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 1.  What is it?
Assessment is integral to good teaching, whether this takes place face to face or 
online. It is how we gather information about what our students know and can do so 
that we can take principled action, such as placing students in the appropriate class, 
deciding what to teach, or showing how successfully they have completed a course of 
study. However, deciding how best to assess our students can be complex, especially 
when we – and our students – are working remotely, adjusting to an unfamiliar teaching 
environment, and using new technology. 

In this paper, we look at steps you can take to identify appropriate online assessment 
methods for your students. We examine approaches to:

■  summative assessment or assessment of learning, which aims primarily to show what 
students have achieved

■  formative assessment or assessment for learning, which focuses on monitoring 
students’ progress as a way to support their learning. 

The basic principles of assessment are the same in any context, and assessing online 
will often be a matter of adapting what you already do. Nevertheless, the transition to 
online teaching can also be an opportunity to think critically and creatively about the 
way you assess your students and to explore new digital tools and approaches that 
could provide deeper insights into their learning.  
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 2.   What does it mean for assessment? 
You know better than anyone who your students are, what they 
have learned, why you are assessing them, and the resources 
that are available. To choose the best approach to online 
assessment for you and your students, it is helpful to start with 
the following questions: 

1 Why do you want to assess your students?
The first step is to identify what action you need to take. For 
instance, you might be assessing students in order to:

■  decide which class to place them in

■  determine what to teach

■  provide evidence of their progress

■  make selection decisions, such as admission onto a course. 

2 What exactly do you need to assess?
What information will enable you to take the action you have 
identified? For example, you may need to find out about your 
students’ reading skills, or their ability to perform real-world 
tasks, such as giving presentations.

3 How can you best obtain this information? 
This is usually the most complex problem to solve and the one 
most likely to be affected by the move to online teaching. It 
can be reassuring to remember that every assessment method 
has pros and cons. The goal is simply to strike the best balance 
between multiple – and often competing – factors which include 
the following: 

Validity
Does the assessment measure what you want it to measure? 
Asking students to record themselves reading a passage 
aloud might be a valid way to assess aspects of pronunciation. 
However, it would not provide a valid assessment of other 
speaking-related skills, such as conversation management or 
accurate use of a range of grammar and vocabulary.  

Reliability
Does the assessment measure students’ abilities consistently – 
that is, if the same students took the same assessment on two 
occasions in different settings, would the outcome be the same?  
Maximizing reliability means minimizing any factors that could 
distort the outcome of the assessment. One such factor may 
be background knowledge of a topic. For example, students 
could perform very differently in a speaking test depending on 
whether you ask them to describe their home town or express 
their opinions about a topic that is completely unfamiliar to 
them.

Authenticity
How closely does students’ performance in an assessment 
correspond to the way they will use English in real-world 
situations? Will students perceive the assessment as relevant 
to their lives, work, or studies? For instance, if you want to 
test your teenage students’ reading skills and you know that 
they aspire to go travelling, you might base the task on online 
reviews of youth hostels – texts they will encounter outside of 
the classroom and are relevant to their interests. 

Impact
Will the assessment method have a positive or negative effect 
on teaching and learning? Imagine, for example, that you need 
to prepare students to listen to academic lectures. You might 
decide to assess their listening skills via multiple-choice tests 
because they are straightforward to mark digitally. However, 
students might then focus exclusively on multiple-choice 
listening practice and, as a result, fail to develop key subskills 
like identifying relevant information and making effective notes. 
In that instance, the test could impact negatively on their 
learning.

Practicality
In every teaching situation, there are certain constraints on 
time and resources – including digital resources – and these are 
crucial factors to take into account. Asking students to write a 
timed essay on an online platform might seem valid, reliable, 
authentic, and beneficial to learning. However, if students only 
have access to mobile phones, it will be an impractical and 
therefore unsuitable method of assessment.
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 3.  What are the challenges?
Access to technology
Students may not have continuous access to an electronic 
device or a reliable internet connection, and this needs to be 
factored into your assessment planning. If your students face 
these kinds of digital constraints, you might opt for assessment 
methods which involve doing work asynchronously (i.e. flexibly, 
in students’ own time) and possibly offline or on paper. 

Digital skills
Unless you intend to assess your students’ digital skills, it is 
important to minimize their impact on language assessments. 
Familiarize students with tools and platforms by building them 
into your teaching routines. Before any online assessment, give 
students clear instructions and sufficient practice, especially if 
they will be working under time pressure.

