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Abstract 

It is generally accepted that formative assessment can better help students’ autonomous 
learning and their cultivation of humane quality. This paper intends to examine whether 
formative assessment is universally applicable for students of different levels of language 
proficiency. For this purpose, an English teaching experiment and a questionnaire survey on 
learning strategies and motivations were conducted in a 211 Project university and the 
independent college of that university in China. Research shows that learning strategies and 
motivations have a threshold effect on the implementation of formative assessment, and 
formative assessment is applicable for the students who have better command of English and 
higher learning strategies and motivations, but it does not work for those poor in English and 
having lower learning strategies and motivations. Therefore, formative assessment cannot 
completely replace summative assessment in college English teaching.  

Keywords: Formative assessment; Summative assessment; College English teaching; 
Learning strategies and motivations 

1. Introduction 

Education assessment can be divided into formative assessment and summative assessment. 
The former is “assessment for learning” (William, 2011). It supports teachers and students in 
decision-making during the educational and learning processes. The latter, however, “occurs 
at the end of a learning unit and determines if the content being taught was retained” 
(Ainsworth, 2006, p. 23). It “seeks to monitor educational outcomes, often for purposes of 
external accountability” (Shepard, 2005) and to examine whether the students have reached 
the preset standard of the curriculum. The subjects of the summative assessment are the 
teachers or the educational institutions, and it mainly functions to evaluate and identify the 
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students’ achievements. In college English teaching in the background of China, the 
shortcomings of summative assessment include: (1) It cannot provide the feedback 
information timely for teaching and hence the teacher cannot improve their teaching in time 
to offer appropriate guidance to the students; (2) It evaluates the students by taking them as 
physical objects, focusing only on the students’ language proficiency while ignoring the role 
of cognition, emotion and other factors in their learning processes; and (3) If there is only 
summative assessment in teaching, the teacher will be forced to conduct an exam-oriented 
education, and hence the students’ value of subject will not be respected, which is not 
conducive to students’ ability in autonomous leaning.  

Contrasted with summative assessment, formative assessment is “a range of formal and 
informal assessment procedures employed by teachers during the learning process in order to 
modify teaching and learning activities to improve student attainment” (Crooks, 2001). “It 
typically involves qualitative feedback (rather than scores) for both student and teacher that 
focuses on the details of content and performance” (Huhta, 2010) and the feedback can be 
used to “modify the teaching and learning activities in which they are engaged” (Black & 
William, 1998, p. 8). As for the impact of feedback on learning, there are two contrastive 
opinions. One is that the feedback will have a positive impact (e.g. Black & William, 1998; 
Hattie & Timperley, 2007; Shute, 2007). The other believes it will have a negative impact 
(e.g. Kluger & Denisi, 1996). According to Havnes et al. (2012), feedback becomes more 
useful for students as it is related to what they are doing at the moment by integrating 
feedback into instruction. In this research, we will investigate the impact of feedback through 
a questionnaire survey. 

Formative assessment focuses on the practice in class, in which “evidence about student 
achievement 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” (Black 
& Wiliam, 2009).  

Formative assessment has the following characteristics. First, it follows the humanistic 
philosophy of education. Formative assessment came into being with the American 
humanism in the 1960s. It concerns about the efficacy of teaching and learning (Black & 
William, 1998); it is against the traditional goal-oriented evaluation model, emphasizing 
students’ initiative and their comprehensive development in cognition, emotion and attitude, 
etc. Second, formative assessment emphasizes the process of students’ learning, and hence 
the teacher and learners can both obtain timely the relevant feedback information which 
“gives chances to students to participate in modifying or planning the upcoming classes” 
(Bachman & Palmer, 1996). Third, both the teacher and students are the subjects of 
assessment. Under the guidance of the teacher, the students should actively summarize and 
reflect on their learning, and the teacher has also correspondingly changed their roles from 
the arbiter to the facilitator, encourager or helper. Fourth, formative assessment tools are 
diversified, such as self-assessment forms, learning portfolios, peer reviews, quizzes and 
questionnaires, etc. The final aim of formative assessment is to help students monitor their 
own learning process, enhance their self-confidence and cultivate a spirit of cooperation.  
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Then to what an extent can formative assessment be helpful for college English teaching in 
China? Relevant researches (e.g. Simpson, 1999; Henson & Eller, 1999) show that formative 
assessment can be helpful for cultivating students’ autonomous learning ability, especially for 
those students of poor academic performance. The English learning ability and English 
proficiency of the students in Chinese colleges are at an overall lower level. If formative 
assessment is really universally applicable, then it is no doubt a best thing for the English 
teaching in Chinese colleges.  

