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Assessment strategies in e-learning: Formative and summative assessment in a
tool-mediated learning environment

Mark de Boer

Introduction

Assessment is the motivation for learning. Two types of assessment will be explained throughout this paper;
formative assessment (for the purpose of providing feedback to assist the learning process) and summative
assessment (administered to provide a grade to the student). Traditional courses being moved online fail to motivate
students because they become merely an electronic book online, and this becomes a cumbersome alternative to a
much easier take-anywhere textbook to a financially restrained student. With the demand on the students and their
schedules as well, students are concerned less with the activities that are formative in nature (Sclater, Conole,
Warburton, & Harvey, 2007). By moving a course to the online world without making the transition to what each
segment of the course is important for, e-learning becomes less effective and the danger of a course turning into an
electronic online book becomes eminent. However, tools available in e-learning software can circumvent this in a
number of different ways, yet at the same time, it becomes important that the formative assessment activities be
delivered so that they are regarded as providing the necessary assistance that will be relevant during the summative
assessment stage. Summative assessment on the other hand needs to be altered to make the formative assessment
relevant. If on one hand formative assessment activities provide a skill base for later summative assessment, then
the preparation for this summative assessment needs also to be able to educe this new skill set. Summative
assessment then must occur in a non e-learning environment. A tool-mediated learning environment provides the
necessary complement for both online formative assessment and offline summative assessment. It also provides an
arena for collaboration which is not restricted to the face-to-face classroom component. In this paper | will discuss

an altered approach to formative and summative assessment that is being used at lwate University.

Tool-mediated learning courses in an ICT Contents project

The ICT Contents project at Iwate University is a result of a government grant over a three-year period which

started in April 2010. The core of the project is to provide broad-based English curriculum across the faculties and
13



to supplement the lectures to provide the students exposure to English that directly correlates to their chosen field
of study. In most cases, the concepts and the vocabulary have already been studied in their native language,
Japanese, so the cognitive level of requiring to understand both a new concept as well as a new language is greatly
reduced. Bogaert et al. state that language proficiency may be stimulated in some way through a task and that the
language doesn’t have to be the ‘subject’ but instead a medium of instruction (2006). Videos are the primary
resource for language exposure and they are downloaded from various locations such as YouTube, iTunesU,
TED.com, Wildclassroom.com and other educational websites. Yet, iTunesU lectures from MIT for example can be
up to 90 minutes in length. Therefore, to make the videos more palatable for the students, these longer videos are
cut so that one segment of the video is between one and five minutes in length. The transcribed videos are then
analyzed through a corpus (www.lextutor.ca) to determine key vocabulary based on the genre of the video. Quizzes
are designed around the corpus analysis results and are packaged online with the videos. These video and quiz
packages can be used as a supplement to an already designed syllabus, for self-study, or to design an entire course.

It is the latter that | will discuss, as it is most relevant to formative and summative assessment.

Formative and summative assessment in a tool-mediated learning environment

To illustrate the four key elements here; tool-mediated learning is defined as a face-to-face classroom learning
environment that is enhanced by online activities outside the classroom. The summative assessment is done in the
classroom environment and the formative assessment is associated with the online activities and peer-peer
assessment. The online environment is not restricted to outside the classroom; the students have access to the
materials and to the Learning Management System (LMS), in this case Moodle (Dougiamas & Taylor, 2003) during
class as well. Moodle offers a variety of activity types that are built around the concept of social constructivism.
Constructivism stresses the active role of knowledge construction either individually or within groups (Conole &
Oliver, 2007). The classroom is mainly allocated as a collaborative face-to-face environment but the students can
also use the LMS to upload documents and discuss class topics through forums. This then allows for further
collaboration outside the classroom as the LMS can be accessed through the internet. In some classes taught by the
author, students have used an online glossary within the LMS to create vocabulary entries that were not tested by

the quizzes but the students have found to be relevant to their studies.
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The formative assessment is done through the online video and quiz packages. Although these quizzes deliver a
grade, the grade only serves as feedback. There are restrictions, however, that prevent the students from moving
through a course without completing the quizzes. As the quizzes provide valuable key vocabulary and information
that is relevant to the overall goals of the course, settings can be made in the quizzes so the students are required to
achieve a minimum grade before being allowed to move on. If the students do not move on, they find the latter part
of the course too demanding and eventually are forced to go back to the quizzes to fill in the gaps. This proves the
relevancy of the quizzes. Since these quizzes are formative assessment related, the students use these quizzes to test
their vocabulary, knowledge, listening skills and concept skill set. The quizzes are also strategically created to
increase in difficulty as the course progresses. A mark on a quiz greater than 90% provides the necessary feedback
that understanding has been met and although language acquisition may still not have occurred, the process has
started and the students will be required to use the language during the summative assessment phase. This helps
complete the language acquisition process.

