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Abstract

Formative assessment has become an increasingly popular topic in educational reform since the
publication of Black and Wiliam’s (1998) highly influential review article. In China, formative
assessment has been promoted by the Ministry of Education in its curriculum standards for over
two decades. A lack of implementation in classrooms has been attributed to the lack of assessment
literacy among classroom teachers. A 12-week professional development program was designed
and implemented for a group of five secondary school EFL teachers in China aiming at developing
their classroom-based formative assessment literacy. The program took the form of collaborative
action research in which a researcher joined the teachers to form a community of practice for
continuing professional development. This paper focuses on one teacher’s growth in assessment
literacy for classroom-based formative assessment. Classroom video recordings and interviews
were transcribed and coded using NVivo 12. Baseline data indicated that the teacher lacked the
knowledge and beliefs needed to conduct formative assessment. She did not have clear targets for
teaching, learning and assessment; and she did not make any targets clear to her students. In
addition, the teacher’s assessment practices did not aim to improve student subject core
competencies as stipulated in the senior secondary English language curriculum. By the end of the
program, the teacher’s knowledge, beliefs and practices in formative assessment were significantly
enhanced. In particular, her goal setting for classroom teaching, learning and assessment was
intentionally aligned with the development of subject core competencies. More cycles of formative
assessment practices were found to help students close the learning gaps and achieve their learning
goals. These findings lend encouraging support to the feasibility of teachers developing formative

assessment literacy within a continuing professional development framework.

Keywords: assessment literacy, formative assessment, teacher learning, continuing
professional development, collaborative action research

1. Introduction
Classroom assessment occupies an important position in teaching activities. A third to a
half of a teacher’s professional time is spent on involvement in assessment-related activities
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(Stiggins, 1999). Classroom assessment is closely related to teaching and learning, directly
affecting the quality of classroom teaching (Popham, 2017). Teacher assessment literacy
determines the quality of assessment since classroom assessment decisions are mostly derived
from teachers’ judgments (Volante & Fazio, 2007). From the perspective of teacher
professional development, teacher assessment knowledge is one of the elements of Pedagogical
Content Knowledge (Shulman, 1986). Improving teacher assessment literacy can empower
teachers (Popham, 2009), and should be an important goal of teacher education.

This study thus aimed to design and implement a continuing professional development
program for a group of five EFL teachers at two secondary schools in Hebei, China. The focus
of the program was the provision of “just-in-time, job-embedded assistance” (Guskey & Yoon,
2009) for the on-going and on-site development of teacher assessment literacy.

1.1 Assessment Literacy

Assessment-literate educators come to any assessment “knowing what they are assessing,
why they are doing so, how best to assess the achievement of interest, how to generate sound
samples of performance, what can go wrong, and how to prevent those problems before they
occur” (Stiggins, 1995, p. 240). Classic conceptualizations of assessment literacy such as the
Standards for Teacher Competence in Educational Assessment of Students by American
Federation of Teachers et al. (1990) and Stiggins (1995) have been complemented by later
reformulations such as Heritage (2007), Brookhart (2011), Willis et al. (2013), and DeLuca et
al. (2016), taking into consideration of recent development in formative assessment. Heritage
(2007) highlighted the significance of formative assessment and proposed the required
knowledge and skills for teachers to use formative assessment successfully in the classroom.
Brookhart (2011) proposed an updated list of assessment-related knowledge and skills for
teachers to perform in a professional and competent manner.

Most recent models of assessment literacy have focused both on theoretical
reformulations of the construct (Andrade et al., 2021; Xu & Brown, 2016) and on the teacher’s
ability for practical enactment in the classroom (Herppich et al., 2018). Xu and Brown’s (2016)
teacher assessment literacy in practice included (1) the knowledge base, (2) teacher
conceptions of assessment, (3) institutional and socio-cultural contexts, (4) teacher assessment
literacy in practice, (5) teacher learning, and (6) teacher identity (re)construction as assessors.
Andrade et al. (2021) conceptualized classroom assessment as co-regulated learning. In this
view, formative assessment in the classroom was conceptualized as socially and technologically
mediated planning, monitoring, control, and reflection. Herppich et al. (2018) saw “teacher
assessment competence” as a learnable ability that allows a teacher to translate knowledge into
a judgment through decision-making processes.

Empirical research on language assessment literacy has examined the knowledge, skills,
and principles needed for various stakeholders (Taylor, 2013). Assessment literacy for
language teachers has been explored from either a knowledge-based perspective for teacher
education or the assessment training needs of language teachers (Fulcher, 2012). Most of these
conceptualizations of assessment literacy cover a whole range of capacities relevant to
language testing and assessment. How these knowledge and abilities are enacted inside the
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classroom, and how this “assessment literacy in action” can be improved have not received
enough attention.

A number of researchers have attempted to help teachers develop their assessment
literacy. Torrance and Pryor (1998) documented a longitudinal study among primary schools
in the UK and examined classroom-based formative assessment through a “micro-
sociological” perspective. Black et al. (2003) worked with a group of forty-eight teachers of
English, mathematics and science in the UK and developed ideas about formative assessment
together and helped the teachers to put the ideas into practice. McMunn et al. (2004)
described a district level project in the US which spanned three phases over eight years. A
recent study by Andersson and Palm (2017) reported the results of an assessment training
program for a semester and worked with a group of 22 mathematics teachers in Sweden. The
study found significant improvement in both assessment literacy of the teachers and the
academic achievement of the students. Similar research for the enhancement of classroom
assessment literacy for formative purposes among teachers of English as a foreign language is
hard to find, although a large number of exploratory studies about assessment practices and
assessment literacy is beginning to emerge (e.g., Gu, 2014; Hill & McNamara, 2012).

