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Abstract

The aim of this study is to investigate first-year non-English-major Italian
University students’ ability to assess their English proficiency at the begin-
ning of the academic year based on comparisons to official assessments from
objective tests. One thousand and ninety freshmen’s Placement Test scores
were analysed against self-ratings expressed using the CEFR self-assessment
scale for Speaking, Listening, Reading and Writing skills. The objective
measure was Pearson’s Versant Placement Test (VEPT), which is intended
for adults and students over the age of 16 and measures facility in spoken and
written English. For the self-assessment tool, we applied the table of descrip-
tors for self-assessment from the 2020 Italian version of the Companion Vo-
lume (Council of Europe, 2020: pp. 188-190) to which a <A1 level was added.
To analyse the data, descriptive statistics and inferential statistics (Pearson
correlation) using statistical package for social science (SPSS) version 22 and
Excel were used. Tables and figures were also used to present the data. The
results of the 4 correlation analyses we conducted showed that students’
self-assessments and Placement Test assessment were statistically significant,
positive and high for all four skills abilities (0.55 for Speaking, 0.68 for Lis-
tening, 0.50 for Reading, and 0.58 for Writing. Moreover, students tend to
underestimate their writing skill and overestimate their reading ability. We
can affirm that the self-assessments produced by students participating in our
study were accurate. One reason for this high correlation may be the
self-assessment tool used in the study, namely the CEFR descriptors. This
study provides further evidence of the reliability and accuracy of Can-Do de-
scriptors in EFL self-assessment and the findings can be applied by both EFL
learners and teachers.
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Can-Do Statements

1. Introduction

Bailey (1996) defines self-assessment as “procedures by which the learners
themselves evaluate their language skills and knowledge” (Bailey, 1996: p. 227).
The literature on self-assessment has typically highlighted several advantages: 1)
it is cost-effective and relatively easy to design, administer, and score; 2) it can
promote greater learner awareness and self-regulation; and 3) it can motivate
students by adding variety to, as well as increased participation in, the assess-
ment process (Ross, 1998). Critics have suggested that self-assessment is not ap-
propriate because learners are not capable of accurately gauging their own abili-
ties, and some asserted that it can lead to lower standards, rewarding students
who overestimate their abilities (/bd.). In spite of these criticisms, self-assessment
has been used regularly either as the sole measure of language development or as
a complement to other measures in research on teaching English as a foreign
language (EFL). To determine the validity of self-assessment as a proxy for more
objective measures, researchers in a variety of fields, including first and second
language acquisition have administered both self-assessments and objective meas-
ures and have found that learners are largely able to make good judgments of their
own abilities (Falchikov & Boud, 1989). It was also found that self-assessments
prove most useful when they are tied to tasks that learners are likely to encounter
and can imagine themselves experiencing. As Oscarson (1997) pointed out,
“Self-assessments are more accurate when based on task content closely tied to
students’ situations as potential users of the language in question.” Furthermore,
“The evidence is that it is easier for learners to assess their ability in relation to
concrete descriptions of more narrowly defined linguistic situations” (p. 183).

Bandura (2006) noted that in order to measure a learner’s self-perceived capa-
bility, “items should be phrased in terms of can-do” statements (p. 308). In fact,
he asserted that valid self-assessment requires such statements. The levels of the
Common European Framework (Council of Europe, 2001) offer a description of
the linguistic-communicative competencies broken down into descriptors of
progressive difficulty. The Framework was, in this sense, the first manual to pro-
vide school and university teachers with a key to interpreting the performance of
learners of foreign languages through the use of descriptors of competencies and
it also enabled students to recognize their own abilities more precisely.