Pastoral support
Students may feel especially anxious about being assessed 
when they are working remotely. Make sure they understand 
what is being assessed and why, and that they have the chance 
to ask questions, privately as well as publicly. Think about how 
best to help your students succeed, and if you feel test anxiety 
is adversely affecting their wellbeing or performance, you might 
want to consider assessment methods that involve less pressure, 
such as open-book tests or e-portfolios. 

Cheating
It would be difficult to fully eliminate the risk of cheating in 
any setting, but it is more difficult to monitor students who are 
working remotely. It is possible to invigilate formal tests online 
via webcams, but it can be more constructive to tackle students’ 
temptation to cheat by building trust. One approach is to help 
them – and their parents – understand how assessment benefits 
learning and why the results need to reflect their abilities 
accurately. You could also introduce an ‘honour code’, asking 
students to sign a statement to confirm that work is entirely 
theirs. 

Choice
With so many apps, websites, and platforms available, the 
choice can feel overwhelming. It is usually advisable to start by 
identifying exactly what you need to assess and the constraints 
you face, as this will narrow down the options considerably. 
There is no need to use a wide range of digital tools and 
resources. If a tool or resource is working well for you and your 
students, keep using it.

Opportunities for formative assessment
To guide students’ learning effectively, it is important to know 
what they understand and can do. However, gathering this 
evidence – a process referred to as formative assessment or 
assessment for learning – can feel harder when you move from 
face-to-face to online teaching and can no longer observe, 
monitor, and interact with your students in quite the same way. 
As we discuss in the next section, technology can help recreate 
some of the conditions of the physical classroom. It also offers 
alternative channels for student participation, such as chat 
boxes and post-it boards, which are well worth exploring.

 4.  How can this be implemented?
Summative assessment

Preparing students for a formal test is particularly important 
when you cannot be there in person to provide support during 
the test itself. Before a test, spend time familiarizing students 
with the test format, ensuring they know what it will assess and 
why.  Make sure they understand the rules and give them ample 
opportunities to practise using the digital tools. 

Online test security is understandably a widespread concern. 
Although you can never fully eliminate the risk of cheating, 
you can use webcams to supervise students during a test. For 
example, ask them to keep their phones in a visible location on 
screen so you can see that they are switched off. Nevertheless, 
as already discussed, it may be more productive to focus 
on promoting trust and helping students appreciate how 
assessment benefits their learning. 

It is important to be very careful about the decisions made 
on the basis of test results, especially when you do not have 
full control over test security. Combining test results with 
information from other sources, such as e-portfolios or projects, 
can offer a broader picture of students’ abilities while revealing 
inconsistencies that require attention.  

However, assessment need not entail formal tests and it is worth 
considering alternative approaches to summative assessment 
that may target a broader range of skills, place less pressure on 
students, and better reflect authentic language use. 

■ Open-book examinations: These are assignments that 
students complete over a longer timeframe, such as 48 hours 
or seven days. They often involve research and permit the 
use of online resources. Already widely used in universities, 
they can provide a more accurate indication of students’ 
ability to perform real-world tasks such as academic writing, 
which demands the ability to locate, synthesize, and 
reference appropriate sources. 
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■ Collaborative projects: Group projects can take varied 
forms, from presentations and posters to leaflets and 
websites. They enable you to assess global skills like 
collaboration and digital literacy alongside language, and 
identifying students’ individual contributions becomes easier 
when they are collaborating digitally. Online authoring tools 
such as Google Docs allow you to track edits made by each 
student, while collaboration apps like Slack record their 
interactions as they work together. 

■ E-portfolios: Like paper-based portfolios, these bring 
together a curated sample of students’ work with a reflective 
commentary and promote autonomy, self-reflection, and 
critical thinking skills. E-portfolios offer further advantages in 
that they can include audio and video files, are easily shared 
with peers, and develop students’ digital literacy. Students 
can build e-portfolios using blog or website creation tools, 
such as Weebly or WordPress.  As a lower-tech option, 
students can work on paper and then scan and upload their 
work once they are finished.

■ Video and audio recordings: To assess speaking, you could 
ask students to make audio or video recordings, working 
individually, in pairs, or in groups. These recordings can take 
multiple forms, such as presentations or commentaries on a 
picture or graph, and they provide a good opportunity for 
self- and peer assessment using CEFR descriptors or other 
assessment criteria. Students could create and share their 
recordings using dedicated tools like Screencast-o-matic or 
CloudApp, or they could upload smartphone recordings to a 
file-sharing service like Google Drive or Dropbox.  

