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Abstract. This paper outlines the qualitative research method and results of an investigation of
the beliefs about ESP assessment held by six teachers of ESP courses at four universities in
Taiwan. Analysis of these interviews indicated that the orientations that teachers adopt to
conceptualize curricula for ESP instruction appear to influence the ways in which they assess
their students’ achievement. This distinction was especially prominent with respect to the
methods of assessment the teachers said they utilized and the types of achievements in ESP
courses they perceived their students as making. The subject teachers took a Hymesian view of
communicative competence by considering language proficiency in terms of real world criteria
which, as subject teachers, they felt well-qualified to assess. The English teachers on the other
hand veered towards the ‘weaker’ (and arguably more conservative) approach by focusing more
closely on what they are trained to assess, that is, the quality of the language sample elicited
through the teaching task. The analysis illustrates how teachers’ unique positions, experiences
and perspectives affect their implementation of ESP assessment within their classrooms.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Globalization and the rapid international development of science and technology are
encouraging the mobility of students across the English-speaking world and beyond. In
order to be able to take up study or work opportunities, knowledge of a foreign language is
essential. At present, it is increasingly important not only to be able to use a foreign
language, but also to be able to demonstrate that one can use it at the level required by
employers, schools, or universities. Considering this, English for Specific Purposes (ESP)
assessments are gaining increasing attention, and are becoming an indispensable tool in the
modern education system.

In Taiwan, ESP courses which were initiated to teach English based on learners’ needs
often result in teachers having to cover a wide range of knowledge domains and to
accommodate individual learning differences. Moreover, the lack of standards for all ESP
courses has complicated ESP teaching. The lack of available ESP teachers presents another
significant challenge for ESP programs. Qualified ESP teachers are scarce because most
English teachers lack training in specific professional fields (Tsou 2009). Hutchinson and
Waters (1987:158) describe ESP teachers as “reluctant dwellers in a strange and uncharted
land,” a land that Belcher (2006) says is, for many, intimidating. Testing and evaluation for
ESP should be carried out in accordance with teaching contents and objectives; the role of
testing is to evaluate students’ professional knowledge and linguistic competence. Special
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stylistic features relevant to the domain, and the application range of ESP should also be
considered. Different ESP courses and skills demand various testing approaches. Many of the
ESP instructors are not domain experts, which makes the assessment task all the more
daunting. Further, since the advent of ESP programs, how classroom assessment has been
conceptualized by ESP and subject teachers remains unclear. Thus far, several studies have
looked into teachers’ assessment practices, with a few focusing on teachers’ beliefs and
knowledge affecting their decision-making processes in classroom-based assessment (Chang
2005; Davison 2004; Yin 2005). No research of this kind, however, has been done in the
context of ESP courses.

The present study addresses this issue by exploring the knowledge and practice of teacher
assessment through a qualitative inquiry into the experiences of six ESP teachers at four
universities in Taiwan. The objective of the inquiry is to illuminate how teachers perceive and
implement ESP classroom assessment. In particular, this study focuses on the identification of
teachers’ beliefs that likely ground their ESP assessment decisions and practices.

This study is an attempt to assist those officials responsible for providing support to
ESP teachers. It will provide a framework for a novel, more needs-based assessment
training curriculum - one that is rooted in teachers’ ESP classroom experiences and that
takes into account the issues that teachers actually deal with in the course of their work. In
addition, an insight into teachers’ actual experiences in assessment practices will be of help
in providing detailed instructions to teachers who are carrying out ESP classroom
assessment for the first time, as well as offering a comparative case study for those who
have already conducted assessment in their own classrooms.

2. LITERATURE REVIEW

This section offers an overview of the literature informing this study. It begins with a
review of the literature on teachers’ beliefs and practices. Then the notion of classroom
assessment is introduced. Finally, the literature on ESP testing is reviewed.

2.1. Teachers’ beliefs and practices

This study is concerned with teachers’ beliefs and practices regarding ESP assessment.
The mental ‘steps’ a teacher takes when implementing ESP assessment are largely
unexplored. In some recent studies, references have been made to these thought processes
within the framework of teacher cognition (Woods 1996). Based on the premise that the
beliefs of teachers regarding their professional roles are closely linked to the learning and
achievement of their students, the focus of this part aims to review these studies that are
concerned with the relationships between teachers’ beliefs and teaching practices.

2.1.1. Definitions of teachers’ beliefs

Research on teachers’ beliefs began to find its way into the field of language teacher
education in the early 1990s (Binnie-Smith 1996; Borg 2003). The belief which is under
discussion has been variously termed “teacher knowledge” (Freeman 2002), “teachers’
mental lives” (Walberg 1977), “teacher beliefs” (Burn 1992; Richards 1998), beliefs,
attitudes and knowledge (Woods 1996), “conceptions of teaching” (Freeman & Richards
1993), “conceptions of practice” (Freeman 1996), “teachers’ maxims” (Richards 1998),
“teachers’ pedagogical systems” (Borg 1998), “teachers’ theories” (Borg 1999) and
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“teachers’ personal theories” (James 2001). In a review of the literature, Borg (2003)
identified sixteen such terms for teacher cognition that have been in use over the past
decade. Despite the different nuances in the meanings of these terms, they do share a
common premise: “a teacher’s cognitive and other behaviors are guided by, and made
sense of, in relation to a personally held system of beliefs, values, and principles” (Clark &
Peterson 1986:287). This study therefore adopted an interpretative perspective on teachers’
beliefs. From this perspective, teachers are seen as knowing, meaning-making beings, and
hence knowledge and meaning-making have an influence on their actions.