Back in 2002, Weeden et al. (2002) regarding the question “can students
self-assess?” believed that “there is evidence that some learners of all ages do
have a degree of skill at self-assessment” (p.84). However, despite the impor-
tance of self-assessment, learners are rarely put in charge of rating their own ab-
ilities and performance (Luoma & Tarnanen, 2003: p. 440) and it seems that

evidence in this regard deserves further investigation.
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Research has provided a comprehensive understanding of the advantages and
practical applications of self-assessment in language learning. It collectively hig-
hlighted the importance of integrating self-assessment practices to foster a more
autonomous, motivated, and effective language learning experience. For exam-
ple, Butler and Lee (2010) examined the impact of self-assessment on young
English learners in an Asian context. The results indicate that self-assessment
can improve learners’ confidence and language proficiency, especially when
combined with teacher feedback.

In Italy, English learning and teaching mainly takes place in the classroom,
rather than during everyday communication. According to Little (2005), involv-
ing learners in the assessment process brings a positive impact on their language
learning. Moreover, it has been suggested that self-assessment is generally relia-
ble and valid, and can serve as a useful supplement to traditional assessment
methods (Ross, 1998). In this paper we aim to report the results of an analysis
that looked at students’ ability to self-assess their English proficiency in each of
the four main skills, namely speaking, listening, reading and writing.

The present contribution is part of a wider project carried out at a large Uni-
versity in Italy, aimed at investigating, among others, freshmen EFL students’
preliminary language competence in English, based on objective tests, their abil-
ity of self-assessment and self-evaluation of their weaknesses and strengths as
EFL learners and the extra-curricular use of the language as well as the effects of

previous learning experience with English.

2. Literature Review

2.1. Self-Assessment

Research on self-assessment has its roots back in the 1960s and 1970s when re-
search started comparing self-assessments with predictors of academic achieve-
ment. Few studies, however, focused on using self-assessment of language abili-
ties until the late 1970s and the mid-1980s. Most of these studies involved corre-
lational studies aimed at looking at the relationship between self-assessment
ratings and objective exams or teacher ratings. Oscarsson (1978) reports a 1977
study by Balke-Aurell of Swedish students studying English as a foreign lan-
guage. Correlations between self-assessment and instructors’ judgments were
0.60 while the self-assessment and formal tests correlated about 0.50. In a study
of students at the University of Ottawa for placement into French and ESL courses,
LeBlanc & Painchaud (1985) found positive correlations (ranging from 0.39 to
0.53 on subtests and 0.53 on total score) between results on a self-assessment in-
strument and a standardised English proficiency exam.

Among the more recent correlational studies on second language (L2) self-
and proficiency outcomes assessment, Stansfield et al. (2010) investigated the
extent to which self-assessment scores from 323 learners of eight different lan-
guages could help the National Language Service Corps screen applicants for the
program. Each applicant completed a two-part self-assessment composed of a

series of can-do statements and a simplified set of Interagency Language Roundta-
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ble global skill-level descriptions. The correlation between the applicants’ scores
on the Defense Language Institute Oral Proficiency Interview (OPI) and their
self-assessed global speaking scores was moderate (r = 0.49). The authors posited
that self-assessment could be used as a low-stakes screening measure, a finding
that has been supported by other researchers (Malabonga et al., 2005; Tigchelaar,
2018; Tigchelaar et al., 2017). Concomitantly, other researchers have investigated
the use of self-assessment in placement testing and found results similar to
Stansfield et al.’s (2010) results.

However, while self-assessment seems to aid screening and placement testing,
not all research has rendered such positive conclusions and a certain amount of
studies focusing on the use of self-assessment instruments have reported con-
flicting results. Blanche & Merino (1989) found that self-assessments did not
correlate with classroom or test performance. In a study focused on how well
self-ratings correlated with an English placement exam, Wesche et al. (1996)
found “placement via self-assessment was extremely unreliable” (p. 15).

These conflicting results make developing a self-assessment questionnaire dif-
ficult for those exploring the possibility of using self-assessment as part of their
placement procedures. However, previous studies have described several factors
that may have limited the effectiveness of a self-assessment questionnaire, in-
cluding the wording on the questionnaire, the language skill being assessed, the
level of proficiency of the students, the cultural background of the students, and
the type of self-assessment task.