Formative assessment
Good teaching involves continuously gathering evidence about 
what students understand and can do. This evidence forms 
the basis for formative assessment, or assessment for learning, 
which enables us to guide our students’ learning and determine 
what to teach.  In some cases, this evidence may also feed into 
summative assessment – for example, when we need to give 
students an overall grade based on continuous assessment of 
their progress over a course of study. 

As already discussed, when we begin teaching online, it can 
feel more challenging to gather evidence in the ways we are 
used to. Conversations may feel less natural, with students 
either reluctant to speak or more liable to interrupt each other, 
so it is important to set clear expectations about how and 
when students should contribute, and ensure more reticent 
students have opportunities to participate. Consider, too, ways 
of observing and monitoring students using the language. For 
instance, by setting up group work in break-out rooms, you can 
‘drop in’ and monitor them as you would in the classroom. 

Technology also affords new channels through which students 
can demonstrate their understanding, some of which may not 
have been possible in a physical classroom. The information 
they capture can also be saved for future reference, providing a 
useful record of students’ progress.

■ Quizzes: Websites/apps like Kahoot! and Socrative enable 
you to create live quizzes and these can be an engaging 
way for students to demonstrate what they have learned. 
Alternatively, they can answer questions using hand gestures 
or hold up pieces of paper with answers written on them. 
If you regularly use multiple platforms, you could store 
questions in a separate spreadsheet to make them easier to 
locate and reuse in the future.

■ Micro-writing: Another way to gauge students’ 
understanding is through very short writing tasks, such 
as completing a sentence, writing a definition, or making 
a list. Micro-writing tasks encourage deeper reflection 
than fast-paced competitive quizzes and may suit some 
learners better. Students can share ideas in various ways, for 
example via the chat box within a live teaching platform or a 
messaging app like WhatsApp. Using an online post-it board 
like Padlet can ensure that students do not see what others 
have written before submitting their own ideas.  

■ Post-lesson activities: Students’ ideas and reflections 
can also be gathered asynchronously, after a lesson. For 
example, students could participate in a poll via a website/
app like Poll Everywhere; you could assign them a quiz via 
a quiz-maker tool like Google Forms; or students could 
contribute to a discussion forum, which can be created within 
many learning platforms and learning management systems. 

 5.  Over to you
Whether you are assessing students online or face to face, 
the goal is the same: to identify a method that is accurate and 
fair, representative of real-world language use, beneficial to 
students’ learning, and practical to implement. Any chosen 
method will be specific to your particular situation, determined 
by the time and resources you have, and may involve some 
compromise. While online assessment undeniably brings 
challenges, it presents opportunities, too. It can prompt you 
to re-evaluate how you assess students, what you assess, and 
why. It is also a chance to explore digital tools that can help 
you gather richer information about your students and better 
support their learning.
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 6.  Further reading
Russell Stannard’s Teacher Training Videos 

  https://www.teachertrainingvideos.com

Tech Against Coronavirus
  https://techagainstcoronavirus.com

University of Reading: Engage in Assessment
  https://www.reading.ac.uk/engageinassessment/

British Council: Assessing Learners Online: Noticing,  
Self-checking and Online Quiz Tools

  https://www.teachingenglish.org.uk/sites/teacheng/files/
Assessing-learners-online_noticing-self-checking-online-
quiz-tools.pdf

Micro-writing: Small Things Make a Big Difference 
  https://www.teachingenglish.org.uk/article/ceri-jones-
micro-writing-small-things-make-a-big-difference

  https://cerij.wordpress.com/workshops/micro-writing-
small-things-make-a-big-difference/

Global Skills: Creating Empowered 21st Century Citizens
  https://elt.oup.com/feature/global/expert/assessment-for-
learning?cc=gb&selLanguage=en

OUP ELT Global Blog: Assessment Literacy –  
The Key Concepts You Need to Know 

  https://oupeltglobalblog.com/tag/colin-finnerty/

Talking points

 What methods of assessment have you used 
successfully to assess your students in your face-to-face 
teaching?

 Which of these methods do you think you could use 
for online assessment? Which might not be practical or 
appropriate in an online setting? Why?

 Are there any assessment methods you haven’t used 
and would like to try? What advantages do you think 
these methods might have? Can you anticipate any 
possible problems?

 How could digital tools help you get richer information 
about your students’ knowledge and abilities?

 What skills do you think your students will need in order 
to use English effectively in the future? What do you 
think is the best way to assess these skills?

Disclaimer: The websites referred to here are in the public domain and their 
addresses are provided by Oxford University Press for information only. Oxford 
University Press disclaims any responsibility for the content and teachers are strongly 
advised to ascertain their suitability before recommending them and/or using them 
with their students.
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