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The Impact of Alternative Assessment on 
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Abstract: Language learning and teaching are no longer aimed only at developing learners’ linguistic 
skills and enhancing their communicative competence. Nowadays, in order to promote language 
learning as a life-long process, there is a growing emphasis in language classroom on non-linguistic 
aspects, such as motivation or learner autonomy. The latter can be fostered in the classroom by means 
of diverse teaching procedures, such as formative assessment or performance assessment. The aim 
of the research presented in the article was to investigate whether and to what extent the assessment 
method applied affects one aspect of learner autonomy — namely, learners’ ability to select, apply 
and use relevant learning resources. The research was conducted in a lower secondary school, i.e. an 
educational environment rarely given attention in second language research studies. The study was 
based on mixed-methods research, comprising both quantitative and qualitative data elicitation tools, 
such as a questionnaire, monthly classroom observations and interviews with the learners. The results 
show that the assessment methods implemented failed to develop adolescent learners’ ability to use 
learning resources effectively. The applied methodology helped to obtain a comprehensive picture 
of the impact exerted by language assessment on the dependent variable and to analyse the results 
from a number of perspectives. 

1. Introduction

Learning to learn, self-assessment and the development of self-refl ective skills 
have become vital components of modern language education throughout Europe. 
A detailed description of general and communicative language competence pro-
vided by the Common European Framework of Reference (CEFR — Council of 
Europe 2001) aims to highlight the necessity to focus on both linguistic and non-
linguistic elements of language teaching in the classroom. The recent national 
core curriculum for language education in Poland adopts this new stance, and 
emphasises educational objectives encompassing the need to develop non-linguis-
tic skills to help learners engage in self-directed learning along with language 
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profi ciency and communicative competence. If language learning is to become 
a life-long process, and learners are to continue their education in non-institutional 
settings as well, every attempt needs to be made to foster learner autonomy and 
to instil in learners a sense of responsibility for their own learning. As Benson 
(2001) indicates, learner autonomy can be interpreted as control over the learning 
process, which involves control over learning management, cognitive processes 
and learning content. This last component includes the learner’s ability to establish 
learning goals as well as to select appropriate methods, techniques and resources 
to accomplish these objectives. Learner autonomy can be promoted in the class-
room by implementing purpose-designed classroom instruction and appropriate 
pedagogical tools, such as formative assessment and performance assessment. This 
article aims to investigate whether the introduction of different types of alternative 
assessment, such as portfolio, project, observation and peer assessment, has any 
effect on lower secondary school learners’ ability to select, evaluate and use diverse 
learning resources. The analysis is based on a year-long empirical study involving 
both qualitative and quantitative research instruments, such as a questionnaire, 
monthly classroom observation and interviews with learners. 

2. Learner autonomy in the language classroom 

The CEFR emphasises that in order to participate and succeed in a communicative 
event, a language user needs to possess both communicative language competence 
and a set of general competencies resulting from diverse experiences, not neces-
sarily connected with language learning. Apart from communicative language 
competence, comprising linguistic, sociolinguistic and pragmatic components, 
successful communication in a foreign language depends on the level of general 
competencies, which encompass declarative knowledge, skills and know-how, 
existential competence and the ability to learn. This last element “enable[s] the 
learner to deal more effectively and independently with new language learning 
challenges, to see what options exist and to make better use of opportunities” 
(Council of Europe 2001: 106), and consists of learners’ study skills and heuristic 
skills, as well as their responsibility for their own learning. Study skills include, 
among other things, learners’ ability to take advantage of learning opportunities; 
awareness of their own strengths and weaknesses; effective use of learning strat-
egies; the ability to set their own learning goals and fi nd ways of implementing 
them; collaborative skills and, fi nally, the ability to fi nd, evaluate and use diverse 
learning materials and resources compatible with the learners’ own learning style 
in independent learning. This description shows that the ability to learn, as defi ned 
by the CEFR, can be interpreted as an element of learner autonomy, which, as 
Little (1991) notes, constitutes a much broader notion pertaining to taking control 
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not only of self-management, but also of the learner’s own cognitive processes 
responsible for the effective organisation of learning. 

In an attempt to account for the complex nature of learner autonomy, Benson 
(2001) interprets it as three interdependent levels of control: control over learning 
management, cognitive process and learning content. Control over learning man-
agement involves the learner’s decisions concerning planning, implementation and 
evaluation of the learning process. Autonomous learners are capable of construing 
their own learning system and employing learning strategies that help them to suc-
ceed in subsequent stages of learning. Control over cognitive processes involves 
the learner’s mental involvement in the learning process. A learner needs to be 
able to refl ect on all stages of learning and to be ready to introduce any necessary 
modifi cations to enhance the effectiveness of their education. Finally, control over 
learning content is based on the learner’s ability to establish learning goals as well 
as to select appropriate materials, methods and techniques to accomplish these 
objectives. This type of control is subject to social interaction and negotiations 
with teachers or peers concerning goal-setting and depends on whether the learn-
ing environment enables the learners to exercise freedom of independent choice 
(Benson 2001). 

Little (2003) stresses that although autonomy cannot be taught directly, ap-
propriately selected classroom procedures can enhance the emergence of diverse 
self-directed behaviours. The success of autonomy training largely depends on both 
the teacher’s and learner’s cooperation and willingness to renounce their tradition-
ally ascribed roles. The transfer of power and responsibility for learning from the 
teacher to the learner, which is necessary for autonomous learning to take place, 
requires a new approach to teaching. The teachers’ task is to raise the learners’ 
awareness of the learning process by presenting a wide array of learning strat-
egies, materials and resources. The learners, on the other hand, need to accept this 
responsibility and take control of different dimensions of their learning. 

