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ENCOURAGING LEARNERS’ AUTONOMY: ALTERNATIVE ASSESSMENT IN LANGUAGE
TEACHING / LEARNING

Technology advance and volumes of information that people come across make them learn during their whole life. They
should be able to meet the requirements of the rapidly changing world. That puts lifelong learning on the agenda as it is a
prerequisite for a sustainable future and professional success. Thus, it is understandable that people should be prepared for
autonomous lifelong learning which is one of the essential tasks set for university education. Students should be prepared to
acquire new knowledge and to develop their skills by themselves when their formal education is over. They should be able to
assess their achievements by themselves, to monitor their progress, and evaluate outcomes. That is why alternative
assessment is gaining momentum. The present article presents, as an example, one of the forms of alternative assessment,
the language portfolio. The language portfolio is well known to Ukrainian teachers, but not widely employed in the learning
/ teaching process. It is unlikely to be well-known to students although it may become a tool to systematizes the process of
mastering the foreign language and may help students reflect on their learning needs and goals, as well as assess their
weaknesses and strengths.

Keywords: alternative assessment, learner autonomy, life-long learning, language portfolio.
Bucoyvka Oxcana Anamoniiena,
Kanouoam @inonoziynux Hayx, ooyenm, Kuigcoxuil yniseepcumem imeni bopuca I pinuenxa

3A0XOYEHHSA CAMOCTIMHOCTI CTYJEHTIB: AJIbTEPHATABHE OIITHIOBAHHS ¥
BUKJIAJJAHHI / HABYAHHI MOBH

Hayxoso-mexniunuii npoepec i 06csi2u inghopmayii, 3 K00 CMUKAOMbCs 100U, 3MYULYIOMb IX HAGUAMUCS NPOMA2OM YCbO2O
orcumms. Cyuacra noouna nOSUHHA 8iONOBIOAMU BUMOAM CBIMY, WO WEUOKO 3MiHIoEMbCA. Lle cmasumy Haguanis
NPOMAZOM YCb020 HCUMMSL HA NOPAOOK OeHHUL, OCKINbKU Ye € nepedymMo8a OJid CMaA020 Maudymmb020 ma npogeciinozo
yenixy. Takum 4unoM, 3p03YyMiN0, wo 100U NOBUHHI OYMU 20MO6i 00 ABMOHOMHO20 HABYAHHS 8NPOO0BIHC HCUMMSL, KE €
OOHUM i3 OCHOBHUX 3A60aHb, NOCMABIEHUX Neped YHIeepCUu- memcvkoio ocgimor. Cmyoenmu nosunHi oymu comosi
camocmitino 3006ysamu HO8i 3HAHHA MA PO3BUSAMU C60T HABUUKU NICIA 3a8ep- WeHHA GopmanbHoi ocsimu. Bonu nosunHi
Mamu MONCIUBICNb CAMOCMIUHO OYIHIOB8AMU C801 00CACHEHH S, KOHMPOTIO8AMU CBill Npo2pec i OYIHIOBAMU Pe3yIbMAamu.
Tomy anvmepramugne oyiHIOBaAHH HAbUpae 0bepmis. Ll cmamms npeseHmye, K npukiao, 0ony iz popm



anbmMepHamueHo20 OYin6anHs — mogre nopmeonio. Mogne nopmegonio 0obpe sidome yKpaincoKum 64umensim, ane He
Oydice WUPOKO BUKOPUCIIOBYEMbCS 8 NPOYeci HaguanHs / uKaadants inozemuoi mosu. Haepso uu eono dobpe gidome
CIMYyOenmam, Xoua Modjice Cmamu iHCmpyMeHmoMm O CUCeMamu3ayii npoyecy Onany8anHs MOsU ti 00NOMOMU im
aHanizyeamu Hag4aIbHi NOMpeou ma Yini, @ Maxkoic OYiHumu c60i ciadKi ma cunvbHi CMopoHuU.

Kntouogi cnosa: asmonomis yuns, anemeprHamusHe OYiHIO8AHHS, HAGYAHHS 6NPOOOBIC HCUMNIS, MOBHE NOPMEPOIO.

Topicality of the research. Nobody denies the role of foreign languages in the modern world. If in the past a foreign
language was learned for no particular purposes, today it is mastered as a means of information exchange, a tool for
cooperation, an instrument for mobility and intercultural communication. That is why the English language teaching /
learning has undergone tremendous changes over the years, especially the last several decades. There have appeared new
materials for mastering the language, new forms and methods of teaching, technological ways in terms of flexibility and
mobility, etc. They are available to everyone, and they facilitate getting access to information (computer and web-mediated
language learning / teaching), which increases in volume as a rolling snowball with every passing day.