Therefore, this study attempts to answer the following three questions. (1) Is formative 
assessment better than summative assessment in improving the English proficiency of college 
students in China? (2) Can formative assessment better promote the college students’ English 
learning strategies and motivations than summative assessment? (3) Is formative assessment 
popularly accepted by the students of different levels of English proficiency? To answer these 
questions, we will carry out an empirical study on formative assessment in college English 
teaching. In Section 2, the research design is offered, including the selection of subjects for 
research and the experimental teaching. Section 3 presents the results of the experimental 
teaching and the questionnaire survey. A discussion of the results will be conducted in 
Section 4.  

2. Methodology 

2.1 Subjects for Research 

The subjects for research are sophomore students from two parallel classes of the economics 
department of a 211 Project university and two parallel classes of the business administration 
department of the independent college of the same university. Because of the large gap of the 
English proficiency between the two groups of students, it is comparative to choose the two 
groups of students to participate in the teaching experiment. We take class one in the 
economics department (or Economics 1) and class one in the business administration 
department (or Business 1) as the experimental classes, and class two in the economics 
department (or Economics 2) and class two in the business administration department (or 
Business 2) as the control classes. We test the students before the teaching experiment. The 
independent sample t-test shows that the average score of each of the experimental classes 
and that of each of the control classes has not reached significant difference (p = 0.411 > 0.05 
and p = 0.386 > 0.05 respectively). See Table 1: 

Table 1. Before-Experiment Test Scores 

Class N Mean Std. Deviation Sig.(2-tailed) 

Economics 1 50 65.0600 10.65011  

P = 0.411 > 0.05  Economics 2 49 66.9184 11.75015 

Business 1 54 64.8704 11.79950  

P = 0.386 > 0.05  Business 2 54 62.6759 14.26374 
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2.2 Teaching Experiment 

The two parallel classes in the economics department are taught by one teacher and the two 
parallel classes in the business administration department by another. Formative assessment 
is used in the two experimental classes, and summative assessment, in the two control classes. 
After a semester’s teaching experiment, the final examination scores of the students are used 
to examine the students’ English proficiency and to check whether there is any significant 
difference between the experimental classes and the control classes.  

In addition, to answer the research questions 2 and 3, the students are required to fill out a 
questionnaire at the end of the experimental teaching. All the questions in the questionnaire 
are open-ended, aiming to collect the information about the improvement in learning 
strategies and motivations in the control classes and to collect not only the information about 
the improvement in learning strategies and motivations but also the opinions of the subjects 
on the teaching experiment in the experimental classes. The data collected will be processed 
using statistical software SPSS 17.0.  

The tools for formative assessment include learning portfolios, classroom observations, after 
class exercises and quizzes, etc. Learning portfolios are required to be handed in once a week, 
the content including a summary of a week’s study, a plan for the next week and a suggestion 
to the teacher. After marking, the teacher should return the portfolios back to the students. 
Classroom observations will be conducted by the teacher. He needs to record timely the 
students’ attendance, their participation in class activities, and their problems and difficulties 
in classroom and communicate with the students in time for the problems he observed in 
class. In addition to the regular homework, the teacher requires the students to recite a certain 
amount of reading materials or texts in the semester of experiment. The reciting materials can 
be selected by the students themselves or by the teacher. The reason why reciting is 
emphasized is that on the one hand reciting as an important English learning strategy has 
always been valued by researchers and, on the other hand, the teacher can directly observe 
the students’ effort in learning from their reciting frequencies and quality. Quizzes are carried 
out after the teaching of each unit to examine students’ mastery of the course content. 

3. Results 

3.1 Result of Teaching Experiment 

The independent sample t-test to the final examination scores shows that there is significant 
difference between the experimental class and the control class in the economics department 
(p = 0.041 < 0.05), but there is no significant difference between the experimental class and 
the control class in the business administration department (p = 0.514 > 0.05), indicating that 
after a semester’s teaching experiment, formative assessment can improve the English 
proficiency of the students from the 211 Project university more effectively than summative 
assessment, but fails to improve the English proficiency of the students from the independent 
college. See Table 2:  
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Table 2. After Experiment Test Statistics of the Four Classes 

Class N Mean Std. Deviation Sig. (2-tailed) 

Economics 1 50 67.8100 1070185  

P = 0.041 < 0.05  Economics 2 49 63.0306 12.27014 

Business 1 54 61.1204 11.76818  

P = 0.514 > 0.05  Business 2 54 62.6019 11.75351 

3.2 Questionnaire Survey 

3.2.1 For Learning Strategies and Motivations 

The questionnaire survey aims to investigate if there is any improvement in learning 
strategies and motivations in the experimental and control classes. See Tables 3 and 4: 

Table 3. Questionnaire Survey for Learning Strategies and Motivations before Experiment 