2.1.2. Factors that inform teachers’ beliefs

Borg (2003) provides a framework for understanding some of the major influences
(Figure 1). Figure 1 shows that the main influences upon teacher cognition have been found
to be schooling, contextual factors, professional coursework, and classroom practice, with
the latter two being in a reciprocal relationship to teacher thinking; that is, a teacher’s beliefs,
knowledge, etc. both affect and are affected by the teacher’s experiences in professional
coursework and in the classroom. If teacher assessment, as one of the cognitive processes that
teachers engage in, is connected to a wider network of beliefs, principles, etc., then it follows
that teacher assessment is also influenced by a variety of factors. One major goal of this study
is to understand what those factors are and how they impinge upon ESP assessment thinking.
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Fig. 1 Influences on teacher cognition (from Borg, 2003:82)
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Beliefs may also be mediated by some contextual factors which have a great influence
on the formulation, modulation, adjustment, and changes to the beliefs teachers might hold,
and this affects their approach to putting theory into practice. Contextual factors can play
one of two roles, either as facilitating agents for teachers to further their work, or as
obstacles in their teaching-learning atmosphere, impeding the implementation of teachers’
beliefs. Wood et al. (1991) contend that teachers’ beliefs could be mediated by the differences
in the nature of the content area and sometimes by the instructional materials available to
them (cited in Kagan, 1992).

Some research has revealed the interconnection between the different beliefs of a
teacher. Munby (1984) contends that teachers’ beliefs come from their own experiences,
and that instructional principles are pragmatic rather than theoretical. For example,
sometimes teachers in their study did not articulate a well-grounded teaching theory.
Instead, they upheld pragmatic views by saying that they wanted to “make learning fun”
and that they employed “a different way of learning”. This pragmatic view of teaching also
influences their views of the curriculum and their evaluation of teaching. They evaluated
their teaching according to how much their students had learned and remembered. This
shows that different beliefs within an individual teacher are interconnected. Pajares (1992)
reminded us that when studying teachers’ beliefs, it is important to consider the
connections among beliefs, rather than regarding them as independent systems. He further
points out that research on teachers’ beliefs should forge connections between different
beliefs, beliefs and teacher practices, and beliefs and student outcomes.

Generally speaking, factors affecting teachers’ beliefs can be subjective and inner, or
objective and outward. One’s own previous experiences are subjective and inner factors,
and often contribute to one’s tenacity and a priori conditions for perceiving things. On the
other hand, opinions from authorities or ‘important others’ and what has been tested in
scientific research are objective and outward factors affecting teachers’ beliefs. Many of
the studies examining teachers’ principles have considered general matters guiding
classroom conduct and management. Studies of teacher thinking in specific areas (e.g.,
reading) have also shown that teachers abide by certain principles (Borg 2003). It is thus
reasonable to assume that principles also guide teachers’ thinking in assessment.
Remesal’s (2011) qualitative analysis of fifty teacher interviews suggested that teachers’
assessment conceptions (an organized system of beliefs) may in fact consist of different
and even contrasting beliefs about the various roles of assessment (e.g., assessment’s role
in teaching versus its role in learning). Thus, it is important for researchers and teacher
educators to consider distinct assessment beliefs and not assume, for instance, that beliefs
about what to assess will align with beliefs about the tasks used to assess.

2.2. Classroom assessment

The way we see learning taking place is crucial to how we construe teaching as an
activity, but it is also crucial to how we construe assessment. Obviously, assessment should
not be an isolated activity operating independently of, and therefore without impact on,
teaching. On the contrary, teaching, learning and assessment are inextricably interrelated.

2.1.1. Definitions of classroom assessment

Airasian (1991) defines classroom assessment as “all the processes used by teachers for
collecting information and for making interpretations and decisions based on this
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information on a daily basis in the classroom in order to improve teaching and learning”
(cited in Mavrommatis 1997:381). In this sense, what teachers do in classroom assessment
is make decisions in the hope of facilitating learning and teaching. Herman et al. (1992)
pointed out that the decisions of teachers based on the information provided by classroom
assessment include “what students have learned, what grades are deserved, whether
students should be allowed to move on to the next grade, what group they should be
assigned to, what help they need, what areas of classroom instruction need revamping,
where the school curriculum needs bolstering, and so forth” (p.95). Stiggins (1991) stated
that classroom assessment serves at least three sets of purposes. First, it serves as a tool for
making informed decisions, including diagnosing students’ needs, grouping students for
instruction, and assigning grades, etc. Second, it serves as a teaching tool. For example,
through classroom assessment teachers can communicate their expectations of a student’s
performance with that student, provide students with a chance to practice, and have them
engage in self-or peer-evaluation so as to help them become better performers. Third, it
serves as a tool for classroom management and for keeping students in line (Stiggins 1991).
From these definitions and uses, we can see that classroom assessment is not simply
assigning a grade, and that it permeates all stages of instruction (Brookhart 1997). The
above confirms that classroom observation is a useful way to capture the complexity of the
ESP practices of teachers.

2.2.2. Dimensions of classroom assessment

Educational assessments fall into two general categories, summative and formative
assessment. Summative assessment was defined by Rolfe and McPherson (1995) as
“mandatory, formal, and given at the end of a prescribed period of instruction” (p.837). They
then went on to indicate that a summative assessment requires students to demonstrate the
“sum” of their knowledge acquired over a period of time. Biggs (1998) however, suggests
that a summative assessment should also be seen as formative. That is, it should be used as a
learning tool, not simply viewed as the final part of the learning cycle for students.