Several years ago, Upshur (1975) suggested that students should be able to re-
spond to questions about their abilities in a language using all their experience
with the language.

Indeed, providing concrete descriptors with specific examples can help learn-
ers more accurately evaluate their abilities. As previously stated, recent efforts to
implement self-assessment in second language education have involved using
Can-Do statements connected with tasks that are often the focus of language
curricula and that learners ought to expect to encounter in authentic real-world
situations. Finally, in line with learner-centred language teaching (Little, 2005)
and the use of assessment for language learning (Butler, 2016), Can-Do state-
ments are designed to promote language awareness and independence by allow-
ing learners to document what they can do in their second language. While this
is a reasonable first step in the construction of language proficiency descriptors
and associated Can-Do statements, without psychometric validation it is not
certain that the abilities described in the scales and in the statements are valid or
useful for measuring language proficiency. In the case of the European scale
(Council of Europe, 2001), extensive empirical work has been done to scale the

proficiency descriptors using Rasch modeling.

2.2. The CEFR and Self-Assessment

The CEFR is the description of the Council of Europe’s language policy, pro-

duced for the purposes of increasing collaboration and cooperation between
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European educational institutions (Trim, 2007). As a system used to describe
communicative language competences, the CEFR intends to be extensive, cohe-
rent, and transparent. The CEFR is best known for its descriptors of language
proficiency, which are divided into five language sub-skills across six levels.
Since the CEFR’s publication, it has impacted foreign language education indus-
tries both within and outside of the CoE’s member states with many identifying
it as “[an] international standard for language teaching and learning” (North et
al., 2010: p. 6). The CEFR is purported to support a number of facets of language
education, including the planning of the content, objectives or assessment crite-
ria of language learning programs and language certification, the selection of
materials for self-directed learners and for the evaluation of learning or learner
progress (Council of Europe, 2001: p. 7). It also intends to provide a set of learn-
er-centred scales which allow for a standardised assessment of proficiency
(North, 2011). The CEFR is also criticised, particularly for its usage in assess-
ment (see Alderson, 2007). Further critiques relate to the lack of support to the
purported progression of difficulty inherent to the framework which is neither
tied to stages of language acquisition nor evidenced by empirically obtained per-
formance samples (Westhoff, 2007). Nonetheless, one of the CEFR’s strengths is
that its scales of Can-Do statements permit learners to both define their own ab-
ilities in their language of study, and plan the direction of their future studies
(Council of Europe, 2001). A learner may read a statement and then make a de-
cision regarding their perceived performance of the communicative task implied
by the statement. If the learner believes they can perform sufficiently or profi-
ciently within the area of that Can-Do statement, they may move on to res-
ponding to a statement from another skill or a more difficult statement within

the same skill.

2.3. English as a Foreign Language in Italy

Compulsory education in Italy lasts 10 years (from ages 6 to 16) and covers the
eight years of the first education cycle and the first two years of the second cycle.
The Italian education system is composed of: preschool (children aged 3 to 6),
the first education cycle—divided into primary school (ages 6 to 11) and lower
secondary school (ages 11 to 14)—and the second education cycle, which offers
two different paths: upper secondary school (ages 14 to 19) and vocational edu-
cation and training (for students who have completed the first education cycle).
Since the 2000s, Italy has adopted and implemented the Council of Europe’s
recommendation regarding the use of the levels of the Common European
Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR, Council of Europe, 2001) and
the study of at least two foreign languages in its curriculum. Today, English is
practically taught throughout the entire duration of compulsory education,
making Italy one of the European Union (EU) countries with the highest num-
ber of years of compulsory foreign language teaching (13 years) and the highest
number of hours dedicated to foreign language study (European Commission et

al.,, 2017). When learners leave primary school, they are expected to have
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reached a full Al level. At the end of lower-secondary school, where they are of-
fered a choice of a second foreign language besides English, they should have
reached the A2 level in English. Different types of upper-secondary schools often
offer a second, and sometimes a third, foreign language. The exit level for Eng-
lish at the end of upper-secondary school is expected to be B2 (European Com-
mission et al., 2023). Nevertheless, the long and compulsory period of study of
the English language does not seem sufficient to guarantee Italian students the
achievement of an adequate level of competence, so much so as to often generate
in them a sense of frustration (and deriving demotivation) at the first occasion

in which they are confronted with the real language (Santipolo, 2016).

