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Abstract 

This paper focuses on Alternative Assessment as an evolving paradigm in education and in English language teaching. 

Dissatisfied with traditional assessment and its methods, this paper discusses how and why educational practitioners 

looked at alternative assessment as an effective way to assess learners. Although traditional assessment methods assess 

learners, institutions have started look at assessments as ways to not just assess learners but as ways to also promote 

learning and motivation by connecting assessments to real-world contexts and situations. Educational practitioners are of 

the view that learning and knowledge have to be skill and proficiency based and therefore think that traditional assessment 

and its methods fall short in those aspects. Besides, they are mostly summative in nature in contrast to alternative 

assessment methods which are continuous, formative, feedback oriented, involves student-teacher collaboration, 

transparent, not always score-based and contextualized. However, since traditional assessment has been around for 

years and so although alternative assessment makes for a more promising way of assessing learners, it is still evolving as 

a main-scale system of assessment. This paper is an attempt to shed light on the concept and idea of alternative 

assessment, it’s methods and the benefits it offers as an assessment in comparison to traditional assessment in education 

and in English language teaching.  

Keywords: evolving paradigm, alternative assessment, traditional assessment, assessment for learning, constructivism, 
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The discourse on assessment has changed lately 

and is continuing to evolve in the recent times. 

Educational practitioners considered assessment as 

a method of finding out how much learners know at 

the end of a period of instruction and make decisions 

based on that. They were largely focused on the 

summative aspect of assessment which is an 

assessment of learning. However, over the years, 

there has been a realization that an assessment has 

to be a part of the teaching and learning process. It 

should be able to tell you if the teaching and learning 

goals have been met. As much as teaching and 

finding out whether learners have learned the things 

that have been taught to them, are important, so are 

learning and finding out what learners know and 

where they stand in terms of their learning and 

knowledge. This is when the discourse on 

“Alternative Assessment” stepped in.  

 Alternative Assessment is a process of 

assessment that consists of methods of assessing 

learners based on their skills or what they know and 

have picked up in subjects they have been taught. In 

the case of English language classrooms and in the 

field of English language teaching,it is English and 

the four skills associated with the language which 

learners need to know and have to be taught in order 

to communicate. So, when using an alternative 

assessment in an English language classroom, it is 

about using methods that would assess learners’ 

knowledge on skills such as listening, speaking, 

reading and writing and mechanics of the English 

language such as grammar, syntax, punctuations, 

spellings and vocabulary which are essential for the 

four skills of English. Alternative assessment works 

on the practical application of knowledge and 
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understanding through which learners can show their 

ability and proficiency in subjects. Apart from that, 

alternative assessment is also an assessment that is 

continuous and ongoing in nature and forms an 

imperative part of instruction which makes it different 

from traditional methods of assessment that are 

largely summative in nature which focus on 

assessing learners separately after a certain period 

of time after instruction is over. 

 Since alternative assessment consists of 

methods, they include projects, presentations, 

experiments, demonstrations, open-ended questions 

and portfolios. A growing dissatisfaction with the 

traditional methods of assessment led to the 

emergence of the concept of alternative assessment. 

Alternative assessment was a response to traditional 

assessment practices that lacked in their potential to 

assess real learning and foster it in learners. Its 

features are what makes it stand out and make it 

promising for educational practitioners when 

compared to traditional assessment. Moradan and 

Hedayati (2011) with regard to the features of 

alternative assessment state that, it is a continuous 

and long-term assessment and is one that involves 

contextualized and communicative tasks for 

assessment that provides individualized feedback. 

Here, scores are criterion referenced and the 

assessment assesses learners based on open-ended 

responses and creative answers. It is formative in 

nature, is process oriented and fosters intrinsic 

motivation in learners. 