1.2 Formative Assessment

Formative assessment is the process from “where the learner is right now” to “where the
learner is going” (Black & Wiliam, 2009, p. 8). Evidence suggests that formative assessment is
an important part of classroom work, and the development of formative assessment can raise
standards of learning achievement (Black & Wiliam, 1998). In recent years, governments
around the world have become increasingly active in pursuing this goal through educational
reform. The Chinese government has introduced a series of policy documents as part of the
English curriculum reform (Gu, 2012). Most of these documents, especially the curriculum
standards, explicitly require the implementation of formative assessment in the classrooms
(MOE, 2020).

The defining features of formative assessment practices are visualized by Gu (2021) in
spiraling cycles which include five elements: clarification of goals, elicitation of evidence,
interpreting the evidence, providing feedback, and student/teacher take-up and action. These
elements are both sequential and interactive. Each complete cycle serves the formative
purpose of “moving student understanding or learning closer to the target” (Gu, 2021, p. 14).
This framework was used to construct the framework for teacher learning in classroom-based
formative assessment, as well as to guide the coding scheme and data analysis of the classroom
assessment practices of the participating teachers in the study reported in this article.

In formative assessment, where teaching, learning and assessment become an integrated
whole, targets of teaching and learning and criteria for success are equal to the targets of
assessment and success criteria. For formative assessment, especially classroom-based
formative assessment, the entire process of how to assess, how to interpret the results, what
feedback to provide, and whether and how to take follow-up actions depends on teachers’
understanding of the assessment objectives and success criteria. Essentially, teaching, learning
and assessment goals are the starting point and ultimate destination of formative assessment,
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and there is no way to talk about monitoring progress and assessing success without knowing
where the learning goals are and what the criteria for success are. Therefore, one crucial step
teachers and their students need to do is to identify the teaching, learning and assessment
goals and then explore ways to get closer to the targets of learning after knowing the gap
between learners’ current level and target level of learning.

In classroom assessment, teaching, learning and assessment objectives come from
curriculum standards and the associated theoretical conceptions of language competence.
Clear targets play an important role in guiding English language teaching, learning and
assessment. In addition, criteria for successful achievement of the objectives should be clearly
identified and the teachers’ understanding and interpretation of the criteria form an important
part of their pedagogical content knowledge. In classroom-based formative assessment,
teachers should first familiarize themselves with the curriculum standards, which set out what
is to be taught and learnt. Second, teachers should look beyond the objectives of each lesson to
grasp the theoretical conceptualization of language competence, to map the objectives of each
lesson to the theoretical construct, and to make judgments based on various situations in
classroom teaching, learning and assessment.

1.3 Teacher Continuing Professional Development

“Teachers need substantial knowledge to implement formative assessment effectively in
classrooms. It is doubtful that the average teacher has that knowledge, so most teachers will
need substantial time and support to develop it” (Bennett, 2011, p. 20). Research has shown
that traditional teacher training is not effective and that the short workshop approach does not
work for teacher professional development (Guskey & Yoon, 2009).

Continuing professional development (CPD) includes “all the activities in which teachers
engage during the course of a career which are designed to enhance their work” (Day & Sachs,
2005, p. 3). Effective teacher professional development is “structured professional learning that
results in changes to teacher knowledge and practices, and improvements in student learning
outcomes” (Darling-Hammond et al., 2017, p. 2).

Over the decades, there have been different ways in conducting teacher CPD. Kennedy
(2005) summarized the models into nine types (1) training, (2) award-bearing, (3) deficit, (4)
cascade, (5) standards-based, (6) coaching/mentoring, (7) community of practice, (8) action
research, and (9) transformative. These have often been interpreted as a transmission type vs a
transformative type. In 2014, she (Kennedy, 2014) removed “transformative” as a type of CPD,
because it is “more a combination of experiences and contextual factors rather than a model
itself” (p. 693). She regrouped the remaining eight types into three categories of purposes,
transmissive, malleable, and transformative, highlighting the continuum nature of her list. In
addition to this dimension of purposes, which Sachs (2016) referred to as “functional
development” vs “attitudinal development,” Sachs identified another dimension
“organizational/managerial” vs “occupational/democratic” professionalism. When these two
dimensions are combined, she has four “types of CPD”: controlled professionalism, compliant
professionalism, collaborative professionalism, and activist professionalism. This study falls
mostly under the fourth category, although certain features of collaborative professionalism
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will also be present.

Timperley et al. (2007) synthesized a wide range of research and proposed a model for
teacher CPD which they termed “teacher inquiry and knowledge-building cycle.” This model
starts with the teacher’s analysis of student learning needs and teacher learning needs before
any teacher development tasks are designed, implemented, and evaluated. The model sees
CPD as co- and self-regulatory learning cycles, with emphasis on teacher agency, and
combines the features of communities of practice/learning, collaborative action research.

Effectiveness of CPD has been a main line of research on teacher professional
development. Darling-Hammond et al. (2017) reviewed 35 studies conducted over a span of
three decades and summarized a similar list of criteria, that effective professional
development: (1) is content focused, (2) incorporates active learning, (3) supports
collaboration, (4) uses models of effective practice, (5) provides coaching and expert support,
(6) offers feedback and reflection, and (7) is of sustained duration. Most research findings in
these intervention studies surveyed by Darling-Hammond et al. support both improvement in
teaching and in student learning.

