as ‘raters’, even for
high-stakes assessment, has resulted in a paradigm shift ….

The assessment paradigm shift
Psychometric vs ‘classometric’ (Brookhart, 2003)
Focus

Large scale assessment
concepts

Classroom assessment
concepts

Validity

Measure is external to
inferences made and actions
taken

Inferences made and
actions taken are internal
to the measurement
process

Validity

Measurement context is
construct-irrelevant

The measurement context
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irrelevant factors
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information

Classometric theory of assessment
(Brookhart, 2003)
1. Classroom assessment is an internal process
• Traditionally, a test is a ‘dipstick’ into an oil tank – external, but how
instruction is conducted and learning occurs is not considered.
• Classroom assessment is internal. Inferences and actions are
internal to the assessment process.
• Classroom assessment is part of the learning process.
• Teachers are internal to the assessment process, because their
assessment reflection and feedback-feedforward are part of the
assessment information (Black & Wiliam, 1998)

2. The assessment context is construct-relevant
• Classroom assessment is the integration of instruction and
assessment.
• The same task is perceived differently in different contexts.
• How instruction is conducted must be taken into consideration.
• Primary purpose of all assessment must be for student
improvement, so classroom assessment functions as both a tool for
evaluating student progress/achievement, and a critical mechanism
for improving learning and enhancing instruction, i.e. both formative
and summative assessment.
• Students are no longer objects of assessment, but proactively
involved (Anderson, 1998) as primary users of assessment results.
So what about reliability?

The concept of trustworthiness
• In classometric assessment, reliability is determined not so much by
the consistency but by the quality and trustworthiness of teacher
judgements
• With human assessors, there is always a problem of interpretation,
hence professional dialogue and interaction need to be central to
decision-making process, foregrounding the importance of the
establishment of ‘interpretative assessment communities’
• In order to establish and maintain trust such “communities will have to
show that their procedures for making judgements are fair, appropriate
and defensible (i.e. that they are valid), even if they cannot be made
totally transparent” (Wiliam, 2001, p.173-4).
• We need to improve the ability of all key stakeholders to draw
inferences or derive judgments from the data, especially those who are
meant to be doing the improving (i.e., students, parents, teachers and
policy-makers), as in naturalistic inquiry …

The concept of trustworthiness
Guba, 1981, Criteria for assessing the trustworthiness of naturalistic inquiries
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Improving teacher assessment decision-making
• Teacher-based assessment derives a major part of its validity from its
location in the actual classroom where assessment activities are
embedded in the regular curriculum, and assessed by a teacher familiar
with the student’s work and with a stake in their improvement.
• However, if assessment is to be authentic (and not distort classroom
activities and student and teacher behaviour) schools and teachers need
to be granted a high degree of trust and autonomy in the design,
implementation and timing of assessment tasks.
• Students also need to be given sufficient time and support to
demonstrate their best - to show what they can do - and for the assessor
to be able to confidently assess their output, but even more importantly,
‘test’ their informal judgments of students’ language levels and
achievements.

Improving teacher assessment decision-making
• More appropriate tools, processes and forums are also needed which
encourage the teacher to stand back and reflect on their implicit or
explicit assumptions about individual students’ capacities, compare
those assumptions with careful analysis of examples of their own other
students’ actual performance, and then subject their judgments to
explicit scrutiny and challenge, or confirmation by others, hence the
critical importance of establishing forums and processes for
disagreement (a pre-condition for establishing sufficiency of information)
• Research shows that the teacher assessment is never ‘objective’; the
teacher always has preconceived ideas or assumptions about a
student’s level, but they need to ‘test’ their own informal judgments
through participation in common assessment tasks, benchmarking work
samples, and social moderation in which their judgments are made
explicit and open to discussion with fellow teachers.

Improving teacher assessment decision-making
• To do this, it is necessary to establish common understandings of key
constructs and tasks, publicly agreed and explicit common assessment
tasks, criteria and levels of performance, and strong moderation
among teacher-assessors and their communities, including students.
• However, teacher-based assessment systems are still too often
evaluated against traditional psychometric criteria developed for formal
testing programs
• Hence, as well as developing appropriate tools and resources to
ensure quality and trustworthiness in teacher assessment decisionmaking, there is also a need for better theorization of teacher-based
assessment practice.