 N Mean Std. Deviation Minimum Maximum 

Economics 1 50 3.7858 .45313 3.00 4.65 

Economics 2 49 3.7520 .50378 2.95 4.50 

Business 1 54 2.9111 .26648 2.40 3.60 

Business 2 54 2.8279 .31059 2.25 3.40 

Total 207 3.3573 .60205 2.25 4.65 

Table 4. Multiple Comparison Test before Experiment 

Class Mean Difference (I-J) Sig. 
95% Confidence Interval 

Lower Bound Upper Bound

Economics 1 

Economics 2 .0339 .980 -.1891 .2569 

Business 1 .8747* .000 .6443 1.1052 

Business 2 .9579* .000 .7246 1.1913 

Economics 2 

Economics 1 -.0339 .980 -.2569 .1891 

Business 1 .8408* .000 .6083 1.0734 

Business 2 .0832* .000 .6886 1.1595 

Business 1 

Economics 1 -.8747* .000 -1.1052 -.6443 

Economics 2 -.8408* .000 -1.0734 -.6083 

Business 2 .0832 .816 -.1593 .3257 

Business 2 

Economics 1 -.9579* .000 -1.1913 -.7246 

Economics 2 -.9241* .000 -1.1595 -.6886 

Business 1 -.0832 .816 -.3257 .1593 

* Significance at 0.05 level. 
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As can be seen from Table 4, there is no significant difference between the two classes in the 
economics department (p = 0.980 > 0.05) or between the two classes in the business 
administration department (p = 0.816 > 0.05). However, there is significance difference 
between the two classes in the economics department and the two classes in the business 
administration department (p = 0.000). This indicates that the learning strategies and 
motivations of the students from the 211 Project universities are significantly different from 
those of the students from the independent colleges.   

After a semester’s teaching experiment, we use the same questionnaire to investigate the 
students’ learning strategies and motivations. See Tables 5 and 6: 

Table 5. Questionnaire Survey for Learning Strategies and Motivations after Experiment  

 N Mean Std. Deviation Minimum Maximum 

Economics 1 50 3.9896 .42283 3.25 4.70 

Economics 2 49 3.7755 .41622 3.00 4.70 

Business 1 54 3.0000 .25000 2.45 3.50 

Business 2 54 2.9547 .29597 2.30 3.55 

Total 207 3.4690 .58255 2.30 4.70 

Table 6. Multiple Comparison Test after Experiment 

Class Mean Difference (I-J) Sig. 
95% Confidence Interval 

Lower Bound Upper Bound

Economics 1 

Economics 2 .2141* .029 -.0148 .4134 

Business 1 .9896* .000 .7837 1.1956 

Business 2 1.0350* .000 .8264 1.2435 

Economics 2 

Economics 1 -.2141* .029 -.4134 -.0148 

Business 1 .7755* .000 .5677 .9833 

Business 2 .8208* .000 .6105 1.0312 

Business 1 

Economics 1 -.9896* .000 -1.1956 -.7837 

Economics 2 -.7755* .000 -.9833 -.5677 

Business 2 .0453 .951 -.1713 .2620 

Business 2 

Economics 1 -1.0350* .000 -1.2435 -.8264 

Economics 2 -.8208* .000 -1.0312 -.6105 

Business 1 -.0453 .951 -.2620 .1713 

* Significance at 0.05 level 

As can be seen from Table 6, after the experiment teaching, there is significant difference 
between the two classes in the economics department (p = 0.029 < 0.05), but there is no 
significant difference between the two classes in the business administration department (p = 
0.951 > 0.05). There is also significance difference between the two classes in the economics 
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department and the two classes in the business administration department (p = 0.000).  

The questionnaire survey shows that formative assessment is helpful for the improvement of 
the learning strategies and motivations of those students in the 211 Project universities with 
good command of English but it does not work for those in the independent colleges with 
relatively poor command of English. 

3.2.2 For Formative Assessment 

Another questionnaire survey is to investigate the opinions of the two experimental classes on 
formative assessment. The independent sample t-test shows that the average scores of the two 
experimental classes have significant difference (p = 0.000), indicating that most students in 
Economics 1 are in favor of formative assessment, while the majority of students in Business 
1 do not appreciate formative assessment. See Table 7: 

Table 7. Questionnaire Survey for Formative Assessment  

 N Mean Std. Deviation Sig.(2-tailed)

Economics 1 50 2.1951 .35035  

P = 0.000 Business 1 54 1.7929 .35778 

It can be seen from Table 7 that the average score of Economics 1 is obviously higher than 
that of Business 1. Their opinions on formative assessment reflect their English learning 
strategies and motivations. The students with good command of English have good 
motivations and are good at using learning strategies. They have clear objectives and strong 
autonomous learning abilities. However, those students with poor command of English have 
not reached the level of autonomous learning. Most of them have not proper learning 
motivations or clear objectivities.  