The approach adopted in this study was collaborative work practices that aim for the
empowerment of teacher agency. Since teachers participating in this study were volunteers,
and that participation in this research was not related to any form of performance and
accountability, this model was more “democratic” than “managerial” (Sachs, 2001, 2016).
Timperley et al. ’s (2007) “teacher inquiry and knowledge-building cycle” was followed as the
CPD model, and Darling-Hammond et al.’s (2017) core features of professional development
was used as design criteria for the professional development plan for this study.

2. This Study

This study aims to explore the extent to which a CPD program helps in the development
of teacher classroom assessment literacy for formative purposes. The usefulness of the CPD
program in improving the students’ English language achievement is also studied. A 12-week
professional development program was designed and implemented. Five teachers (4 females
and 1 male) teaching classes equivalent to Grade 10 in the 2020-2021 school year were invited
to participate in this study. The five teachers and one researcher (the first author) formed a
community of practice for professional development in classroom assessment literacy. This
paper zooms in on one of these participating teacher’s formative assessment knowledge,
beliefs, and practices before, during, and after the CPD program.

2.1 The CPD Program

A 12-week CPD program of two “teacher inquiry and knowledge-building cycles” aimed
at enhancing teacher classroom-based formative assessment literacy was implemented. The
CPD program consisted of four stages. Stage 1 was a three-week preparation stage when key
readings and ideas were discussed and shared followed by goal setting for the CPD. Stages 2
and 3 involved two rounds of actions that lasted four weeks each. At the beginning of Stage 2,
the community of practice designed a classroom-based formative assessment task as a group
to be used in their own classes. Then each of the five teachers implemented the formative
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assessment task that they designed together and video-recorded one lesson that focuses on this
task. Self- and group-reflections were initiated at the end of this stage using the video-
recorded lessons. In Stage 3, the teachers took these reflections into account and designed
another formative assessment task to be implemented in their own classes. Again, one lesson
per teacher was video recorded to go through the same process as in the previous stage. Stage
4 focused on a one-week program evaluation. The five teachers went through a guided
reflection of the whole CPD program.

2.2 Cassie’s Teaching Context

The teacher, Cassie (pseudonym), was a female teacher in her late thirties teaching at a
good school in a city in north China. She obtained double BA degrees in English and Japanese
language and literature and became an English language teacher upon graduation. At first, she
did not know how to teach because she had not received teacher training. She became a good
teacher by reflection and improvement, and by learning from other teachers and external
experts. By the time she participated in this study, she had had over 13 years of teaching
experience at two secondary schools in Hebei Province. However, Cassie had never taken any
assessment courses or read any assessment books. She was highly motivated to improve her
classroom assessment literacy, and took an active part in the study.

The textbooks were Chinese General Senior Secondary English Compulsory Textbooks
(Volumes 1-3, 2019 edition) published by People’s Education Press. The textbooks were
designed and written based on the 2017 edition of the General Senior High School
Curriculum Standards. Each volume contained five units, so the three volumes contained a
total of 15 units. Hebei Province, where Cassie is located, started to use this latest version of
textbooks in September 2020. By the time of the study, the textbooks had newly been adopted.
As such, lesson preparation and teaching had to start from scratch. An older edition of the
textbook that had been used before did not contain explicit learning objectives. The 2019
edition, the latest version, has an introduction that appears at the beginning of each unit
which resembles learning objectives.

2.3 Data Collection and Data Analysis

To capture teachers’ formative assessment practices embedded in classroom teaching,
learning, and assessment, classroom video recording data were collected and analyzed, and
patterns were generated from the analysis. A total of four lessons of 40 minutes each were
video recorded, including two lessons in the baseline phase and two lessons in the professional
development program. A Reading & Thinking lesson in the textbook, Volume 3 of the 2019
edition, was chosen as the module for two rounds of action research in the CPD program. One
lesson in each of the two rounds of actions was video recorded for teacher self- and group-
reflections after class.

Cassie was interviewed about her knowledge, beliefs and practices of formative
assessment at the beginning and at the end of the teacher professional development program.
The interviews were semi-structured and lasted about 30 minutes each. The pre-interview was
conducted after the video recordings in the baseline phase. The post-interview was conducted
at the end of the CPD program. In the post-interview, Cassie was also asked to describe the
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ways and extent to which the CPD helped in changing her assessment knowledge and beliefs.
Follow-up questions were asked in the interviews with further description of assessment
knowledge, beliefs, as well as assessment practices. Cassie was interviewed in Chinese. The
transcripts were translated into English and were back translated. Two students in Cassie’s
class were interviewed as well before and after the action research. Cassie’s reflection journals,
teaching plans, and other artefacts throughout the semester were collected to obtain
complementary data for analysis.

The classroom video recording data and interviews were transcribed and coded using
NVivo 12. The coding scheme was derived from both top-down and bottom-up processes.
The five components of classroom assessment practices illustrated in Gu (2021) was the
starting point that guided the top-down perspective of what should be involved in classroom-
based formative assessment. The subject core competencies, which were the goals for senior
high school teaching and learning required by the curriculum standards, served as the targets
of teaching, learning, and assessment in planning and implementing formative assessment
tasks. Exactly what the teacher did in class in each of the components was analyzed as bottom-
up processes. After the coding was done, a tally of each code was used as an indicator of the
teacher’s classroom assessment practices in these lessons.

3. Findings

The teacher CPD program was found to have had a significant impact on the growth of
Cassie’s classroom assessment literacy for formative purposes. Cassie gained assessment
knowledge after the stage of reading, sharing, and discussion in the participatory action
research. Not only did she implement the classroom-based formative assessment task the
group designed together, but she also changed her own assessment practices.