2.4. Research Gap

Although the CEFR is best known for its statements and reference levels, many
questions as to how the usage of Can-Do statements can help learners work to-
wards their learning goals, develop pathways for future study, help with material
selection, or achieve any of the other of the CEFR’s goals exist since it is not clear
if responding to can-do statements can truly provide an estimate of language
proficiency, if even a general one (Green, 2012). Even though the CEFR intends
to permit learners to measure or estimate language proficiency, neither is the re-
lationship between self-assessment and actual language ability nor is the perfor-
mance of the CEFR’s Can-Do statements as a self-assessment instrument well-
enough understood to be able to provide such a measure (Tavakoli & Ghoor-
chaei, 2009). The need for the current investigation also stems from these con-
cerns, and aims to investigate issues surrounding the general relationship be-
tween self-assessment and language proficiency. Moreover, since it has been
suggested that incorporating self-assessment into language courses enhances
motivation and goal-oriented learning, the present study tested Italian EFL stu-
dents’ ability to self-assess their language skills, in order to emphasize the poten-
tial educational role of self-assessment as a vital component of effective learning

beyond and within traditional educational settings.

3. Methodology

Participant were 1090 first-year University students enrolled in various non-
linguistic Undergraduate degree programmes at a large-sized University in
Northern Italy whose English proficiency entry level was assessed using objective
tests at the start of the academic year by the University Language Centre. Ac-
cording to University Regulations, all first-year students who between October
and December enroll in three-year and single-cycle degree courses at the Uni-
versity of Milan and do not possess a valid official proof of minimum B1 level
must register to the Placement tests. Subsequently, students who do not reach a
sufficient level of English are enrolled in a course to achieve the level required by
the degree or master’s degree course. Participants were aged between 19 and 25
years old (M = 21.6, SD = 0.7), 63.8% of which were female. 95.3% are native
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speakers of Italian while students of other nationalities (Albanian, Argentinian,
Brazilian, Bulgarian, Cape Verdean, Chinese, Korean, Dominican, Ecuadorean,
Egyptian, Eritrean, Philippine, Japanese, Greek, Indian, Iranian, Luxembourgish,
Moroccan, Moldavian, Peruvian, Romanian, Russian, Switzerland, Germany,
Ukraine, Uzbek) were all below 1% each. 77.3% of the students have studied
English for 13 or more years; 23.7% have studied it for between 5 and 13. 61.3%
of the students know 3 languages; 19.8% know 4; 14.3% 2 languages; 4.6% know
5 of them. We focused on first-year students since their EFL proficiency was re-
cently tested which enabled us to focus on participants’ self-assessed and objec-
tively tested language ability within the same time frame.

The objective measure was Pearson’s Versant Placement Test (VEPT), which
is intended for adults and students over the age of 16, measures facility in spoken
and written English or, more specifically, how well a person can understand
spoken and written English and respond appropriately in speaking and writing
on everyday topics, at an appropriate pace in intelligible English. The VEPT is
divided into eight automatically scored tasks—Read Aloud, Repeats, Sentence
Builds, Conversations, Sentence Completion, Dictation, Passage Reconstruction,
and Summary & Opinion—which provide multiple, fully independent measures
including phonological fluency, sentence construction and comprehension, pas-
sive and active vocabulary use, listening skill, pronunciation of rhythmic and
segmental units, and appropriateness and accuracy of writing. The scores for
each task are determined by more than one task which strengthens score relia-
bility (Figure 1).