4. Discussion 

Through reflections on the process of the teaching experiment and analyses of the 
questionnaires for the learning strategies and motivations and for the formative assessment, 
we find three factors affecting the implementation of formative assessment: the students’ 
learning motivations, the assessment quality and the teacher’s professional ability. 

4.1 Learning Motivation 

Research shows that the vast majority of students in the experimental class of the business 
administration department of the independent college are not in favor of formative 
assessment. This is largely because they lack relevant learning motivations. Although these 
students have passed their college English proficiency test, they are still at a basically lower 
level of English. Most of them are not interested in English learning at all, and they are 
obliged to study English for their qualification of graduation. Now that their graduation is 
now eligible, their motivations to learn English have disappeared. So formative assessment 
which functions to fully monitor their English learning process will only result in their 
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increasing resentment and resistance to English study. Taking reciting as an example, of the 
54 students in the experimental class, nine have never completely recited one text. The reason 
lies in that they are not interested in English language at all or they believe that punishment 
will not goes to the public.  

The questionnaire survey shows that those students in favor of formative assessment share a 
common characteristic. Most of them prefer to learn English well, hoping to have greater 
success in English learning and hoping that English will be helpful for their future 
employment. Some students show a positive attitude towards the formative assessment 
because they want to go to study abroad. As for these students, they kept their learning 
portfolios specific and detailed with rich learning content, and they recited more reading 
materials than other students. It is these students who believe that they have improved their 
learning strategies and motivations.  

We can hereby conclude that learning strategies and motivations have an obvious threshold 
effect on the implementation of formative assessment. Those having higher learning 
motivations tend to accept formative assessment which in turn helps improve their learning 
strategies and motivations. On the contrary, those having lower learning motivations tend to 
reject formative assessment, resulting finally in its ineffectiveness.  

4.2 Quality of Assessment 

Validity and reliability are two important parameters of quality evaluation. As is pointed out, 
the validity of formative assessment depends on the extent to which the teacher clearly 
understands the difficulties encountered by the students. The evaluation tools for the 
formative assessment used in this experiment can be helpful to accurately find students’ 
problems in learning strategies and attitudes. Therefore, the validity of formative assessment 
is desirable.  

The problem in formative assessment is the difficulty to ensure its reliability. Sometimes, the 
teacher will give extra scores to those students who have made greater progress in recitation 
in order to encourage them, other students may complain that the scores offered by the 
teacher may be to exaggerated for their actual performance. This kind of balance between 
relative progress and absolute performance is often difficult to control for the teacher. In 
addition, many items of the formative assessment themselves are not easy to be quantified. If 
they are really needed to be quantified for the management of teaching, it is often based on 
the subjective judgment of the teacher. The non-assessed factors such as the personal 
preferences of the teacher to the students may affect the reliability of evaluation. 

In fact, because of the objects and functions of the assessment, formative assessment focuses 
mainly on the qualitative information about the students, rather than the quantitative 
assessment. Therefore, the question for the future researchers is how to better adapt formative 
assessment to the existing evaluation system. 

4.3 Teacher’s Professional Ability 

During the experiment process, the teacher did find many problems in teaching and in the 
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students from the assessment tools, but he himself is often confused with the problems. For 
example, some students may have dyslexia, some students may have no interest in learning, 
some students may even have conduct disorders, and some students cannot find effective 
learning strategies. These kinds of problems are related not only to language teaching but also 
to psychology and education, etc. To solve these problems is by no means an easy task. If we 
say the teacher is playing a judge in the summative assessment, then he is playing a doctor in 
formative assessment. A doctor has to be able to not only diagnose the disease but also 
prescribe the right medicine. Obviously, formative assessment requires the teacher to have 
more professional knowledge and higher ability of teaching.  

5. Conclusion  

It is popularly accepted that formative assessment plays an important role in college English 
teaching in China and it has proved to function well in the practice of teaching. However, to 
what an extent that it works better than summative assessment is worth reflection. Based on 
the empirical research on the two parallel classes of students in a 211 Project university and 
two parallel classes of students in the independent college of the same university, we can 
draw the following conclusions. (1) Formative assessment is helpful for the teacher to collect 
feedback information timely, to monitor their students’ progress and to modify the instruction 
accordingly, and it is suitable for the students with higher learning strategies and motivations. 
(2) Formative assessment requires the teacher to have more professional knowledge of the 
English language and higher ability of teaching. (3) Formative assessment is difficult to 
guarantee the reliability in terms of quality, so it is not universally applicable and will not 
completely replace summative assessment. The questionnaire survey shows that learning 
strategies and motivations have an obvious threshold effect on the implementation of 
formative assessment.   
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