The factors mentioned above have changed the underlying principles of teaching and learning, approaches to teaching
culture, and the roles of teachers and learners in the process. “All over the world, the student-centered English language
teachers seem to
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have realized that gone are the days when teachers reigned their class with all monopoly where the students remained as
passive” (Parab, 2015: 42). Moreover, technological development and the volume of information make people learn during
their whole life to match a rapidly changing world. “The UN Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 4 enjoins countries to
‘promote lifelong learning opportunities for all” (UN DESA, 2022). It thereby establishes lifelong learning (LLL) as central
to a sustainable future. Transforming higher education institutions (HEIs) into lifelong learning institutions is key to
realizing this goal. HEIs are in a unique position to promote sustainable societies through their expertise in knowledge
production, skills development and academic exchange” (UNESCO, 2022:1).

The above task has been set for education institutions to make personal development to take place even when formal
education is over. When personal development and progress stop, people are expelled from their profession. Then it is quite
logical that there arises the question of learner’s autonomy in the process of lifelong learning which students should be
prepared for. They should be ready to monitor their development and to assess their success by themselves. Thus, alternative
assessment has been put on the agenda.

Literature review. The era of traditional methodology based on the teacher’s “monopoly” of teaching is over. Students
should be ready to acquire new knowledge and to develop their skills by themselves. In terms of learning languages, it
should be remarked that when students reach the level of independent users (B1 and higher), they are able to continue
mastering the language by themselves. In this case, they should be able to assess their achievements by themselves, to
monitor their progress, and evaluate outcomes. That is why alternative assessment, which is the article is devoted to, gains
momentum. Students become subjects of the teaching / learning process. That motivates students, makes them autonomous
and prepares for lifelong learning.

Students may exercise their responsibility for their learning success practicing self-assessment, keeping portfolios or
logbooks, reflecting on, monitoring, and documenting the process of their learning.

It happens that traditionally assessment that focuses on the progress in learning / teaching has been connected with teachers.
There is a huge number of research papers devoted to different types, kinds, forms, and formats of assessment which are
applied by teachers to gather particular kinds of information about their students’ language abilities (Brown, 2004;
Computers, 2022; Cabral et al., 2007; Cohen, 1994; New Directions, 2011; Polit, 1990; Weir, 1988). To assess the language,
teachers choose assessment tools, which are appropriate for their needs and a particular language education context. As a
rule, assessment is carried out in the format of tests which allow to make decisions concerning the particular education
process: its students, assessment purposes and consequences. As Norris summarizes, “at the language program level, for
example, we use tests to admit and place students into appropriate courses, determine the extent to which course objectives
are being achieved, evaluate teacher performance, and reflect on the effectiveness of syllabus design and pedagogy” (Norris,
20012:42). Thus, it seems to be justified to say, after Samantha Grainger, that “assessment and evaluation are crucial cogs in
the wheel of the education system” (Foreword to New Directions, 2011:6).



However, there are lots of teachers and students, for example, in Ukraine, who, despite the proclaimed learner-centered
approach, practice teacher-centeredness with a responsible, knowledgeable, but authoritative and strict teacher. The same
about assessment which has been regarded as a teacher’s prerogative, with teachers mostly focusing, sometimes
overcritically, on students’ performance, not on their success, that may not motivate or encourage them. On the other hand,
“the benefits of focusing on successes and achievements are manifold. Such a focus can build rapport between teachers and
students, help students develop positive self- esteem, make learning pleasant, and, finally, lead to greater effort and success”
(Fengying, 2003:38). This is just what alternative assessment is about and is based on.

Alternative assessment may be regarded as something opposite to the traditional one. It is not opposite. It complements the
traditional assessment, does not diminish its role or intends to replace it. It is carried out continuously, by teachers or learners
by themselves, in the classroom or out of it. It focuses on individual student involvement, creativity, and progress. With the
help of alternative assessment, language learners can monitor their success in mastering the language and make judgments
about their progress in developing knowledge and skills, without being afraid of making errors and mistakes.

As arule, alternative assessment is implemented in the form of diaries, journals, reading logs, portfolios, self-evaluation
questionnaires, teacher observations, performance and task-based tasks such as group projects, role-plays, case studies, work
samples when students complete real-life tasks (letters, essays, articles) in the target language, etc. Alternative assessment
which is also called “everyday assessment” pays attention to “what students can do with the language, rather than what they
are able to produce or recall.” It is described as performance, authentic, informal, and situated (Huerta-Macias, 1995). It does
not compare students with one another, but focuses on their growth over time, their success, and strengths rather than
weaknesses. “We [teachers] do not make learners autonomous at a stroke by telling them that they are in charge of their
learning; they gradually become autonomous by developing and exercising the reflective skills of planning, monitoring and
evaluating their learning” (Little et al., 2011:18), with reflection being the essence of alternative assessment.