SKill: Speaking Reading
Task: A i G D. E S o H. 1.
Read Aloud Repeats SSenee Conversations Typin, S e Dictation LEERETES STMEGHES
P Builds yping Completion Reconstruction Opinion
Num of I 2 16 10 12 1 20 16 3 1
Items:
[ 50 Minutes >

Figure 1. VEPT—Relation of skill scores to tasks

The VEPT provides numeric scores and performance levels and the score re-
port consists of an overall score and four skill scores (speaking, listening, read-
ing, and writing). Versant English Placement Test scores were related to the
Common European Framework of Reference for Languages. Table 1 summaris-
es the recommendations made by the expert panelists on the general relationship
between scores on the VEPT and the CEFR levels.

For the self-assessment tool, we chose the table of descriptors for self-assessment
from the 2020 Italian version of the Companion Volume (see Council of Europe,
2020: pp. 188-190) to which a <A1 level was added. The reason behind such a
decision is two-folded. First, because this lower than Al skill level is already re-
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ferred to at the beginning of section 3.5 of the 2001 CEFR (Council of Europe,
2018: p. 32). According to the 2018 Edition of the Volume, the “Pre-Al
represents a “milestone” halfway towards Level Al, a band of proficiency at
which the learner has not yet acquired a generative capacity, but relies upon a
repertoire of words and formulaic expressions” (Council of Europe, 2018: p. 46).
The need for this level below Al is “important for users as evidenced by the
number of descriptor projects which focused on these lower levels” (ibid.). The
second reason for including a <A1 descriptor to our self-evaluation scale regards
the presence of a Pre-A1 proficiency level within the Versant Placement test that
the Language Centre makes use of.

Table 1. Recommended mapping of CEFR
levels with VEPT overall scores.

VEPT CEFR
20 - 80 <Al -C2
20-23 <Al
24 -33 Al

34 -45 A2

46 - 56 Bl

57 - 67 B2

For the sharing of the questionnaire and the data collection we used Google
Forms, a free tool that can be accessed from any device. The questionnaire was
written in Italian and it consisted of two main parts. The first part included
items aimed at getting background information about the students, including
name, age, gender and their native country. The second part was designed to eli-
cit information about the students’ assessment of their English language ability
in listening, speaking, reading, and writing using the CEFR Can-Do descriptors.
Students were asked to choose the descriptors they perceived as best matching

their abilities and no reference to the actual CEFR levels was made.

4. Results

To conduct our statistical analysis, we assigned values to the different levels of
the CEFR scale: a value of 1 to level Pre-Al, a value of 2 to level Al, and so on,
up to a value of 7 (C2). We should point out that this communicative compe-
tence scale is not based on equidistant intervals; rather, the continuum is divided
into unequal tranches (hence, level Al covers less distance on the proficiency
continuum than level A2). In other words, the more proficient the individual
becomes, the higher up the scale they progress and the greater the intervals be-
tween levels (Savignon, 1983). However, for the purposes of our investigation,
we assigned all the levels the same proportion of the continuum, thus enabling
the relevant statistical analyses to be conducted.

To analyse the data, descriptive statistics and inferential statistics (Pearson

correlation) were used. This is an exploratory study whose purpose was to ex-
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amine whether there were correlations between the scores obtained by students
in their self-assessment evaluation of their own proficiency in English as a for-
eign language, and those obtained through the use of objective tests delivered by
the University Language Centre. To this end, Pearson’s Product-Moment Cor-
relation was used. We selected the type of study on the basis of the literature
dealing with foreign language proficiency assessment, in which correlational
studies are the most prolific (Boud & Falchikov, 2007; Oscarsson, 1989; Blanche
& Merino, 1989; Liu & Brantmeier, 2019).
The descriptive statistics are displayed in Table 2.

Table 2. The descriptive statistics of the placement test assessment and students’
self-assessments.

Mean SD
PT Speaking 3.53 1.196
SA Speaking 4.11 1.173
PT Listening 4.14 1.193
SA Listening 4.47 1.362
PT Writing 4.36 1.085
SA Writing 4.30 1.171
PT Reading 3.87 0.949

At first glance, the above mean values of students’ self-assessment of their
ability in each skill appear higher than the means of the scores from the Place-
ment test. Moreover, the highest mean difference between self-assessed and ob-
jective abilities was found for Reading and Speaking.