The second category of educational assessment is formative assessment. A search of the
literature revealed a plethora of terms and methods used to indicate the activity of
measuring student learning that provides feedback to students during the learning cycle.
Some of those terms include: classroom assessment (Brookhart 1997), embedded assessment
(Gallagher 2000), formative evaluation (Fuchs 1995), and alternative assessment (Chen &
Martin 2000). The defining difference in summative and formative assessments is that a
formative assessment in its purest form is an assessment that occurs during learning, provides
non-judgmental feedback to students, and helps narrow the gap between what a student
knows and what the intended objectives of learning are (Black & William 1998a, 1998b).
The above discussions indicate that the scope of a classroom observation should not be
limited to summative assessment. Therefore assessment in this study refers to both
summative and formative assessment which, following Stiggins (2002), can be seen as an
assessment of learning and an assessment for learning.

In Knowing What Students Know: The Science and Design of Educational Assessment
(National Research Council 2001), the authors describe a model for teachers’ reasoning
about assessment that is referred to as an ‘‘assessment triangle.”” This triangle represents
essential components of the design and implementation of an assessment by a teacher. The
three essential elements are: (1) Cognition - the teacher’s theories about what students know,
how they learn, and what is important to understand in the subject domain, (2) Observation -
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the teacher’s assumptions about which tasks or situations will elicit and reveal students’
understanding, and (3) Interpretation - the teacher’s set of premises and interpretive methods
for drawing inferences from collected evidence of student learning (see Figure 2).

Collectively, the essential elements of this model predict how teachers’ decisions about
assessment derive from a set of complex interacting factors that shape and are shaped by the
learning environment in which the reasoning and decision-making occurs. From my
perspective, the model can be a useful construct for inspecting teacher thinking and
decision-making with regard to assessment. In particular, 1 will focus my attention in this
work on the Cognition corner of the triangle and explore the different factors that ESP and
subject teachers consider when making decisions about tasks designed to formatively assess
student understanding. | am particularly interested in the characterization of the features that
teachers use to make assessment decisions and the analysis of how these factors differ among
ESP and subject teachers with different levels of preparation and experience.

Observation Interpretation

Cognition

Fig. 2 The assessment triangle
(National Research Council. 2001, Knowing what students know (p.44)
Washington, D.C.: National Academy Press)

2.3. ESP testing

Until recently, there has been very little in the way of research or publications for those
who need to assess English for specific purposes. Teachers and testers have had to take
what has been produced for teaching purposes, and seek to convert and adapt it for
assessment. There has been very little practical guidance for test development, and there
has been no attempt to develop a theoretical framework within which the assessment of
English for specific purposes might develop (Dudley-Evans & St John 1998).

In a discussion of ESP testing, Douglas (2010: 33) pointed out that over the years,
language specialists have made the following arguments about ESP testing: 1) Specific
purpose language proficiency is really just general purpose language proficiency with
technical vocabulary thrown in; 2) we don't need specific purpose tests since, if we test
general language knowledge, specific uses will take care of themselves; 3) specific purpose
language tests are unreliable and invalid since subject knowledge interferes with the
measurement of language knowledge; 4) there is no theoretical justification for specific
purpose language testing; and 5) specific purpose language testing is impossible anyway,
since the logical end of specificity is a test for one person at one point in time. Douglas
(2010) disagrees with these assertions, and argues that (1) language acquisition is a special
case of a general capacity for language use, (2) both dialects and registers are learned and
discarded as part of social behavior — this is related to the discourse domains hypothesis,
and (3) are learned in contexts, so that the interaction between language knowledge and
context changes the nature of both. Thus, it surely must be the case that there is such a thing
as specific purpose language.
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The following presents three views of ESP testing. Firstly, the field of ESP testing has
been seen as a separate and distinctive part of a more general movement of English
language testing, focusing on measuring specific uses of English language among
identified groups of people, such as doctors, nurses, lawyers, civil engineers, tour guides,
air traffic controllers, and others. Secondly, ESP testing has been viewed in the broader
context of the teaching and learning process. From the perspective of Dudley-Evans and St.
John (1998) assessment does not stand alone, but occupies a prominent place in the ESP
process, giving an ESP teacher a wealth of information on the effectiveness and quality of
learning and teaching. As shown in Figure 3, assessment interacts with needs analysis, and is
dependent on course (and syllabus) design. Thirdly, tests enhance the learning process and act
as a learning device. Put in the words of Dudley-Evans and St John (1998: 212), an ESP test is
“an aid to learning”. Moreover, assessment evaluates the benefits of learning, as tests can give
learners a sense of accomplishment and a feeling that the teacher’s evaluation matches what
skills and knowledge have been covered. Along the same lines, Richards and Renandya (2002)
suggest that assessment yields an observed judgment of the effectiveness of teaching.
Dudley-Evans and St John (1998: 210) add that assessment “encompasses benefits such as
reinforcement, confidence building, involvement and building on strengths”.

evaluation —___ peed
/ analysis
assessment \
course
design
teaching- /
learning

Fig. 3 Stages in the ESP process (Dudley-Evans and St John 1998: 121)

2.3.1. Assuring the quality of ESP tests

Douglas (2000) argues that authenticity is central to ESP testing. The underlying
assumptions here are that 1) language use and performance can vary according to context,
2) specific contexts have distinguishing lexical, semantic, syntactic and phonological
features, and 3) these features can only be realistically approached through the use of
authentic test material.