In short, the quizzes based on the videos provide students with exposure to key language that will become relevant
during the summative assessment period. It is during the summative assessment period that the language is used

and evaluated.

Summative assessment is implemented in the classroom through putting the onus on the students to apply their
knowledge. This can also be group co-constructed knowledge from resources other than the quizzes. In the
summative assessment phase, students are evaluated on something that they have created. There are projects that
the students can choose from and it is up to the students to work together to complete the project. One of the key
elements in the summative assessment environment is the collaboration that occurs within a group. Based on
Activity Theory principles (Engestrém, 1996), the process of collaborating within a group provides the
environment where students can learn how to learn and also learn how to collaborate. Although the final outcome
may be a PowerPoint presentation or a group report, the process of collaboration and knowledge building during
the collaboration period becomes key. This process is extremely important in building up to the summative
assessment phase as this invokes a zone of proximal development (zpd) (Wygotsky, 1978) to form between

members of the group. Vygotsky points out ‘cooperation with his peers’ (1978, 90) and Wells argues, based on a
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range of studies, ‘it is not necessary for there to be a group member who is in all respects more capable than the
others. This is partly because most activities involve a variety of component tasks such that students who are expert
in one task, and therefore able to offer assistance to their peers, may themselves need assistance on another task’
(Forman and McPhail, 1993; Tudge, 1993 cited in Wells 1999, pp. 323-324). As not all students have the same
strengths and weaknesses, the core understanding of working in a group environment is to identify the role as a
student within the group and what they are able to contribute to the overall process. Students can co-construct
knowledge and share language concepts. Another key element to the face-to-face classroom dynamics is the role of
the teacher. The teacher is available to walk around the classroom, ask questions, answer questions and overall
provide much more effective one-on-one support to all groups. Kumaravadivelu states that promoting learner
autonomy is a matter of helping learners to ‘discover their learning potential’, and ‘understand that autonomy is a
complex process of interacting with one’s self, the teacher, the task, and the educational environment’. But it must
also be realized that ‘autonomy is not independence, that is, learners have to learn to work cooperatively with their
teachers, peers and the educational system’ (2003, p. 133). Ohta also states that developing learner autonomy is a

key issue and ‘increasing autonomy is evidence of increasing internalization’ (Ohta, 2001, p. 74).

Peer centered summative assessment

Throughout the course, students have been building vocabulary, phrases, and concepts through the quizzes and
classroom collaboration experience through the face-to-face intervals. The link between the quizzes in the
formative assessment phase and the summative assessment phase is made though the preparation of the assessment
rubrics. The students with the guidance of the teacher create the rubrics criteria that they will be assessed on. For a
PowerPoint presentation for example, students choose criteria such as use of vocabulary, use of concepts to explain
meaning and clarity of meaning. Because of this, the assessment that is done is not teacher led, the students are
ultimately responsible for peer-peer assessment and assessment criteria. To move in the direction of industry driven
education, students need to be able to apply knowledge, apply concepts and create, share ideas, meet and discuss
and then use the LMS to communicate during the non face-to-face periods. To apply a final exam as the normal

summative assessment at the end of the year to provide a grade to the student seems against the grain of this new
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educational thinking. For those students who are involved with the e-learning courses here at the university, the
assessment is based on a product, presentation, or final document that the students have produced themselves.
Students and teachers together work on assessment criteria in the form of rubrics and the students who are
assessing other students’ work can use this rubric as a guide. In the production of a report or a product then, the
rubrics serve as a guide to help the students produce something that will give them a better grade. The majority of
the students rise to the challenge of being given the chance to use the English language that is relevant to their field
of study rather than being tested on English as a subject similar to what they have experienced through their junior
high and high school years. The link between formative and summative assessment then becomes more apparent
since the quizzes and videos become an important necessity for the students as a starting point to understanding
what language is important to understand.

Future goals

What the students are doing now paves the way for future students. As these types of classes become more the
norm within the university classroom, what students are doing today, will benefit the students in the years to come.
Shared online resources, student created videos as well as student generated ideas will raise the bar for the future
generations. In the more traditional classrooms where collaborative learning does not exist and formative and
summative assessment is not part of the overall syllabus, students are less motivated to learn. With students actually
creating, collaborating, sharing documents electronically, and being assessed on something they themselves

produce, the students are gaining valuable life skills at the same time as learning how to learn a language.

Conclusion

There is still a long way to go to develop effective e-learning courses that challenge students but are also easily
adoptable by any faculty and staff. The structure of the formative and summative assessment here at lwate
University is still in its early stages and much still needs to be investigated to test its effectiveness and validity.
Students in the meantime are experiencing a much more vibrant classroom and are enjoying their use of English in

a way that is challenging, relevant and rewarding.
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