2. A sociocultural approach and its
application in an Australian educational
system

Sociocultural (Vygotskian) theory
..is a theory of mediated mental development.
(Lantolf, 2006, p.4)
..is heavily focused on the impact of culturally organised
and socially enacted meanings on the formation and
functioning of mental activity. (Lantolf, 2006, p.2)
Mediation is the process through which humans deploy
culturally constructed artifacts, concepts, and activities
to regulate (i.e. gain voluntary control over and
transform) the material world or their own and each
other’s social and mental activity.(Lantolf, 2006, p79)

Teacher assessment practice as semiotic
mediation and co-regulation
Co-regulation is the combined semiotic mediation of:
Object-regulation - material and ideational ‘things’
signified objects
Other-regulation

- physically or ideationally present people
significant others

Self-regulation

- mediating object and others as
psychological tools
(Frawley, 1987)

Trustworthiness as co-regulated assessment activity
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A dialectic model of teacher assessment judgement
(Michell & Davison, in preparation)
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“To function dialectically means to be able to hold in one cognitive space notions that on the surface appear to be contrary… and to
come to understand how these seeming contraries fit together as necessary components of the object of study”.
(Exploring the Dialectic: An Interview with James Lantolf, 2007)

TEAL: Tools to Enhance Assessment Literacy
for Teachers of EAL
• Drawing on Assessment for Learning (AfL) principles and Vygotskian
theory, TEAL is an online assessment advice and ‘toolkit’,
http://teal.global2.vic.edu.au/, for use by all Victorian school teachers to
help assess the stage of development for EAL students in speaking and
listening, reading and writing, and to improve learning and teaching
• All tools are aligned against the Victorian EAL Standards (VELS) and
the EAL Developmental Continuum, now being revised to align against
the new EAL curriculum, with potential for alignment to other standards
by other jurisdictions.

TEAL as an assessment activity system
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•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
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•
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•
•
•
•
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An online teacher-mediated EAL assessment resource centre
continually being expanded, comprising:
Teacher professional learning resources
– Self-directed video and text-based resources and tasks on assessment for
learning principles and processes to develop assessment literacy.
An assessment tools bank
– A range of assessment tools and tasks, including computer-adaptive tests,
organized around macro-skills cross-referenced by assessment type, EAL
stages and year levels, with extensive annotated exemplars and advice for
teachers and students.
Assessment for teaching and learning exemplars
– A selection of annotated units of work across a range of subject areas and
year levels, including in the mainstream, showing assessment tasks with selfpeer assessment and formative feedback embedded within a
teaching/learning cycle.
An online teacher discussion and benchmarking forum
– A password-protected area for teachers to share problems, strategies and
work samples and engage in moderation/benchmarking.

Assessment task design as co-regulation
TASK DESIGN - ASSESSMENT TASK SPECIFICATION
TEXT ORIENTATIONS
TASK TYPE
ASSUMED KNOWLEDGE AND SKILLS

TASK-BASED
PERFORMANCE
CRITERIA

ANNOTATED STUDENT
WORKSAMPLES

EXPERT TEACHER VALIDATION AND FEEDBACK

Scaffolded assessment tasks as co-regulation
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Teacher/tool
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Student
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activity

participation

Student agency
(Zone of Free Movement)

Teacher/
tool support
(Zone of Promoted Action)
time

3. The transferability of models of teacher
assessment decision-making
• To what extent can such approaches be applied across different
assessment contexts? eg. Australia vs. Hong Kong
• To some extent the wrong question as theoretical underpinning of
sociocultural approaches is mediation… so no two assessment
systems can be the same, but some commonalities and differences.
• Our experience shows that whilst many of the same problems arose
in the development of teacher training programs for school-based
assessment, there were some significant differences due to
important contextual differences.