Bachman (1990), writing in the context of language testing, develops this idea further
with his distinction between situational authenticity and interactional authenticity. The
situational aspect is composed of authentic characteristics derived from a needs analysis of
tasks in the target language use situation, the features of which are realized as test task
characteristics. Thus, situational authenticity can be demonstrated by making the relationship
between the test task characteristics and the features of tasks in the target language use
situation explicit. The interactional aspect of authenticity involves the interaction of the test
taker’s specific purpose language ability with the test task. The extent to which the test-taker
is engaged in the task (by responding to the features of the target language use situation
embodied in the test task characteristics), is a measure of interactional authenticity.

Drawing on Bachman’s (1990) conception of authenticity, Douglas (2000) proposes to
employ his dual notion of authenticity in specific purpose language testing. According to
Douglas, in ESP test development, what we must do is first describe a target language use
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situation in terms of features of context and task. We must then specify how these
characteristics will be realized in the test so as to engage the test taker in test tasks, performance
on which can be interpreted as evidence of communicative language ability with reference to
the target situation.

Another important factor in ESP testing is backwash or the washback effect. The notion
of backwash is that of impact, the relationship between test use and the ESP situation in
which it is used (Hughes 1989). Put simply, it is the effect of testing on classroom
instruction, on “what is taught and how it is taught” (Dudley-Evans & St John, 1998: 214).
Tests, especially those that are important for the test takers, may generate positive or
negative backwash. The research that has been conducted in this area (Karim 2002)
indicates that the relationship between testing and teaching is very complex and it is
misleading to claim that good tests will automatically have beneficial effects on classroom
instruction. Other variables such as teacher competence, motivation and innovation, the
climate of the school, and the socioeconomic status of pupils and teachers combine to exert
an equally important influence on what goes on in an ESP classroom.

However, if a test is regarded as important, then preparation for it can dictate teaching
and learning activities. More importantly, a public examination might be a signal to
students (and teachers) of what is important and what is not. An ESP test, based directly on
an analysis of the English language needs of a specific group of learners as similar as
possible to what would be required in real life, would probably be a more plausible case of
beneficial backwash than a case in which no such analysis was carried out.

In short, what matters in ESP testing is whether learners can communicate using the
field specific target language and use knowledge of the field in order to achieve their aims,
in order to understand and be understood, in order to get their message across in English.

2.3.2. Frequent problems in constructing ESP tests

One frequent problem is that many ESP test developers do not have a detailed knowledge
of the specialized subject they are writing a test for. To compensate for their lack of
background knowledge, the opinions of expert informants are often indispensable. Other
ways of analyzing language use in a specific domain by using context-based research
(Douglas & Selinker 1994), and grounded ethnography (Frankel & Beckman 1982) are also
available. In both cases, considerable time is needed to do an adequate task of assessing how
language is used in a specific target situation and translating that knowledge into test items.

Another problem in some ESP tests is that raters lack expertise in the specialized
domain of knowledge being evaluated. Depending on the nature of the response examinees
are expected to give and the testing environment, this can be a potentially serious threat to
validity. Considering the entire test development process, Douglas adds, “...the most
difficult aspect of producing test specifications is making the leap from the analysis of the
target language use tasks to the specifications of test tasks” (2000:113).

In reviewing these studies, I have reached the following conclusions about teachers’
knowledge, practice, and development in ESP assessment. First, the tension between teachers’
implicit knowledge of assessment and the prescribed standards calls for a new methodology to
address the uniqueness and individuality of teachers’ assessment practice. Second, the salient
issue of teachers’ actual practices in assessment and the limited understanding of such practices
require further empirical research. The interactive nature of teachers’ practice also highlights
the importance of situating teachers’ assessment practice in larger socio-cultural contexts.
Third, many of the ESP instructors are not domain experts, which makes the assessment task all
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the more daunting. Based on these conclusions from the literature, this study explores the
perceptions of teacher assessment through a qualitative inquiry into the experiences of six
teachers who were involved in ESP courses.

3. METHODOLOGY
3.1. Theoretical underpinnings

An investigation of the beliefs held by the teachers themselves requires the research to be
conducted from a “‘second order” perspective. The way teachers think about assessment cannot be
observed. A second-order qualitative research approach known as phenomenography (Marton
1981, 1986) which has been used extensively in research on student learning, was adopted for this
study. It is arguably best suited for exploring teacher beliefs of ESP assessment as they present
and reveal themselves as dialogical phenomena in ESP instruction. It is capable of conducting
that exploration by studying the meanings of the individual and the inter-subjective experiences
of ESP teachers. It is a descriptive, qualitative, and reflective approach which analyzes the
implicit meanings that characterize a phenomenon, and seeks the interrelationships between these
meanings in the form of a meanings structure. Participants’ descriptions of their experience, with
their perceptions and understandings of how they underwent it, are essential to uncovering the
nature of ESP assessment as implemented in ESP courses.

From the second-order, phenomenographic perspective, beliefs are not hypothesized to
reside within individuals, but are relations between individuals and a particular task and
context. Consequently, they are not stable entities within cognitive structures but are dynamic
and depend on the particular context and task in which they are being studied. At the same time
though, it is assumed that there are only a small number of conceptions and approaches about
particular phenomena, and these can be identified and described (Marton 1981, 1986). Thus,
this particular approach to research means that beliefs need to be identified and described
within particular contexts, in terms of particular tasks and from the perspective of the teacher or
learner within that context engaged in a particular task. This study has concentrated on the
beliefs of ESP assessment held by six teachers at four Taiwanese universities.