3.1 Targets of Teaching, Learning, and Assessment
3.1.1 Before CPD

What is assessed, how it is assessed, how the assessment result is interpreted, what
feedback is provided to the students, whether and what follow-up action needs to be taken, all
depend on teachers’ understanding of targets and success criteria for achieving the targets.
Cassie’s long-term goals for the first year of senior secondary school were on “the
development of learning methods and learning habits” (Cassie-TIPre5). Her mid-term goals
were “to improve their (students’) oral expression” and to do “sustained silent reading (SSR)
before the end of the semester” (Cassie-TIPre5). Her short-term goals included the unit
objectives covered in the textbook, such as “the past participle as adverbial modifier” (e.g.,
“Satisfied with what he did, the teacher praised him in class”) for the week (Cassie-TIPre5).

It was worth noting that these were general and vague statements as teaching objectives
which were not clear and specific. In addition, she set unreasonable goals. For example,
“sustained silent reading” was one of the practices for improving reading ability, which cannot

!In this article, the following short forms are used to indicate the source of a piece of data. TIPre: teacher pre-interview;
TIPost: teacher post-interview; SIPost: student post-interview; R]: reflection journal; Cassie-TIPre5: the fifth question
in the pre-interview with Cassie; S2-SIPost7: the seventh question in the post-interview with the second student; Cassie-
RJ3: Cassie’s reflection journal three.
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be counted as a goal. It was unclear what goals she hoped to achieve through this practice.
Moreover, these long-, mid-, and short-term goals lacked coherence. The short-term goals for
a unit were not contributing to the achievement of mid-term goals (improving oral ability and
conducting SSR inside the classroom). Furthermore, improving oral ability and conducting
SSR (mid-term goals) might not lead to the fulfilment of the long-term goals (development of
learning methods and learning habits). Cassie’s three-stage goals lacked systematicity and
feasibility, and the achievement of short- or mid-term goals did not necessarily lead to the
fulfilment of long-term goals.

In the two base-line lessons which focused on presenting new materials, Cassie never
made her objectives of teaching and learning clear to her class. On the other hand, in the
interviews in which Cassie talked about her teaching in general, she revealed an unclear
understanding of what learning targets were. Most of the time, she mistook the problems she
identified in previous homework as learning targets for future lessons. For example, she found
that in her “students’ homework there was a common problem with long sentences and
complex sentences” (Cassie-TIPre6). She then made it the goal for the next lesson.

Another way Cassie set her learning targets was whether something was closely related to
the university entrance examination. No matter whether it was a test or an exercise, where the
tasks normally simulated the university entrance examination, problems were immediately
identified as targets for the next lesson. In fact, this was typical of this whole group of senior
secondary school teachers.

These activity-based targets had something to do with the ultimate goal of English
language teaching since they were all about improving students’ English language competence.
However, these goals did not have any specific connection with the curriculum targets and
textbook targets. Rather than setting goals for each unit, each stage, each month or each year,
Cassie made it her goal to solve the problems she was currently encountering. Moreover, she
did not even think about what this lesson had to do with the overall teaching goals or with
what they needed to achieve in the long run. This explains why Cassie’s students denied in the
pre-interview that their teacher made learning targets clear to them.

3.1.2 After CPD

In the first round of action, clarification of goals was emphasized in group sharing and
discussion sessions of the community of practice. Cassie showed four learning targets at the
beginning of the lesson. These were closely related to the goals of developing student subject
core competencies in the curriculum standards covering all the four aspects of language
ability, cultural awareness, thinking capacity, and learning ability. Then she began her class
without knowing how well students understood the goals. After the first round of action,
Cassie reflected on the video recorded lesson, and realized that “it was not clear enough for
students to understand the targets of learning by merely seeing learning targets on slides”
(Cassie-RJ3). In addition, in her self-reflection journal, Cassie realized that she was “too
ambitious trying to achieve all four teaching objectives by using six classroom activities during
the lesson” (Cassie-R]3). She found herself and her students “too busy in that lesson” because
they “had many tasks to do in a 40-minute lesson” (Cassie-R]3). Cassie did not even have
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much time to close the learning gap she identified in class, so she left that as homework for her
students.

In the second round of action, Cassie set three teaching targets for the lesson, and
designed one activity for warming up and three classroom reading, thinking, and discussion
tasks based on the three targets. She provided explanations together with exemplars to further
clarify the sub-goals of the targets of learning after providing learning targets on the slide. She
also organized group discussions on the learning targets for this lesson so that different ideas
could be exchanged and agreement could be reached. At the end of the lesson, she found that
she had “achieved every target of teaching and the students were given enough opportunities
to close the learning gap” (Cassie-RJ4).

In addition to Cassie’s changes in targets of teaching, learning, and assessment, it is worth
noting that the learning objectives were woven into each step of the formative assessment
cycle, allowing the formative assessment cycle to be guided by the objectives.