Discussion. The present article focuses on one of the forms of alternative assessment, the language portfolio. As researchers
remark, the language portfolio “is in the front of alternative assessment approaches” (Coombe, 2004:18). The language
portfolio is a document in which language learners can collect the evidence of their achievements and success in language
learning, record and reflect on their progress and intercultural experiences. It is an important tool which systematizes the
process of mastering the language and helps students think about their needs, goals, weaknesses, and strengths in language
learning, making it more personalized (Ibid., 20).

In the 90s there appeared the first European language portfolios the idea of which was developed by researchers within the
project of the Council of Europe. The CE recommended to initiate a pilot project to consider possible forms and functions of
the European Language Portfolio and then develop it (the Council of Europe’s modern languages project Language learning
for European citizenship, 1989-96). The project resulted in the publication of Furopean Language Portfolio (ELP):
principles and guidelines (CCC, 2000a), a number of national portfolios for learners of different age groups validated /
accredited by the Council of Europe (CCC, 2000b:27-30), and the ELP templates which are downloadable from the CE site
(https://www.coe.int/en/web/ portfolio). Language learners as well as teachers, involved in the project, consider the
innovation important, useful, and motivating.
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An exemplary language portfolio consists of 3 components: a language passport, a language biography, and a dossier. The
language passport summarises the learner’s linguistic identity, presents their learning language history, assessment of their
current language proficiency, and formal language qualifications. The language biography sets language learning targets,
monitor progress, records and reflects on language learning achievements and intercultural experiences. It may contain titles
of books, articles, films, etc. read or seen by the owner, presentations at conferences made in the target language, anecdotal
cases (written reflection on translation or interpretation experiences, encounters with English speakers, etc.). The dossier is
used to store achievements — written or recorded tasks successfully completed by the language learner. It contains papers,
articles, letters, reviews written or recorded by the portfolio owners, certificates and diplomas if the portfolio owner has been
awarded any, which confirm the owner’s language qualifications — levels of language proficiency.

The portfolio makes “the language learning process more transparent to the owner, and fosters the development of learner
autonomy” (CCC, 2000a: 7). It engages the owner in self-assessment, making it possible to set goals in language learning,
monitor and then reflect on the language learning experience with the help of self-assessment grids — ‘can do” statements
(see, for example, Little, 2001). Depending on the initial proficiency level, students can choose (by themselves or with the
help of teachers) from six levels for five communicative activities (Listening, Reading, Spoken Interaction, Spoken
Production, and Writing) which are recognizable across Europe and in the world thanks to the CEFR (CEFR 2001, CEFR



2017). Can-do statements may be implemented into the portfolio in different ways (see CCC 2000a, 2000b), for example, it
may take the form of a table with the following columns (adapted from Yahelska, 2004):

Skills I want to gain; When I plan to gain the skill; How I plan to gain the skill; Stages of fulfillment; Gaining of the skill.

Or another example for B2 level Listening:

Listening B2

I can understand in detail what is said to me in standard spoken language even in a noisy environment
My objective

When I plan to gain the skill and how

Tick if the skill is gained

Ticking the achieved skill is intrinsically motivating for language learners and makes them understand that they really
exercise authority over the process of mastering the language. It gives them evidence that they CAN do it. More than that,
the Portfolio gives the owner the opportunity to share their success with others, their parents, friends, teachers, potential
employers, etc. However, the language portfolio format is not a prescriptive one. It is not an imposed straight jacket. It may
be tailored to meet the needs of individual learners or learner groups.

Thus, the most important language portfolio characteristics are students’ autonomy in planning, setting the learning goals,
and selecting the artifacts, reflection and self-assessment which make students responsible for their progress, growth, and
success which are monitored over time.

The language portfolio idea was supported by the Ukrainian Ministry of Education and Science, and some Ukrainian
universities and schools have already introduced them into their educational process (Ministerstvo, 2016). There have
appeared research articles devoted to the problem (Aristova, 2013; Lunina, 2019) and developed language portfolios
(Yahelska, 2004). Unfortunately, this useful initiative has not become popular, recommended to and by English teachers and
widely used by students.

Conclusion. It seems the language portfolio should be paid more attention to. If the idea is known to teachers and discussed
by them, the major part of students is not aware of it though it may successfully complement formal teacher-centered
assessment, stimulate students’ satisfaction and motivation, making their progress visible, raising their awareness of their
achievements and success. Language portfolio encourages students’ autonomy as well as develops study skills such as ability
to understand their individuality, to set goals, to plan, to organize the activity, to take responsibility, to reflect on, and self-
assess. The European Language Portfolio puts learning into a wider European context and facilitates mobility of students and
professionals (Little ef al., 2011:16).
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