3.2. The participants

The participants of this study are six teachers teaching ESP courses at four technological
universities in Taiwan. According to Daiute and Fine (as cited in Josselson et al. 2003), the
search for meaning implicitly depends on the collection of multiple perspectives. Sample sizes
in qualitative studies differ depending on the purpose of the study and the specific qualitative
methods used (Creswell 1998; Sandelowski 1995). The researcher followed the view that it is
the quality of the data obtained rather than the quantity that is important (Sandelowski 1995).
Because of the specific population the researcher wished to study, she did purposeful sampling
(Merriam 1998) and criterion-based selection (LeCompte and Preissle 1993). Purposeful
sampling is based on the assumption that the investigator wants to discover, understand, and
gain insight, and therefore must select a sample from which the most can be learned (Creswell
1988: 61). In criterion-based selection you “create a list of the attributes essential” to your study
and then “proceed to find or locate a unit matching the list” (LeCompte and Preissle 1993:70).
The researcher was aware of the limitations of this study, and took advantage of rapport which
had been established by her previous experiences with the participants. In order to focus on the
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beliefs, practices, and instructional decisions of individual teachers, the author decided to select
teachers representing varying characteristics such as sex (M or F), experiences (>2 years in
profession), expertise (English teacher or subject teacher), and education (MS, MA, or Ph.D.)
The selection was made since it was appropriate to her initial research questions regardless of
the sampling issues. Table 1 presents relevant information about the participants. The researcher
is aware that this sample cannot be regarded as representative of all ESP teachers in Taiwan; the
findings may nevertheless be substantively applicable to other teachers in similar settings.

Table 1 Information about participants

Teacher Gender Years of teaching ESP  Education
ST1 M 3 M.S. in Computer Science
ST2 M 2 Ph.D. in Animal Science
ST3 F 4 Ph.D. in Nursing
ET1 F 3 Ph.D. in Media Culture
ET2 M 5 MA in Technical Writing
ET3 F 4 MA in TEFL

3.3. Data collection

Data for this research consisted of the following: 1) in-depth, informal, e-mail
communications and oral interviews with the participants, individual interviews with ESP
and subject teachers that were all tape recorded and later transcribed for coding and
analysis; and 2) teachers’ personal records, including their teaching and assessment plans,
and the notes they made in relation to their assessment practice and their students’
responses. The process adopted for collecting the data is as follows:

1. Asemi-structured background interview with each of the teachers was conducted at
the beginning of the fall semester in 2011. The purpose of this interview was to
obtain basic background information about the participants and to understand their
initial views on ESP teaching. An appointment for an interview was made with each
participant, and an interview packet was given in advance. The packet consisted of a
cover letter stating the purpose of the study, an informed consent form, and a list of
interview questions.

2. A semi-structured follow-up interview with each of the teachers was conducted at
the end of the fall semester using the event-recall technique, prompted by their own
classroom assessment material. The interviews were designed to elicit reflections
and descriptions of how the teachers carried out their ESP assessments with a view
to exploring their interactive decision-making in their improvisational teaching
performance with specific reference to ESP classroom assessments.

3.4. Data analysis

Interviews were transcribed utilizing the methods, procedures, and practices of
phenomenological analysis by Moustakas (1994), the modified Van Kaam method. The
specific steps utilized were as follows:

1. Transcriptions of the interviews

2. Coding the expressions relevant to the experiences was conducted.

3. Patterns and themes were identified.

4. The uncovering of the meaning or meanings of the statements was conducted.
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5. From the uncovering of the meanings, common categories, patterns, and themes
were deciphered.

6. A comprehensive thematic description of the experiences was developed from the
common categories, patterns, and themes.

7. A textural-structural synthesis of the meaning and essence of the experiences of
teachers’ ESP assessment practices in Taiwan was constructed.

4. FINDINGS

In general, the results showed that there was considerable variation in the teachers’
descriptions concerning the purposes of ESP assessment and the practices they apply. The
categorization of the teachers’ descriptions of ESP assessment appears below in two parts.
The first part addresses the teachers’ conceptions of ESP assessment, while the second part
is about the tendencies in ESP assessment practices mentioned during the interviews.

4.1. Beliefs about ESP assessment

In order to reveal the participants’ beliefs regarding ESP assessment, the ESP and subject
teachers were asked to use metaphor to describe what ESP assessment is and to give a reason
for their choice. The metaphors are important for learning teachers’ beliefs of assessment
because as Lakoff and Johnson (1980) pointed out “our ordinary conceptual system, in terms of
which we both think and act, is fundamentally metaphorical in nature” (p.454)

Even though there were 6 participants, 11 different metaphors were produced in response to
the question “What is the image or metaphor of ESP assessment?”” The participants gave more
than one metaphor. The varied responses that represent these teachers’ beliefs about ESP
assessment can be classified into three main categories: assessment as inquiry, a summative
process, and something agitating.