In the post-interview, Cassie was asked about her short-term, mid-term, and long-term
English language teaching goals for year one senior secondary students. This time, her goals
became much more coherent and systematic. As for her short-term goals, she used the
teaching objectives for developing student core competencies of a lesson as an example to
illustrate how she set goals for each lesson. She became very proficient in setting goals based
on the curriculum standards. She was also able to cover the four dimensions of subject core
competencies as teaching objectives, and then design classroom tasks according to the
objectives. For her mid-term goals, Cassie broke down the end-of-semester goals into several
stages, focusing on achieving mid-term goals, preparing for long-term goals, and solving
problems whenever students encountered them. For Cassie’s long-term goals, she set the end-
of-year goals according to the curriculum standards. These were the core competencies that
senior secondary school students should develop by the end of each academic year. Cassie said
that the goals for English language teaching, learning, and assessment in the curriculum
standards became clearer to her:

What I have benefited the most from participating in the action research is that 'm starting to
clarify learning objectives for my students before each lesson. I used to think that the objectives
only applied to teaching new lessons, but now I find that they apply to all types of lessons (Cassie-
TIPost9).

Cassie also talked about the importance of criteria for success:

It is particularly necessary to give the students success criteria before they complete the task, or
more intuitively, to give an example. We provide such criteria and an example, but there is more
than one answer. We accept all possible answers as long as they meet our criteria. This is another
lesson that I've learned from the action research (Cassie-TIPost3).

3.2 Elicitation of Evidence

Overall frequency. The overall frequency of elicitation dropped slightly from 485 times
in the baseline phase to 474 times after the professional development phase. More specifically,
the elicitation foci (especially the focus on subject core competences specified in the
curriculum) increased from 280 times to 302 times after teacher learning, while the elicitation
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techniques (questioning and observation) dropped from 205 times in the baseline phase to
172 times in the action research.

Elicitation focus. Table 1 shows that Cassie’s elicitation focus shifted from classroom
function in the baseline phase to subject core competencies after CPD. The frequency of
elicitation for classroom function dropped from 184 times in the baseline phase to 124 times
after professional development, while her practice of eliciting subject core competencies
increased to 178 times from 96 times, becoming the focus of elicitation practices after CPD.

Table 1. Changes in Elicitation Focus

Elicitation Focus Before CPD After CPD

Classroom function 184 124
‘Warming up 59 19
Classroom management 56 23
Requests or directions 50 40
Learning check 19 42

Subject core competencies 96 178
Language ability 61 66
Cultural awareness 0 23
Thinking capacity 4 25
Learning ability 31 64

Within the focus on classroom function, the frequency of eliciting for warming up,
classroom management, and requests or directions dropped, while the frequency of learning
checks increased after professional development. After CPD, Cassie asked fewer warming up
questions, with the frequency dropping to 19 times from 59 times in the baseline phase.
Questions about student background knowledge (e.g., Where is San Francisco?) dropped the
most as these only served as warming up to the new lesson, which did not contribute to the
achievement of learning targets. Often the background knowledge being discussed was related
to the art, science, and geography surrounding the topic they were learning about. Also, Cassie
asked fewer management questions (e.g., Who would like to have a try?) after professional
development. She mentioned in the reflection journal that her “students became confident and
motivated to share their opinions and ideas after group discussion”, so she “no longer needed
to spend much time asking management questions as they were willing to answer the
questions voluntarily” (Cassie-RJ3). Besides, Cassie mentioned in the post-interview that
“organizing more classroom tasks and group discussions” after CPD may be one of the reasons
that “led to the decrease in requests or directions” (Cassie-TIPost13). In addition, Cassie asked
more questions for learning check, e.g., questioning about task completion, questioning for
confirmation, and questioning for understanding, etc.

There was a dramatic increase in eliciting subject core competencies, rising from 96 times
in the baseline phase to 178 times after professional development. Cassie did not have any
teaching targets in the baseline phase. After professional development, she intentionally set
objectives to develop students’ subject core competencies. The elicitation of learning ability
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increased the most, as several tasks were designed for developing student learning strategies in
the two lessons during the action research, with the frequency increased from 31 times before
CPD to 64 times after CPD. The elicitation of language ability increased from 61 times in the
baseline phase to 66 times after CPD. The frequency of eliciting students’ cultural awareness
increased to 23 times after teacher learning from 0 in the baseline phase. Cassie even designed
a few tasks mainly about cultural diversity in the first round of action. She also paid more
attention to the development of student thinking capacity, with the frequency of elicitation
increasing from 4 times in the baseline phase to 25 times after professional development.

Elicitation technique. Table 2 shows that Cassie used a combination of observation and
questioning as elicitation techniques before and after professional development. After CPD,
she used more classroom tasks and less questioning to elicit students’ learning or
understanding.

Table 2. Changes in Elicitation Techniques

Elicitation Technique Before CPD After CPD

Classroom tasks 40 49
Listening 16 0
Reading 11 38
Speaking 13 8
Viewing 0 3

Questioning 165 123
Constructed-response questions 43 74
Open-ended questioning 7 14
Selected-response questions 43 5
Rising intonation 49 23
Yes or no questions 23 7

Using classroom tasks as an elicitation technique increased from 40 times before CPD to
49 times after CPD. Pair discussion and group discussion increased after teacher learning.
Students became more confident to share their opinions after exchanging ideas and
broadening thinking within groups or pairs. Cassie also initiated more reading and thinking
tasks in the action research.

The frequency of questioning dropped after professional development, although whole-
class questioning and individual student questioning remained dominant elicitation
techniques. What matters is not the frequency of elicitation but the amount of learning
evidence elicited. When Cassie watched her classroom video recordings for the baseline phase,
she was a bit shocked. She “did not mean to ask so many questions” (Cassie-RJ2). She “simply
felt awkward” for her class to remain silent and therefore “kept asking questions” (Cassie-R]2).
After reflection, Cassie gave her students more wait time to process her questions and even
initiated classroom discussions in the action research phase.