• In terms of its assessment demands and practices, Australia is very
different from other English-speaking countries and from Asia, e.g.,
http://www.cese.nsw.gov.au/images/stories/PDF/Reassessing_Assessment_v6.pdf
“Australia tends to sit in the middle when comparisons are made
between it and other countries, both in terms of the performance on
international assessments; and in terms of an assessment system
which is balanced between classroom level assessment and
standardised assessment, with a reasonably strong focus on classroom
assessment …Teachers are encouraged to use a variety of assessment
techniques that are valid, reliable and appropriate to the age and stage
of learning. The development of these skills has been a major focus of
teacher professional learning opportunities in NSW schools over the
past decade. Teacher survey data from OECD’s Teaching and Learning
International Survey (TALIS) indicates that 80 per cent of NSW
teachers who participated in professional development relating to
student evaluation and assessment practices reported that it had a
moderate to large impact on their teaching (CESE 2015)”

• However, there is evidence that Australia has some way to go to
ensure that teachers understand how to interpret and understand
assessment data and effectively embed assessment within a
framework of teaching and learning. For example, an OECD review
of Australian assessment practices undertaken in 2011 found that
when teachers graded against national A-E standards, the
consistency of their judgements within a school was weak (Goss et al
2015).
• In EAL in Australia, as we co-developed TEAL, we were conscious of
the need to ensure teachers had a deep understanding of the
construct being assessed (e.g., speaking), access to well-designed
common assessment tasks, and the ability to make clear and
consistent assessment decisions through understanding key
terminology and assessment criteria, benchmarking multiple work
examples and participating in extensive opportunities for social
moderation to test their judgements against their own expectations
and those of their peers (and their students)

However, we also identified many areas needing more
research, e.g.,
Phung (2018) examined to what extent the speaking assessments of
EAL teachers new to TEAL were consistent, the factors influencing their
assessments, and the common characteristics of teacher decisionmaking. Employing a mixed-method research approach, this study
involved twelve experienced EAL teachers who participated in a survey,
an assessment activity and a think-aloud protocol followed by individual
interviews. The findings revealed that teachers were different from each
other in their decision-making processes and in their perception of
student performances and that the differences were influenced by
factors related to teachers’ and students’ backgrounds and the
characteristics of assessment tasks, with three different pathways of
teacher decision-making identified, namely: (1) integrated assessment,
(2) conflicted assessment, and (3) automated assessment. These
decision-making pathways provide a new lens for explaining variability
in teachers’ judgement of student outputs.

School-Based
Assessment in
Hong Kong

• In Hong Kong similar constructs in terms of speaking skills and the
learning – teaching processes, but different from Australia in who is
being rated, who is rating, and the consequences of the rating
process, so need to accommodate those differences, eg., see
https://www.hkeaa.edu.hk/DocLibrary/SBA/HKDSE/Eng_DVD/sba_sta
ndard.html
• For these reasons in Hong Kong we needed to add ….
1. Extensive engagement with students and parents from the
beginning of the development of the school based-assessment of
oral skills, in particular, with the processes to ensure fairness and
objectivity in L1 (Cantonese).
2. Support and training for how teachers needed to disagree, as
disagreement was shown to increase reliability (and the sufficiency
of information)
3. The development of nested moderation systems (intra, inter and
across schools), auditing processes and statistical moderation,
resulting in a successful and sustainable system of SBA.

4. Conclusions
• We need new concepts, tools and terminology for talking about
teachers as ‘raters’ and the quality and trustworthiness of their
assessment decision-making
• School-based assessments need to incorporate mechanisms to ensure
teachers (and students) are making high-quality and trustworthy
assessment decisions, eg., through deep understanding of the
assessment construct, repeated participation in common assessment
tasks, consistent use of assessment criteria and rubrics, regular
benchmarking with other classes/work samples to set exemplars of
performance expectations/levels, recording and continually reviewing of
data, active engagement in social moderation with other teachers and
with their own students, and contributing to online communities of
assessment practice.
• Teacher educators, policy makers and researchers need to challenge
and reject the still dominant “old” concepts and paradigms, and together
develop new tools and resources to support teacher decision-making.
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