4.1.1. Assessment as inquiry

Five of the 11 metaphors fell into the assessment as inquiry category. These show that
assessment is seen as an ongoing process (lifelong learning, deep-sea diving), as
diagnosing learners’ weakness and strengths from different points of views (a window with
a lot of angles), and as a way of promoting learning through feedback (a road with traffic
lights, a close friend who shows you the way), all of which are indicators of formative
assessment practices (Black and William 2004; Tunstall and Gipps 1996). These teachers
do not limit their assessment practices to observing students’ linguistic proficiency; they
use assessment as an integral part of the learning process. As seen in Table 2, both groups
of participants produced a similar number of metaphors for this theme. It is possible to
assume that, regardless of academic background, teachers are aware of the positive effects
of formative assessment practices on learners’ progress.

4.1.2. Assessment as a summative process

The metaphors that were grouped under the category of assessment as a summative
process were indicators of summative assessment: assessment that shows the end product (a
story because it ends either well or badly for the students) and assessment to grade learners’
products (like a mirror because it shows us how much students learnt, like a scoreboard
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because it shows students’ situation regarding course achievement.). It is not surprising to
encounter such themes, as teacher need to have an overall view of their student performance,
which indicates summative assessment. Moreover, in an exam-oriented country such as
Taiwan, where this study took place, emphasis is placed more on the scores as outcomes and
measures of abilities. However, analyzing metaphors separately for each group shows that
academic background might have a minor role on teachers’ assessment beliefs (Table 2).
Assessment was least likely to be conceived as a summative tool by the ESP teachers, as only
1 out of 6 of their metaphors was related to this.

This may be due to the fact that the subject teachers’ were exposed to effects of the
traditional teaching and learning processes when they were students, which, in turn, may
have formed their beliefs that learning is a process which requires students to use cognitive
processes only. Although this explanation is reasonable because teachers’ teaching and
learning-related behaviors and beliefs are significantly affected by their earlier educational
experiences when they were students (Pajares 1992; Rodgers and Scott 2008), it requires
further investigation due to the reason that the subject teachers’ conceptions of teaching
and learning were not examined in this study. Indeed, if subject teachers perceive ESP
assessment as a summative process through which students’ learning is evaluated as a
product, or as an end-state, of their class-related tasks and activities, then it is not surprising
to observe that they also perceive the assessment process as a competitive process because
summative evaluation required teachers to evaluate students’ learning performances on the
basis of highly structured and school-based extrinsic norms. It is obvious that such
assessment, referred to as a “one size fits all” approach, provides a basis for students to
compare their performances with each other rather than to focus on their performances as
the degree to which they have made progress in their learning.

4.1.3. Assessment as something agitating

Conceiving assessment as something agitating was the third most frequent metaphor that
emerged from the data. Metaphors associated to this were mainly about fear (a cloud because
you never know what it brings) and difficulty (a road of struggle; a difficult math problem). To
understand this negative connotation of assessment, it might be necessary to consider how
‘testing’ is generally conceived. In a conference, Alderson (2005) defined language testing as
something technical, secret, full of forbidding jargon, remote from teachers and teaching, and
thus ignorant of the goals and the realities of the language classroom. It is very common to have
such negative beliefs about testing; however, it is necessary for teachers and learners to make a
distinction between the terms of testing and assessment. Unlike testing, assessment, as
Alderson puts forth, helps teachers establish where their learners are at present and what level
they have achieved, give them feedback on their learning, and diagnose their needs for further
development. Though not very high in percentage, considering assessment as something
agitating probably occurred because of confusion between testing and assessment.

The existence of negative metaphors regarding the assessment concept is regrettably
meaningful and should be given serious attention during teacher education because
evaluation is one of the crucial aspects of education (Nitko 1996). Thus, it can be said that
teacher educators should examine why teachers have negative metaphors about the
assessment concept, such as clouds, a road of struggle, and a difficult math problem, in
order to turn these negative thoughts into positive ones during teacher education.
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Table 2 Metaphors of teachers’ beliefs about ESP assessment

ESP Teacher Subject Teacher
(number of participants) (number of participants)
Inquiry 3/3 2/3
A summative process 1/3 2/3
Something agitating 2/3 1/3

4.2. Reported ESP assessment practices
4.2.1. Functions of assessment

Collectively, the interviewees described three basic functions of assessment in their
ESP courses:

1) initial assessment, prior to courses beginning;

2) ongoing, formative assessment in relation to writing tasks; and

3) assessing students’ achievements during or upon completion of a course.

The author was surprised to find that these assessment functions took a somewhat
different realization for courses taught by ESP or subject teachers, as summarized in Table
3 and as the following examples from the interviews indicate.

Functions of initial assessment

Initial assessment was seldom mentioned by the subject teachers. Seemingly, they
assumed that students’ enrolment in a particular academic field or type of program defined
a priori their needs for the ESP course, so decisions about needs or diagnosis were made
generally on the basis of program policies. In contrast, ESP teachers described procedures
for initially assessing students’ English abilities for the purposes of diagnosis to inform
teaching or course design.

The students we taught are diverse level proficiency of adult learners. We need to know

their level before we design our course. (ESP teacher 1)

Functions of formative assessment

Most accounts of assessment during the interviews focused on ongoing, formative
assessment of students’ English and the grading of it. Subject teachers tended to emphasize
the realism and value of the tasks selected for writing as well as the importance of
assessment adhering to standards, for example:

The mid-term is worth 30%, the final exam is 30%, and their class work is 40%.