The type of questioning with the largest increase was constructed-response questions,
rising to 74 times after CPD from 43 times before CPD. Also, Cassie asked more open-ended

questions (from 7 times to 14 times) in order to encourage critical thinking, logical thinking,
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and creative thinking. She avoided asking yes or no questions (from 23 times to 7 times) and
selected-response questions (from 43 times to 5 times) after professional development. In
addition, using a rising intonation to wait for student answers normally does not elicit
anything more than a word. This type of questions dropped from 49 times to 23 times.

3.3 Interpretation of Evidence

Overall frequency. Cassie’s interpretation practices increased after professional
development, from 277 times before CPD to 368 times after CPD. More specifically,
interpretation focus increased from 136 times to 192 times, and her interpretation against
success criteria increased from 141 to 176 times.

Table 3. Changes in Interpreting Evidence

Interpreting Evidence Before CPD After CPD
Interpretation focus 136 192
Classroom function 56 39
‘Warming up 48 11
Classroom management 3 1
Requests or directions 0 3
Learning check 5 24
Subject core competencies 80 153
Language ability 54 61
Cultural awareness 0 15
Thinking capacity 6 22
Learning ability 20 55
Success criteria 141 176
Information focused 126 131
Language focused 14 24
Student interpretation 0 11
Task focused 1 10

Interpretation focus. Cassie’s interpretation for classroom function decreased and the
interpretation for subject core competencies increased after professional development (Table
3). Interpretation for classroom functions dropped from 56 times in the baseline phase to 39
times after professional development in line with the decrease of elicitation for classroom
functions after teacher learning. Specifically, warming up, classroom management, and
requests or directions dropped, while learning checks increased after teacher learning. On the
contrary, interpretation for subject core competencies increased dramatically from 80 times to
153 times. Cassie became much more deliberate in interpreting learning evidence against the
targets of teaching, learning, and assessment.

Success criteria. Table 3 shows that information-focused criteria remained the dominant
criteria for interpretation in the baseline phase and professional development phase, while
more language-focused criteria, student interpretation, and task-focused criteria were used
after professional development. Within the information-focused criteria, the dominant criteria
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in the baseline phase were the correctness of information because Cassie elicited evidence of
learning using mainly selected-response questioning. What she did for interpretation was to
map student answers to the answer key. After CPD, however, her criteria focusing on
information was changed to providing information and relevancy, indicating that her
interpretation started to focus on more aspects of student ability.

Cassie made more use of language-focused criteria after CPD (from 14 times to 24
times), mainly focusing on language accuracy and pronunciation. Moreover, the students were
involved in self-assessment and peer-assessment (increasing from 0 to 11 times after teacher
learning). For most of the time in class before CPD, the students listened to their teacher and
occasionally answered questions. After the CPD, student interpretation was introduced in the
class, the students were actively involved in peer-assessment and self-assessment. One student
mentioned this in the interview at the end, that student interpretation could make him more
concentrated in class. Another student expressed her interest of being involved in self- and
peer-assessment in class. Moreover, Cassie also started to interpret the completion and
difficulty of the tasks (increased from 1 to 10 times) after the CPD, monitoring student
progress in moving towards the learning objectives.

3.4 Providing Feedback

Overall frequency. Cassie provided more feedback to her students after professional
development, with the frequency of feedback practice increasing from 248 times in the
baseline phase to 351 times after CPD. More specifically, the feedback foci and the use of
feedback techniques increased, with the frequency increasing from 91 to 169 times and from
157 to 182 times respectively.

Feedback focus. Table 4 shows that Cassie’s feedback for classroom functions dropped
from 31 times in the baseline phase to 18 times after teacher learning. Feedback for subject

Table 4. Changes in Feedback Practices

Providing Feedback Before CPD After CPD
Feedback focus 91 169
Classroom function 31 18
Warming up 28 10
Classroom management 0 0
Requests or directions 0 0
Learning check 3 8
Subject core competencies 60 151
Language ability 39 58
Cultural awareness 0 20
Thinking capacity 3 20
Learning ability 18 53
Feedback technique 157 182
Task-referenced 115 153
Person-referenced 40 22
Management 2 7
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core competencies increased dramatically from 60 to 151 times, with feedback for learning
ability increasing the most, from 18 to 53 times.

Feedback technique. More task-referenced feedback and management were provided to
students, while fewer person-referenced feedback practices were found after professional
development. The frequency of task-referenced feedback practices increased from 115 times in
the baseline phase to 153 times after CPD. The types of task-referenced feedback that
increased the most were awareness raising, further probing, recast and supplementing
information. Additionally, the frequency of management (e. g, reminding, and task
management) also increased after CPD. On the contrary, Cassie provided less person-
referenced feedback (e.g., praising and thanking) than the baseline phase.

In the first round of action, Cassie suddenly stopped praising her students, and started to
provide task-referenced feedback. The students felt discouraged and hesitated to answer the
questions. Cassie was frustrated by her students’ reactions in that lesson and felt that she
suddenly did not know how to teach after teaching for 13 years. Cassie reflected on the lesson
using the classroom video recordings and shared her feelings with the team. In the second
round of action, she changed her feedback by using expressions that were more acceptable to
the students (e.g., by summarizing, reinforcing, reminding, and providing supplementary
information), rather than pointing out mistakes directly. Her students quickly adjusted and
became active in the lesson. After class, Cassie talked to several students about their thoughts.
Cassie was very delighted that her students thought the feedback she gave in class was helpful.
A boy said it aptly in the post-interview: “Although it takes time to get used to, corrections
and suggestions for improvement are always more useful than praising only. Good medicine
doesn’t taste good” (S2-SIPost7). It took time and efforts for Cassie and her students to step
out of their routines, but they became more confident in the second round of action.

