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Who is Who?

Please introduce yourself

 name

 geographic location

 setting (YL, primary, secondary, tertiary, language school, CLIL, 
EMI, EAP, ESP, ESL, EFL, IB, content, etc.)

whom do you assess / teach

why you are here

Ildiko Porter-Szucs IATEFL, May 12, 2021



Content vs. Language Assessment in Action

4
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Contexts vary greatly

5
Ildiko Porter-Szucs IATEFL, May 12, 2021



Language – Content Continuum* 
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Content
Content with 
language 
support

Bilingual education,  EMI, 
immersion, push-in ESL, hard 
CLIL, VESL

ESP, EAP, CLIL, CBI, CBLT, 
EMI, pull-out ESL, bilingual, 
heritage language

Soft 
CLIL

Language
course with 
content topics

Language

Traditional foreign- or 
second-language 
course to children or 
adults; content is 
basic, interpersonal, 
varied, 
subordinatored to 
language study

Soft (weak) CLIL: 
Language-driven content 
and language integrated 
learning (school, 
university)

A variety of program formats that 
allow for a range of content-
language integration with content  
at the center but with language 
scaffolding (ex. Educational, 
occupational)

Language course focusing 
on content (e.g., topic or 
theme suggested by 
languge textbook) (EAP)

A variety of program formats that 
allow for a range of content-language 
integration where language is at the 
center (e.g., educational, university 
setting)

NNSs learning content 
immersed in a foreign- or 
second-language setting, 
with no language study 
intended (e.g., proficient 
immigrant undergoing job 
training with NSs, 
educational)

*This proposed continuum between language and content is a rough visualization, a fluid 
categorization with blurred boundaries and at times overlapping categories.

Content-focused programs 
with an acknowledgement / 
possibility of language 
support (e.g., occupational, 
educational)
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“
a construct is what we want to assess
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Bachman, 2007
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“
a source of test invalidity includes 

construct irrelevant difficulty

8

Messick 1998
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What’s the construct?-1

Consider the following item on a vocabulary test 
of young learners (6-10 year olds).

Claire bought three dozen eggs. How many eggs 
did she buy?

a. 36* b. 30 c. 12 d. 3
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What’s the construct?-2

Examine the following reading-comprehension 
test item in a secondary school in Lithuania.

During the month of Ramadan, Muslims ___ from dawn to 
dusk.

a. party b. pray c. feast d. fast*
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What’s the construct?-3

Examine the following item in a maritime English 
course.

Write the correct word in the blank.

The back part of a ship is called the ___.

[correct answer: stern]
11
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What’s the construct?-4

Consider the following listening item in a call center training 
course.

[The recording plays:]

Agent: Good morning, how may I direct your call?

Customer: Good morning. I’d like to talk to someone about pans.

Agent: Let me connect you.

What is the customer looking for?
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What’s the construct?-5
Consider the following map-labeling task in an English-
medium geography class for young learners (12-14 year 
olds).
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What’s the construct?-6

Consider the 
following map 
task in a history 
class at a US 
university.
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What’s the construct?-7

Consider the following 
response given by a young 
learner (6-9 year old) in a 
primary school science class.
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What’s the construct?-8
Consider the following situation in a primary 
school mathematics class.
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https://www.loom.com/share/de9cfa6cc6a94e21b4cde18b2a5a2be6


What’s the construct?-9

“Barbarians have no rights as a nation, except a right to such treatment as may, 

at the earliest possible period, fit them for becoming one.”  

This quotation exemplifies the main argument of which text?

A. Thomas Mun, England’s Treasure by Foreign Trade (1664).

B. John Stuart Mill, “A Few Words on Non-Intervention,” Fraser's Magazine 

(December, 1859).

C. John Hobson, Imperialism: A Study (James Nisbet, 1902).

D. Vladimir Lenin, Imperialism: The Highest Stage of Capitalism (1917).

E. Joseph Schumpeter, The Sociology of Imperialism (1919). 17
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Consider the following item in a class on the history of 
the economy at a US university.



What’s the construct?-10
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Consider the following writing prompt on the 
Occupational English Test for podiatrists.



How is writing ability assessed in OET?

Your performance on the Writing sub-test is marked independently by a minimum of 
two trained Assessors. Neither Assessor knows what scores the other has given you, or 
what scores you have achieved in any of the other sub-tests.

Your performance is scored against six criteria and receives a band score for each 
criterion:

• Purpose (Whether the purpose of the letter is immediately apparent to the reader 
and sufficiently expanded in the course of the letter)

• Content (Whether all the necessary information is included and accurate for the 
reader)

• Conciseness & Clarity (Whether unnecessary information is omitted so that the 
letter is an effective summary for the reader)

• Genre & Style (Whether the register, tone and use of abbreviations are 
appropriate for the reader)

• Organisation & Layout (Whether the letter is organised and well laid out for the 
reader)

• Language (Whether the accuracy of the grammar, vocabulary, spelling and 
punctuation communicates the necessary information to the reader) 19
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Assessment of the Occupational English Test
For the Writing sub-
test, each Assessor 
scores your 
performance 
according to six 
criteria: Purpose, 
Content, Conciseness 
& Clarity, Genre & 
Style, Organisation & 
Layout, and Language. 
Each criterion is 
assigned a band score 
from 0 to 7, except 
Purpose, which has a 
band score of 0 to 3. A 
score of 350 
(previously grade B) 
for Writing requires a 
high level of 
performance on all six 
criteria.