Their written papers for these follow the same materials as the material they study

and practice writing: to fill in forms, to make job applications, to write resumes, do

interviews, which they need practice in and techniques for , and they take notes from

phone conversations. (Subject Teacher 1)

Are the students able to express themselves, correctly? Certain key words, did they
use them? ... So my challenge is to make sure that they ... understand... and that they
are able to express their ideas. (Subject Teacher 3)

Similarly, many instructors described intricate ways of integrating assessment with
ESP curricula. This concern was expressed particularly by the ESP teachers, where the
instructors focused intently on the individual development of students (compared to the
subject teachers):
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Assessment is consciously integrated with the syllabus. The purpose of assessment is to
make sure teachers are assessing what they are teaching and the students are learning.
There are benchmark texts and tasks with minimum standards that students should
attain. Teachers often give students the performance criteria so students can monitor
their own progress. Teachers design assessment tasks that reflect what is taught and
what learners need to learn. The assessment should fit into the learning context. They
shouldn’t notice the bump when they get to assessment. (ESP Teacher 2)

The student’s individual progression must be taken as a basic reference criterion for
accrediting and in order to undertake changes in teaching. (ESP Teacher 1)

This personalized focus on individual students seemed to prompt instructors to use
formative assessment as a basis for record-keeping (with reference to individual students)
and instructional planning (with reference to groups of students), particularly for ESP
teachers. The author was surprised to observe that this tendency was seldom cited in the
discussions of the subject teachers, where results from prior needs analyses or program
policies appeared to define curriculum content and initial entry requirements in linguistic
or rhetorical, rather than personal, terms.

I keep marks to remind myself about the individual students, for example, if they are

using appropriate vocabulary, grammar, organization, if they got the message across. |

keep this in a book for myself in planning my teaching and to see if they make progress

along the way. (ESP teacher 1)

For feedback on their assignments, I respond to their ideas, not correct them. There are
some common problems among the students, for example, no grasp of paragraph structure,
they don’t know how to support their ideas, they copy a lot, and have problems with certain
lexical items. I discuss these and give examples of them in class. (ESP teacher 3)

Table 3 Tendencies in assessment practices mentioned during interviews:
ESP teachers vs. subject teachers

ESP Teacher Subject Teacher
(number of participants) (number of participants)

Functions of initial assessment

Diagnosis for instruction (3/3) (1/3)
Functions of formative assessment

Helping students improve (3/3) (3/3)

Maintaining standards (0/3) (3/3)

Linking assessment into curriculum (3/3) (3/3)

Record-keeping (2/3) (0/3)
Methods of assessing achievement

Tasks based on prior needs analyses (2/3) (3/3)

Proficiency tests (2/3) (1/3)

Rating scales and competency tests (1/3) (3/3)

Grading tasks (0/3) (2/3)

Combinations of assessment methods (3/3) (1/3)
Achievements observed among students

Language and style (2/3) (0/3)

Self-confidence and expressive abilities (3/3) (1/3)
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4.2.2. Methods of assessing achievement

For the pedagogical function of assessing students” achievement, distinctive differences
appeared between ESP teachers and subject teachers. The subject teachers defined their
standards for achievement in their own terms, deriving them from prior needs analyses and
the constructs guiding the syllabi:

We do competency-based assessment. Analyses of register and appropriateness define the

task and give the criteria. If the student achieves the task, then they are certified for having

done it. If it is not achieved or only partly achieved, they resubmit it. (Subject Teacher 3)

They do a simple project, first design it, second create a questionnaire, third collect
data and analyze it, fourth make an oral presentation, then produce a written report. At
the end of the course they present the final report, and it is marked when completed,
which forces them to see it as a whole. | provide a list of criteria that are assigned
holistically, not discretely. (Subject Teacher 2)

Grading tasks was yet another method of assessing achievement commonly described
by subject teachers:

I do my grading based on how successfully they have done the task, convinced me,
analyzed and evaluated and presented the material in an interesting and unique
fashion, and how they have put themselves into it, their own writing style, amplified that
style, worked on coherence, and especially vocabulary. | try to see how students can
identify how to expand their vocabulary to provide more expressive and unique
vocabulary. (Subject teacher 1)

Continuous assessment is the typical practice — no exams. The feedback to students is
extensive on their papers, and students seem to heed it, and the grade follows. (Subject
teacher 3)

In contrast, a variety of different methods were described for assessing achievement by
the ESP teachers:

Combinations of assessment methods, moreover, were cited by two of the ESP
instructors as ways of determining student achievement in the ESP courses:

I take students through a series of tasks that contribute to their final mark. Some are

done in class, so | can check, if in doubt. Then there is a comprehensive test at the end,

aiming to reinforce all the skills taught, for example, recognizing order of presentation,

conclusion, referencing. For the 2 main essays there is a grid of criteria, for example,

how well they have answered the essay question, how relevant the material is, whether

they have used evidence, the development of an argument, and their presentation,

including language. (ESP teacher 2)

Fifty-five percent of their grades are for their portfolios, which include their major
assignments, media essay, and a letter about their personal learning process, plus 5 to
10 other pieces they choose, which may be an assignment for another course. Twenty
percent is for the final exam, which includes 2 essays of 300 to 500 words, marked for
evidence of planning, organization, writing skill, and editing. | would prefer not to have
an exam, but this is the common way of doing things at this university. (ESP teacher 3)
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4.2.3. Achievements observed among student

Nonetheless, the author was surprised at the distinctions in ESP and subject instructors’
conceptualizations of student achievement overall. When asked what achievements they
saw their students making in their ESP courses, subject instructors focused on a relatively
narrow range of observable behaviors. As noted above, these outcomes were defined:

They go out being able to write an excellent letter of application. They understand the

concept of brevity, not plagiarizing, how to do referencing, bibliographies, footnotes

for a report, and they have their CVs on computer disc and keep good, fault-free

versions. (Subject teacher 2)

They make achievements in the organizational aspects of their writing. They get the
idea that information has to be structured to be presented effectively. But 3 months is
not enough to learn much language. (Subject teacher 1)

In contrast, when the ESP teachers were asked the same question, they mentioned a
wide range of differing indicators of achievement. These included improved language and
style, increased self-confidence and expressive abilities.

a. Language and style were areas of achievement cited by two ESP instructors:
It is rare in an 18-week course to see quantum leaps, but | am still surprised by the
predictable pathways in development, for example, many students are able to write
more coherent, satisfying conclusions, are more aware of morphemes and tense and
appropriate use of linking words, are better at controlling sentence length and
complexity, better paragraphs, referencing ideas. There are so many small things that
go together to make good writing. (ESP teacher 1)

b. Improved self-confidence and expressive abilities were cited by three ESP instructors
as indicators of achievement in ESP courses:
At the advanced level, they show an expanded range of writing and are able to express
themselves forcefully and coherently. They seem to be more unique in the way they
write. They move away from a standard way of writing, for example, having to do an
introduction and conclusion, and realize that the nature of the task defines this; it is not
a pat formula. (ESP teacher 3)

5. CONCLUSIONS

Analysis of the metaphors produced by the teachers in this study revealed that the
participating teachers view assessment as being embedded within instruction. In other
words, they perceive assessment as a way to provide evidence of teaching and learning.
However, analyzing metaphors separately for each group shows that academic background
might have a minor role in teachers’ assessment beliefs (Table 2). As Rea-Dickens (2004)
states, teachers are agents of the assessment and this role is important in the washback
effect of assessment (p.252). Reported practices revealed ESP and subject teachers’ beliefs
about ESP assessment. The data from this study support the result of previous studies (e.g.,
Brown et al. 2011; Remesal 2011; Yin 2010). The orientations that teachers adopt to
conceptualize curricula for ESP instruction appear to influence the ways in which they
assess their students’ achievement. This distinction was especially prominent with respect
to the methods of assessment the teachers said they utilized and the types of achievements
in ESP courses they perceived their students as making.
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The subject teachers took a Hymesian view of communicative competence by
considering language proficiency in terms of real world criteria (i.e. are teachers creating
the necessary conditions for classroom learning to take place?) which, as subject teachers,
they felt well-qualified to assess. The capabilities that the subject teachers assessed
requires that students share some of the capabilities of the real-world practices the course is
meant to prepare them for — but it is not the same as those practices. In implementing them
they come closer to what McNamara (1990) defines as the ‘strong’ approach to
performance testing whereby language is assessed in terms of successful task completion,
with all that it entails. English teachers on the other hand veer towards the ‘weaker’ (and
arguably more conservative) approach by focusing more closely on what they are trained to
assess, that is, the quality of the language sample elicited through the teaching task.

The implication is that subject teachers might be more concerned with the ‘correctness’
or ‘worthiness’ of the subject content. This was in fact evident in a comment made by one
of the subject teachers: “my judgments of his language ability are clouded by the way he
presents the topic”. It is quite conceivable that in assessing use of subject specific language,
the English teachers are focusing on the lexis, grammar and internal cohesion of the
presentation while the subject teachers are more concerned with the way in which the
subject content is conceptualized. While it is generally accepted that subject teachers
should be consulted during the needs analysis phase of specific purpose language test
development, their role in the actual assessment process is seldom considered. The role of
the subject teachers is a very significant one though and it should not be neglected in ESP
classrooms. A degree of co-operation between the ESP teacher who implements the course
and the subject teacher who acts as a monitor and advisor of the ESP assessment should be
considered more appropriate.

The data which represents a group of teachers’ beliefs and practices about ESP
assessment in Taiwan has portrayed a partial picture for future investigation, though it may
not be complete. The limitations of the present study go beyond its contextual and
institutional constraints. Given the particularly complex and multi-faceted nature of
classroom assessment and the myriad factors that can shape teachers’ beliefs, no attempt will
be made to generalize the findings of this study beyond the local context, although
comparison data suggest feasibility of finding general trends across contexts, and individual
differences of teachers, through replicated studies. A further concern is “the potential
limitations of self- reported data” (Shavelson, Webb, and Burnstein, 1986: 44). From a
phenomenological perspective, the teachers’ language provided the best view of the
meanings they attached to their experiences. However, the study was dependent on their
willingness and abilities to describe their realities and reveal their “true” selves. Finally, there
was no student voice in this study which could have allowed for important and interesting
insight into the washback of ESP assessment on teaching and learning. However, due to the
time constraints and the researcher’s attempt to keep the data set manageable, the data only
represented the teacher’s perspective and thus limited the scope of the study.

While ESP assessment is a very complex phenomenon and there are many ways in
which it can be approached, the findings of the current study have provided a number of
possible directions for further research in this area. Future research into ESP assessment,
by taking learner perspectives into account, will provide more grounded accounts of ESP
assessment and its implications for test validity. In addition, to get a more comprehensive
picture of ESP assessment, it is desirable to conduct studies which look at ESP assessment
from different perspectives using different research methods (including the two central
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participants involved: teachers and students) in order to investigate the influence it exerts
on ESP classroom learning and teaching in depth.
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