 Its emergence in recent times could be seen 

especially in the Indian educational context where 

pleas to look for and consider alternative assessment 

methods has grabbed attention due to the uncertainty 

the pandemic has brought in causing tension to lacks 

of students and educational practitioners with 

institutions closed and exams cancelled. In fact, 

during the second wave of Covid- 19, amid the stress 

and fear it caused, PM Modi declared the 

cancellation of board exams for classes ten and 

twelve. Arnab Mitra (2022) said that students of class 

ten and twelve have approached the court seeking 

intervention against the board exams scheduled to be 

conducted by the Central Board of Secondary 

Education (CBSE), Indian Certificate of Secondary 

Education (ICSE), National Institute of Open 

Schooling (NIOS) and other state boards. The plea 

filed by the students of over fifteen states sought an 

alternative assessment method for the upcoming 

board exams. In 2021, CBSE and CISCE and a few 

other state boards decided to evaluate students on 

the basis of alternative assessment criteria and 

students were evaluated on the basis of internal 

exams and a formula devised by the board (NDTV 

Education, Board Exams 2022: Supreme Court 

Agrees to Hear Plea Demanding Alternative 

Assessment, para 2 and 3). Puja Yadav (2021) in her 

article in India Today said that principals of different 

schools discuss alternative assessment to ease the 

dilemma that CBSE is facing (India Today, Principals 

discuss alternative assessment to ease CBSE 

dilemma). 

 Alternative assessment when conducted with a 

proper plan can have a positive impact on learners’ 

learning. Carl and Rosen (1998) define alternative 

assessment as, “any method of finding what a 

student knows or can do and is intended to show 

growth and inform instruction” (p. 82). With regard to 

English language classrooms, it focuses on 

proficiency-oriented language learning and captures 

learners’ language learning process. Through this 

assessment, learners develop the ability to show 

what they can do in terms of their language 

proficiency. English is a language that cannot be 

confined to the walls of a classroom alone, the main 

purpose behind learners learning it is it be able to use 

it in social contexts outside their classrooms wherein 



 
  

 
 77 Bodhi International Journal of Research in Humanities, Arts and Science 

 
 

Vol. 6 No. 3   April 2022  E-ISSN: 2456-5571 
 

they can reveal their true proficiency. In this case, it is 

the skills and their ability to use it is what are to be 

assessed and that is what alternative assessment 

does too. 

 Since Alternative Assessment is continuous in 

nature and is process oriented, it can document the 

growth in learners’ proficiency in whatever skill is 

being assessed. Spandel and Stiggins (1990) opine 

that if educational practitioners use alternative 

assessment, they can collect information on students’ 

language development and growth in listening, 

speaking, reading and writing. Another thing with 

alternative assessment is that, reformed curricula 

tend to use it because it offers an extensive image of 

a student’s overall competence in a second 

language. There is a positive change in learners’ 

attitudes towards language learning since they are 

given regular feedbacks that increase their linguistic 

self-confidence.  

 According to Willis (1996), “In contrast to 

traditional assessment, alternative assessment is far 

more superior as it is process-oriented” (p. 56). 

Alternative assessment is a representation of a direct 

assessment of learners’ performances by using 

contexts and tasks similar to those in real-life, whilst 

on the other hand traditional assessment measures 

performances indirectly, by checking knowledge and 

abilities outside their real context of usage. Teachers 

can make use of alternative assessment throughout a 

semester or a year whereas traditional assessment is 

scheduled for specific dates due to which teachers 

can never be able to track or gauge the progress that 

learners are making or have made. 

 Alternative assessments are of different types 

and are used both in the spoken form and written 

form. They consist of short presentations and 

seminars that come under the oral category. The 

open book tests and examinations along with 

assignments, projects and portfolios fall under the 

written category. Each of them has been elaborated 

for the purpose of better understanding.  

 
Short Presentations and Seminars 

Examinations in general conducted by educational 

institutions expect students to write answers. This 

gives very little opportunity for them to use their 

speaking ability and even develop it. Since alternative 

assessment is a skill-based assessment and is 

focused on proficiency it has the ability to prepare 

learners to deal with real world contexts and 

situations apart from just assessing them. Hence, 

short presentations and seminars are the type of 

alternative assessment that enables teachers to 

assess learners’ speaking skills on topics related to 

the subjects they learn. Presentations and seminars 

present learners with opportunities to display their 

speaking abilities and also to learn more and in detail 

about the topic they have been told speak on. This 

will enable them to research, enquire and study 

which would add to their learning experience and 

knowledge. Teachers and students can also work 

together and fix the criteria and assess learners’ 

works based on that and teachers can also give 

students feedbacks.  