3.5 Follow-Up Action

No follow-up action was found in Cassie’s baseline lessons. During the professional
development, she became aware that follow-up actions make the cycle of formative assessment
practice complete. Table 5 shows the frequency of follow-up practices increased from 0 in the
baseline phase to 47 times after the CPD. More specifically, “action focus” increased from 0 to
31 times, and “action technique” increased from 0 to 16 times. Cassie’s actions mainly focused
on learning ability because several learning strategies were covered in the two lessons during
the action research. However, there were 12 follow-up actions focusing on language ability that
were not closely related to the explicit targets of teaching. For example, the target for a task
was developing learning strategy of classifying and organizing information. Cassie caught a
wrong pronunciation in a student’s utterance, and the follow-up action was about
pronunciation and vocabulary knowledge.

During the CPD, Cassie started to provide opportunities for the students to take some
actions to close a learning gap. Planned follow-up tasks and activities were organized to
provide opportunities for improvement and consolidate the learning target. Scaffolding was
taken to help students achieve the learning goals. She also provided actions on language
accuracy and pronunciation, which were not closely related to the target of learning. It should
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Table 5. Changes in Follow-Up Action

Follow-Up Action Before CPD After CPD

Action focus 0 31
Language ability 0 12
Cultural awareness 0 4
Learning ability 0 15

Action technique 0 16
Language focused 0 5
Scaffolding 0 2
Opportunity for improvement 0 9

be noted that although Cassie had clear teaching goals for each lesson during the action
research, she tended to switch among the targets contingently inside the classroom.

4. Discussion

This paper has presented one English language teacher’s growth in assessment literacy for
classroom-based formative assessment during a 12-week teacher continuing professional
development program. The CPD program was found most useful in changing this teacher’s
knowledge and beliefs about formative assessment. It was also encouraging to see the
improvement in classroom practices that could be used formatively for student learning.
Specifically, towards the end of the 12 weeks, Cassie had a comprehensive understanding of
assessment, and knew that assessment could be used to help students learn. She had clear,
systematic and feasible long-term, mid-term, short-term English language teaching goals. She
clarified learning targets at the beginning of each lesson. She started to provide criteria for
success by using checklists. She mentioned that more task-referenced feedback should be
provided to her students in class to reach the target of learning. Most importantly, she took
follow-up actions and provided opportunities for her students to close the learning gap that
was identified in class.

4.1 The Importance of Target-Oriented Formative Assessment

In classroom-based formative assessment, clear teaching and learning objectives play an
important guiding role and provide a reference for checking the successfulness of classroom
teaching and learning. Therefore, teachers should be clear about the “what” of assessment,
which would help them target their teaching and assessment, effectively obtain teaching
information, reflect on teaching methods, ensure teaching quality, and help students optimize
their learning strategies and improve their learning results.

At the end of the 12-week CPD program, one of the main improvements was that the
teacher started to set concrete goals not only for a period of teaching, but also for each lesson.
Cassie clarified learning targets to her class and chose, designed, and used assessment tools
based on the targets. She also used the targets of teaching, learning, and assessment to guide
every step in formative assessment, namely eliciting evidence, interpreting the evidence,
providing feedback, and taking follow-up actions. This made it possible to use formative
assessment to achieve the targets, rather than completing cycles of formative assessment
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practices aimlessly.

Despite the clear targets, however, implementing formative assessment inside the
classroom revealed a complex picture. Very often, a particular performance problem such as
pronunciation captures the teacher’s attention on the spot. Her instantaneous interpretation
would lead to feedback and/or follow-up action. In other words, these unplanned, informal,
and contingent assessment practices can be regarded as formative assessment, and yet the
assessment is not related to the explicit target of teaching for the session. Technically, these
formative practices will not help close the gap between what is assessed and the explicit target
of the lesson, no matter how many cycles of formative practices are found. That said, not
everything that comes to the teacher’s attention in class is worth the same treatment in class.
An experienced teacher should be constantly picking and prioritizing assessment targets
inside the classroom and making decisions in choosing and switching between planned and
contingent assessment targets. This is exactly where pedagogical content knowledge comes
into effect.

Another problem is the interpretation of learning targets. What constitutes a learning
target has been clearly stated in the curriculum standards. However, these become vague in
the textbooks and in the classroom. It is not clear how “learning targets” in the textbook like
“read about the virtual choir; or listen to people talk about their music preferences” will lead
to the students’ growth of linguistic and functional competence outlined in the curriculum. It
is interesting to note that the “teaching objectives” listed in the Teachers’ Books are in general
aligned to the curriculum standards. When asked about whether she read the objectives in the
Teachers’ Book, Cassie said she would normally focus on the instructional suggestions and the
answer sheets, but not the “teaching objectives” section.

Placing assessment into the hands of classroom teachers pushes them to take a step back
and reflect upon the target of assessment. This in turn raises their awareness about the need to
align their teaching, learning, and assessment goals. The explicit focus on assessment targets
during the group reflection and planning sessions was useful in helping Cassie make her
teaching targets clear to her class in each lesson and in relating these targets to the curriculum
standards. This awareness of teaching, learning and assessment integration made it possible
for Cassie to deliberately employ formative practices in class towards the second half of the 12
weeks.