The first set of analyses was done to find the degree of go-togetherness of the
students’ self-assessments and PT-assessments for each of the four skills. The ef-
fect sizes of the correlations between students’ self-assessments and test assess-
ment are presented in Table 3. The value of the effect size of Pearson r correla-
tion varies between —1 (a perfect negative correlation) to +1 (a perfect positive
correlation). The effect size is low if the value of r varies around 0.1, medium if r

varies around 0.3 and large if r varies more than 0.5.

Table 3. Correlations effect size.

SPT

S SE r=0.55%*, p=0.000

LPT

L SE r=0.68, p=0.000

RPT

RSE r=0.50**, p=0.000
W PT

W SE r=0.58, p=0.000
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As the means of raw scores in Table 1 suggested, the results of the 4 correla-
tion analyses we conducted showed that students’ self-assessments and Place-
ment test assessment were statistically significant, positive and high for all four
skills abilities (0.55 for Speaking, 0.68 for Listening, 0.50 for Reading, and 0.58
for Writing, see Table 3).

Furthermore, according to the coefficient r, students assessed their Listening
proficiency in a more accurate way than all the other skills and estimated their
Writing skills more accurately than the Reading and Speaking skills. Finally,
participants were less accurate when assessing their Reading skills. A graphical
representation of the 4 trends is illustrated in Figures 2-5.

Moreover, in order to determine whether the type of skill had an effect on
students’ self-assessment accuracy, we categorised the participants as being over
estimators, under estimators or accurate estimators in order to address this final
question. The groups were obtained by calculating the difference between stu-

dents’ and PT assessment for each of the four skills.

7 e o o o o
6 e o o -
5 o o oo o o

T 4 ® o o.% o o o

3 o ee o o
2 o o o o
1 o o o
% 1 2 3 4 5 & 7

Self-assessed level

Figure 2. The correlation between speaking assessments.

7 ) . | | |

6 . . . : . e ........

5 . . ‘ . ".l-.l‘l-'l.'.li ’
é 4 . . ‘.-‘.l"--; 6‘-‘ . . .
é 3 ’III"II'I'III . . ‘

2 N : : :

1 . : .

0

Self-assessed level

Figure 3. The correlation between listening assessments.
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Figure 4. The correlation between reading assessments.
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Figure 5. The correlation between writing assessments.

The next step of the analysis involved the estimation of each of the three cate-
gories of students between the four skills and within each of them (Table 3).
Comparisons illustrated in Figure 6, would seem to suggest that students tend to
underestimate their writing skills more than the other skills, while the highest
percentage of students who accurately assessed themselves was registered for the
same skill. Writing was also the less overrated language ability. Moving to the
Reading skill, the percentage of students that underestimated their proficiency in
the skill was the lowest among all. Furthermore, the number of participants that
rated their Reading skill accurately was again rather low compared to accurate
assessments of the other three skills. Quite the opposite, the percentage of stu-
dents that overestimated their reading ability was the highest among all ratings.
As for the Listening skill, the percentage of under estimators is second highest
after those of the Writing skill, and the percentage of accurate students seems to

follow the same trend. The number of students who overrated the Reading skill
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is again second but this time after those that followed the same trend in the
Speaking skill assessment. Finally, the percentage of students who underesti-
mated their Speaking skills was second lowest after those that behaved in a simi-
lar way when assessing their Reading skill. Accurate estimators were moderate
among the other skills while the percentage of participants who overestimated
their Speaking skill was second highest after the Reading skill.

100%
90%
80%
70%
60%
50%
40%
30%
20%
10%

0%

S Acc L Acc R Acc W Acc

B Under mSame m Over

Figure 6. Assessor type across and within the four ratings.

