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Supporting self-evaluation

Helping language learners take control of the assessment process

1. Introduction

This paper explores the relationship between autonomy and assessment in a
higher education, distance language learning context in the UK. It considers
the issues that surround this relationship before presenting the experience of an
approach designed to encourage learners to take control and make decisions
about their learning in relation to their assessment. The paper is therefore
focusing on the opportunities for learners to exercise autonomy in the assess-
ment process, rather than the assessment of autonomy per se.

2. Autonomy and assessment: key issues

A complex range of definitions, terminology and interpretation surround dis-
cussions about autonomy, as summarised by Hurd (2005: 1-2). Within these
definitions, there appear to be two key concepts which are essential for the
exercise of responsibility and control of learning which researchers such as
Holec (1980), Van Lier (1996) and Little (2003) see as fundamental to auton-
omy: critical reflection and decision-making. Despite widespread agreement on
the importance of the development of autonomy as a significant goal for any
educational programme (Sinclair 2000: 5) and the efforts of materials designers
and writers to achieve this through development of the metacognitive skills of
planning, goal-setting, implementing, monitoring and evaluating (following
the lead set by authors such as Ellis and Sinclair, 1989, Learning to Learn
English; a Course in Learner Training), these skills are not always reflected or
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acknowledged through the assessment process. Assessment tasks may not offer
much opportunity for learners to exercise choice or make decisions. Such a
situation can lead learners to doubt teacher exhortations to autonomy and
encouragement to take responsibility for their learning. Brockbank and McGill
(1998: 30) note the frequent contradiction in institutions which advocate
autonomous learning, but whose assessment strategies ,value dependency,
identification and representation®. This gap between reality and rhetoric, or
the lack of what Biggs (1999: 11) terms ,constructive alignment between
teaching and assessment, can undermine efforts to encourage autonomous
learning. In distance learning which is generally premised on large-scale par-
ticipation and assessment, scope for decision-making based on critical reflec-
tion in the assessment tasks may be limited. The approach described in this
paper is an attempt to address this tension.

The effect of this gap between rhetoric and reality is compounded by con-
cerns about learners’ capacity, experience and expectations. Many researchers
have noted that the exercise of choice and decision-making to control learning
rests on the capacity for critical reflection, but that learners may find reflection
difficult or time-consuming and resist taking decisions, perhaps as a result of
their previous learning experience (Candy 1991; Ushioda 1996; Benson 2001).
This experience may have led them to believe that the teacher should be in
charge, direct their activity and correct their efforts, even if in their adult, pro-
fessional life, they are well-used to taking control. Other researchers (e.g. Cot-
terall 1995; Wenden 1998; Rivers 2001, Hurd et al. 2001) argue that auton-
omy depends on the capacity to self-monitor, self-assess and self-evaluate, but
as Broady (1996: 223) points out, language learners can be particularly uneasy
about assessing their own work. Although learners can gain confidence through
practice, the opportunities to do so may not be consistently offered particularly
in distance programmes (Murphy 2008). At the same time, teachers may find
it hard to let go and encourage learner reflection and decision-making, not
only because of their previous experience, but also as a result of the kinds of
learner expectations and unease mentioned above (Little 1995).

These concerns have led to a view that it may be possible to overcome
learner reluctance to take control by linking it in some way to the assessment
process, for example by using assessment tasks to develop reflection (e.g.
Thorpe 1995, 2000) or by assessing the reflection, which researchers such as
Roberts (2002) see as the only way to secure learner engagement. Thus assess-
ment tasks may include an invitation to the learner to reflect on what they have
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of assessing evidence of critical reflection and decision-making that lead to
genuine learner control in the assessment process.

For copies of the materials referred to, contact the author
linda.murphy@open.ac.uk.
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