4.2 Formative Assessment Cycles

The most observed pattern of Cassie’s classroom assessment practice is some sort of
elicitation or observation, followed by a quick interpretation with or without an explicit
affirmation or praise. In other words, most of the time, she did not complete all the four steps
in the formative assessment cycle. For example, when a student failed to answer a question,
Cassie would ask another student the same question. In fact, not everything elicited was
interpreted; not everything interpreted received feedback; and very few follow-up actions were
found. While this is in line with previous research (Gu & Yu, 2020), a closer look at Cassie’s
assessment practices reveals that follow-up activities were often not needed, and therefore, the
usual assumption, the more complete the cycles, the better (Ruiz-Primo & Furtak, 2006),
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needs to be revised.

Inside the classroom, it was found to be a common practice for Cassie to re-start the
assessment cycle before any follow-up action was taken, just to make sure that the
interpretation on the spot (e. g., something has not been learnt) was correct. Repeated
assessment like this can be argued to be a good thing, and probably a must, in order to arrive
at a cautious and reliable conclusion, before a final decision is made for follow-up actions.
After all, information embedded in one or two instances of learning evidence elicited through
classroom tasks should not be enough for any definitive judgment of where students are in
relation to a learning target. In fixed-format educational tests, a large number of items need to
be completed before an inference is made about a student’s level of performance based on a
cumulative score. In classroom-based formative assessment, while teachers do not often have
the luxury of multiple judges, we do need to be sure as far as possible that the judgment and
decision we make on the spot are accurate and reliable. One way to ensure this is multiple
observations and multiple interpretations.

Whether a step after interpretation in the formative assessment cycle was needed very
much depended on the difficulty level of the task being assessed. Most of the time the
contingent tasks being assessed in Cassie’s classes were very simple, and she quickly arrived at
the conclusion that the students had already reached the target, so she immediately moved on
to another task. One take-away from this phenomenon is that assessment tasks need to be set
at a level slightly beyond the students’ current ability, in order for assessment to reveal a
learning gap that is worthy of follow-up efforts. Task difficulty pushes the assessment cycle
closer and closer towards the learning target, making the formative learning process spiraling
cycles. In other words, classroom contingent assessment is happening all the time with the
teacher’s observations and judgments. However, many observations will end up with a
judgment which does not lead to further action on the task. Only challenging tasks beyond the
learners’ current level of performance can push learners towards the next step of learning; and
only completing the entire cycle makes assessment formative.

4.3 The Skill Dimension of Teacher Learning

This study also found that the beliefs about and knowledge of assessment were relatively
easy to change. However, teacher learning in assessment literacy is also a matter of skill, and is
therefore a slow process, which may even be clumsy at an initial stage. Skill learning
(Anderson, 1982) normally begins with a cognitive stage where the facts and rules are encoded
as declarative knowledge. It then proceeds to an associative stage when the declarative
knowledge becomes proceduralized, successful performance gets reinforced, and errors get
reduced. As the new skill gets repeated multiple times, performance is gradually automatized
in the autonomous stage. Seeing the teacher’s development of assessment literacy as skill
learning helps explain why lectures and workshops alone would not work. CPD is, by nature,
contextualized within the teacher’s daily work. An action research model integrating both
declarative and procedural knowledge of assessment during a whole semester allows the
teacher to grow her assessment literacy through not just reading and planning, but also trial,
error, reflection, amendment, and automatization.
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In the slow and tedious process of de-learning, relearning, and habit formation, both
teachers and their students may experience emotional frustrations beyond their control, when
routines of classroom behaviors change and when they step out of their comfort zones. In one
of Cassie’s lessons, she tried not to give empty praises and instead focus her feedback on task-
specific information that she believed would lead to improved task performance. One girl
started to cry after the teacher gave her feedback on what she did wrong. Cassie also voiced
her frustration after class and said that she suddenly lost her confidence as a teacher.

The process of teacher learning is also social and dynamic. After the baseline phase,
Cassie asked the first author to comment on her lessons and provide suggestions. She talked
with the researcher individually for one hour and wrote a detailed reflection journal after
thinking and summarizing the experience using the recorded lessons. Cassie also interacted a
lot with her students in class and after class. She was willing to listen to her students’ opinions
and suggestions about some of the changes she had made in class, and then she took the
suggestions into account for further improvement. As a result, Cassie achieved visible growth
as a teacher at the end of the study. She even started sharing with her colleagues about
formative assessment practices a few months after the study ended. One year later, Cassie was
promoted due to her outstanding achievements.

5. Conclusion

With formative assessment being explicitly written into curriculum guidelines, there is no
doubt that in-service teachers need continuing professional development in developing their
formative assessment literacy. Two rounds of action research in this study showed that it can
help teachers develop their classroom-based assessment literacy. For thousands of secondary
school teachers, a model that supports teacher-initiated reflective practice and community of
learning with minimum external guidance and facilitation should be especially valuable. In
this sense, we hope this study could serve as a model for secondary school teachers in and
beyond China where most teacher education resources focus on pre-service teacher education
programs.

Despite the obvious limitation of a one-person case study, for researchers and teachers
interested in classroom-based formative assessment, this study provides new theoretical
insights as well as practical procedures for the realistic enactment of research results in the
classroom. One contribution is the placement of domain-specific learning targets at the very
heart of formative assessment, without which formative practices will be meaningless. Another
contribution is the emphasis on multiple sources of learning evidence and multiple judgments
(informing) before deciding on the necessity and type of feedback and follow-up actions
(forming) (Davison & Leung, 2009). Many times, classroom assessment results may not lead
to the discovery of a learning gap. In these circumstances, there is no need for formative
action. Insights like these give the innovative teacher much more confidence than the demand

for complete cycles of formative assessment.
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