A business course in an EMI setting
Instructions
Please comment, both on the teacher’s two statements about small businesses in Russia and on franchising, and on at 
least three student entries.
a. Level of understanding criteria: your posts should demonstrate that
i. You have read both the articles that were discussed in class and that you understood them
ii. Have not merely repeated the content of the articles but that you have worked with this material, analysing and 
interpreting it. 
b. Content criteria: your posts should demonstrate
i. Critical thinking
ii. Originality
iii. Ability to develop an argument
iv. Ability to provide evidence to support your conclusions
v. Ability to integrate and evaluate information and data from a variety of sources.
c. Language criteria: your language should:
i. Express the content as it is described in the content guidelines
ii. Be discipline-specific, i.e. it should demonstrate knowledge of the vocabulary, specific to the topics discussed
iii. Demonstrate coherence and cohesion to convey meaning and construct content
iv. Be grammatically correct to be able to construct content.

20
Helly, O. (2019)
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5 proficiency levels and 7 evaluation criteria

◎ Linguistics: vocabulary

◎ Linguistic: syntax

◎ Strategic: decoding

◎ Strategic: comprehension

◎ Socio-Linguistic

◎ Discourse

◎ Fluency
21
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CEFR 

22
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https://rm.coe.int/cefr-companion-volume-with-new-descriptors-2018/1680787989


CEFR for Young Learners 

7-10

11-15
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https://rm.coe.int/collated-representative-samples-descriptors-young-learners-volume-1-ag/16808b1688
https://rm.coe.int/collated-representative-samples-descriptors-young-learners-volume-2-ag/16808b1689


YL self-assessment

Moe E., Härmälä M., 
Kristmanson P. L., Pascoal J., 
Ramoniené M. (2015)
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+++Alberta benchmark reading - Fluency.mp4
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+++Alberta reading benchmarks - Comprehension.mp4


Example: functional formative content assessment of  beginners

First, having posed the experimental question of whether the ring magnets had north and south 
poles, she demonstrated repelling and attracting to guide the learners to describe the unfamiliar 
case:

27

Teacher: So… what happened here?

Students: It repelled.

Teacher: They’re repelling. Right. They were 

repelling and I’m going to turn this one over. 

What do we call this? North or south?

Students: North.

Teacher: North. It doesn’t matter. I’m turning it 

over. What…

Student: Attract.

[Having got the students to label one pole 

hypothetically, the teacher next asked for a 

semantic inference about the ‘attract’ situation 

and then for their reasons for it.]

Teacher: SO IF it’s attracting what is 

underneath here? North or south?

Students: South.

Teacher: South. Right. The bottom is probably 

north and this part is south. … WHY? 

BECAUSE?

Student: BECAUSE north and south.

Teacher: BECAUSE north and south and what 

do north and south always do? What is the 

rule?

Students: Attracts.

Teacher: That’s right. North and south always 

attract. What repels?

Student: North and north or south and south.

Mohan, Leung, & Slater (2010)
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“

28

Educational Testing Service (2009)
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Accommodation vs. Modification

testing accommodations:

changes in the assessment environment or 
process that do not fundamentally alter 
what the assessment measures

(e.g., presentation of test materials, 
students’ responses to test items, 
scheduling, and test setting)

testing modifications:

changes in the assessment environment or 
process that may fundamentally alter what 
the assessment measures

(e.g., cognitively less demanding version)



Best practices and considerations -1

 Know the construct to be assessed.

 Construct may be language, content, or both – recognize limitations of 
artificial separation of the two.

 Verify that nothing irrelevant to the intended construct is (also) being 
assessed.

 Examine evaluation criteria/rating scale/rubric for construct 
irrelevance.

 Are responses in L1 accepted if content is being evaluated?

 Does assessment in L1 change the construct?

 Does weighting items disadvantage NNSs?

 Train all instructors and assessors in how to use the rating scale.
29
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Best practices and considerations -2

 If both language and content are to be assessed, separate the 
evaluation criteria into separate rubrics or use an analytic rating scale.

 Write clear directions/instructions. Ensure learners/test takers 
understand them fully.

 For beginners, simplify input; accept modified output; provide 
sentence frames, graphic organizers, word bank/wall, visuals

 Align course goals, content, methods, materials, assessments: if 
preparing learners for real-life performance, use authentic alternative 
assessments (portfolio, self-evaluation, peer-evaluation, checklists, 
oral reports, observations, scenario-based performances).

 Take pictures of students working and have them explain what they 
were doing.

30
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Best practices and considerations -2

 Plan backwards: design course with end result in mind.

 Lessons should be guided by separate content and language 
objectives.

 Formative, informal, low-stakes assessment should be frequent.

 Summative, formal, higher stakes should be infrequent.

 Summative, formal, higher stakes should be infrequent.

 When possible or necessary, try out (pilot test/field test) new items, 
tasks, instructions, rubrics for both language and content.
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Thank you for 
attending

Ildi Porter-Szucs
iporters@emich.edu
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Construct definition

Example composition construct definition A

Composition ability means expressing oneself 
clearly, coherently in writing on a particular 
topic.

Example composition construct definition B

Composition ability for academic purposes 
means writing an argumentative essay on a 
particular topic in the following way: clear, 
coherent, grammatically and lexically correct, as 
well as mechanically accurate
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