 
Open Book Tests/Examinations 

GeethaDurairajan (2015) says that open book tests 

and examinations can be used to test and assess 

learners’ higher order skills such as comparing, 

contrasting, analyzing, and applying concepts or 

criticizing and evaluating them.Although open book 

tests and examinations are timed, students can bring 

the necessary materials and answer questions by 

searching, assembling, gathering, interpreting and 

analyzing from those materials. This helps them tap 

into their higher order skills such as critically thinking 

and analyzing, reflecting, logically reasoning out and 

comprehending, drawing connections and applying 

concepts, evaluating questions and also providing 
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appropriate answers to them. The idea of open book 

tests and examinations is also related to the theory of 

constructivism which does not support knowledge 

being regurgitated at any point in time, particularly 

during a test or an exam. It works on the idea that 

students should understand questions and be able to 

relate them to concepts they have learned and then 

apply them and produce answers based on their 

understanding.These examinations treat students like 

adults and train them to do what they should be doing 

in real world contexts and situations. 

 
Assignments and Projects 

Assignments and Projects are two alternative 

assessment techniques that can help learners to 

work in a manner where they can take time to do 

some research work on their topics, gather 

information and put together what is necessary and 

required and produce a sort of a first draft to their 

teachers and get feedback from them. This in turn 

would help them to take a look into the errors, rectify 

them and fill in the gaps wherever necessary and 

also do a bit of reflection, contemplation and analysis 

to make their work better. Assignments and projects 

give students the time to work at their own pace and 

speed and this kind of work is also very similar to 

what they will encounter in their daily lives when they 

go out into the real world after school and college 

(Geetha Durairajan, 2015). On the whole, 

assignments and projects are advantageous 

alternative assessment techniques because they give 

students more time to work and produce good work 

than what they get to do in a regular timed 

examination or test. Most importantly, whatever they 

are working on can be related to real world contexts 

and situations. 

 
Portfolios  

Portfolios are another alternative assessment 

technique that have become popular in the field of 

education. They gained attention among educational 

practitioners who were looking for ways to change 

traditional and conventional assessment methods 

that only focused on assessing learners’ knowledge 

that they regain from their memory as to how much 

they have learned. 

 In the context of education, there are three 

different kinds of educational portfoliosthat are used. 

They areproduct portfolios, progress portfolios 

andprocess portfolios (GeethaDurairajan, 2015, 

p.109). A product portfolio is used for students to file 

their best pieces of work done over the course of a 

semester or a term. These portfolios are assessed 

and given a grade or marks at the end of the term or 

semester. Then there areprogress portfoliosin which 

learners can file not only their best pieces or work but 

everything they do over the course of a year or a 

term or a semester. Writing can be used as an 

example here because inprogress portfolios, students 

can be put together all that they have written in a 

year and their writings can be assessed periodically 

so that at the end of the term students can see their 

growth and how better they have become. 

GeethaDurairajan (2015) says, “Assessment for 

learning must find a way of capturing this growth” (p. 

109). Only progress portfolios can do this job which is 

not possible in traditional assessment methods. Then 

comeprocess portfolios. These are mainly used to 

find out and monitor the strengths and weaknesses of 

learners. Process portfolios should not be taken for 

grading purposes and should only be used for the 

purpose of monitoring, keeping a record of learners’ 

work and drafts. 

 On the whole, alternative assessment is not new 

to the field of education but it has only taken center 

stage over the years because of its ability to act as 

an assessment for learning, to be skill-based, to be 

continuous in nature and offer feedback and 

document learners’ growth, motivate them and to 
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inform instruction. Going by the many facets of it, it 

can definitely be considered because during times 

like the pandemic that threw us off guard, if 

alternative assessment methods had already been 

established and in use, it could have solved the 

problems that educational institutions faced when 

they closed without being able to hold end-of-term 

exams and tests to score and grade learners. 

Besides all that, it is an assessment that helps 

learners learn skills that can be used in real-world 

contexts which is the actual point of learning itself 

and is learner friendly. 
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