5. Conclusion and Recommendations

Building on past research, this study investigated the extent to which students
could accurately evaluate their English proficiency through self-assessment
measures.

One of the difficulties related to data analysis in correlational studies is the
heterogeneous results found in many of these studies, ranging from very low to
very high correlation coefficients, due to a large variety and quality of the in-
struments used, sample sizes or linguistic dimensions assessed which should al-
ways be taken into consideration before data analysis. In this study, significant
correlation with a high coefficient (r = 0.55, 0.68, 0.50, 0.58 and p = 0.000) was
found between the ratings from the self-assessment and the results of the Place-
ment test for each of the four language skills, namely Speaking, Listening, Read-
ing and Writing, which is in line with the findings of other self-assessment cor-
relational studies (Bachman & Palmer, 1989; Blanche & Merino, 1989; LeBlanc &
Painchaud, 1985; Oscarsson, 1989; Ross, 1998; Stefani, 1994; Wilson, 1999). In
these studies, the correlation coefficients range between r = 0.50 and 0.60, thus
answering the primary question posed by the present research.

We can therefore affirm that the self-assessments produced by students par-
ticipating in our study were accurate. One reason for this high correlation may
be the self-assessment tool used in the study, namely the CEFR descriptors.
Brantmeier et al. (2012) and Ross (1998) suggest that a high level of specificity
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improves the accuracy of self-assessment, as items expressed as “can do” (such as
those in the CEFR scale) are more accurate than other possible formats. Equally,
when the statements in the self-assessment are specific rather than generalised,
and the scale is absolute, the results tend to be more realistic (Ackerman et al.,
2002, cited in Sundstroem, 2005). This study provides further evidence of the re-
liability and accuracy of Can-Do descriptors in EFL self-assessment. Some of the
benefits associated with Can-do statements, as the CEFR (2001) scale, are that
they are positive, concrete, clear and brief.

Self-assessment is currently assuming a larger role in language teaching and
learning. The procedure involves students in judging their own learning, partic-
ularly their achievements and learning outcomes. Many have argued that teach-
ers should help students construct knowledge through active involvement in as-
sessing their own learning performance, and that students are empowered by
gaining ownership of their learning and life-long learning skills. Research on
language pedagogy especially recommends that teachers should provide oppor-
tunities for students to assess their language level so as to help them focus on
their own learning (Dickinson, 1987).

Furthermore, one of the implicit aims of higher education is to enable stu-
dents to become better judges of their own work. In other words, education has
the purpose to develop the capacity for students to make judgments about their
own work (Boud & Falchikov, 2007). Such self-evaluation is needed both to ena-
ble effective study, so that students can focus on the most important aspects of
their work they need to improve, and to build the skills that they will need in any
area of work following graduation. If the graduates are not able to make their
own judgements about the quality of their work or knowledge, they will be ill
equipped for most professional or even non-professional roles. The development
of the capacity to make self-judgements about performance tends to be an as-
sumed outcome of higher education. That is, it is taken to be part of any course
without the need for specific practice. This is possibly an act of faith, as it is
rarely evident in curricula through learning activities or assessment processes
(O’Donovan et al., 2008). In contrast to this, research on student self-assessment
has suggested that explicit opportunities need to be included for the skill of
self-assessing to be developed. We believe that building the capacity to make
judgments needs to be an overt part of any curriculum and one that needs to be
fostered (Boud & Falchikov, 2007).

If the above is the case then the following questions arise: How might such
capacity for judgement be encouraged? And, does engagement in making such
judgements over time improve capacity for doing so? If it is true that self-assessment
can have a place in placement procedures, many unanswered questions still re-
main. Further research is needed on self-rating of language ability in the four
skill areas. To best implement systematic self-assessment across a program of
study, students, instructors, and program directors need to understand the ap-

propriate purposes of self-assessment (for lower-stakes decision making); how to
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approach and implement self-assessment (with training); how to document,
store, and map self-assessment scores over time (to monitor achievement and
growth); and how to continuously improve upon the process through continued

research and sharing.
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