Autonomy training can be facilitated in the classroom by purpose-designed 
classroom instruction and implementation of appropriate pedagogical procedures. 
Assessment is an important element in fostering autonomy, provided that it be-
comes an integral part of teaching practice and is viewed as a prospective tool in 
the classroom and not only a retrospective one (Dam and Legenhausen 1999). In 
recent years, a shift from the culture of testing to the culture of assessment can be 
observed in language classrooms, as teachers tend to apply a wide range of assess-
ment procedures, ranging from standard tests to more communicative tasks, such as 
a project or an interview (Fox 2008). Traditional tests tend to focus on highly theor-
etical knowledge, whereas unconventional assessment methods deal with commu-
nicative language competence, comprising not only grammatical but also strategic, 
discoursal and sociolinguistic elements (Birenbaum and Dochy 1996). Authen-
tic forms of assessment promote self-refl ection on the learning process, enable 
L2 learners to recognise their own strengths and weaknesses, and emphasise the 
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process of learning, as opposed to solely the product. Consequently, the paper-and-
pencil tests commonly applied in language education can be supplemented with 
meaningful, authentic and communicative assessment tasks, smoothly incorporated 
into ongoing classroom practice. Many of the elicitation tasks can be conducted in 
cooperation with peers, which improves collaborative skills and develops a sense 
of responsibility for one’s own work. The learners become active participants in 
the assessment process, sharing responsibility in the classroom, refl ecting on their 
own learning and assessment, and collaborating with the teacher and their peers. As 
alternative methods aim at developing motivated and self-regulated learners, cap-
able of taking more responsibility for their own learning, they are claimed to have 
a positive impact on the development of autonomy (Fox 2008; Shohamy 1995). 

Alternative assessment emphasises different areas of language competence 
from those found in traditional tests. Learners are not asked to merely reproduce 
declarative knowledge and engage in receptive tasks, but are encouraged to use 
their resources creatively and effectively in meaningful activities. The practical 
application of multiple skills in task completion involves higher-level thinking, 
i.e. problem-solving, decision making, analysing, interpreting as well as develop-
ing a critical approach to learning resources. For this reason, it seems important 
to determine whether the application of diverse methods of assessment affects 
one particular aspect of learner autonomy — namely adolescent learners’ ability 
to select, evaluate and apply relevant learning resources. 

The subjects of this study, i.e. lower secondary school students (aged 13–15), 
are undergoing rapid emotional and physiological changes. Being aware of their 
own needs and capable of independent thinking, they are ready to become con-
scious participants in their education. Although developing autonomy at this age 
is diffi cult and requires teachers to adjust their teaching to the learners’ cognitive 
needs, it can serve as a motivational factor and facilitate the learners’ personal and 
social development. Moreover, it seems important to investigate language learn-
ing at this level of education as there is a shortage of research concerning this age 
group (Jarząbek 2008). 

3. Research design

The core curricula for language learning implemented in Poland after the reform 
of the education system in 1999 have emphasised the importance of both linguistic 
and non-linguistic components of language learning. Consequently, developing 
learners’ ability to cooperate with others, use learning strategies, engage in self-
assessment and to search and implement a variety of resources has become an in-
dispensable element of language education. Additionally, the new core curriculum 
introduced in 2009 advocates the use of different assessment and self-assessment 
methods, such as portfolio assessment or project work. The document also stresses 
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the need to develop the ability to use diverse learning resources, such as diction-
aries or information and communication technology. In the light of these curricular 
objectives, the research project reported in this paper aimed to determine whether 
the implementation of alternative methods of assessment (portfolio, project, obser-
vation and peer assessment) affects adolescent learners’ ability to select, evaluate 
and use diverse learning resources. Different assessment methods were introduced 
in hopes that this would enable the researcher to establish which type of assess-
ment has the most infl uence on the use of resources in this age group. Three re-
search instruments were employed with the aim of collecting data concerning the 
types of resources used both in the classroom and self-study situations, as well as 
the frequency with which such additional resources were utilised. Additionally, the 
researcher intended to identify the agents and factors affecting the choice and 
the variety of additional resources used by the subjects in the language learning 
process. The subjects were also asked to express their attitudes toward the language 
course book used at school. 

3.1. Sample selection 

The school in which the quasi-experiment was conducted is located in a town 
with fewer than 20,000 inhabitants and is the only school of this type in the area. 
The school is non-selective — i.e. it is open for all students from the town and the 
adjoining villages; as a result, the learners come from different social settings and 
the school environment is very heterogeneous. At the time of the research, English 
was the only foreign language taught in the school, with three hours of lessons 
weekly in all grades. 

A total of 116 fi rst- and second-year learners took part in the experiment. 
The third-year students were eliminated because the results could be distorted 
by the washback effect that was likely to occur as a consequence of preparation 
for the external examination in a foreign language at the end of the fi nal year of 
lower secondary school. Moreover, there are signifi cant maturational differences, 
both affective and cognitive, between the youngest and oldest learners at this stage 
of education. The fi rst- and second-year learners represented the elementary and 
pre-intermediate levels of language competence, respectively. All the groups used 
the same course book series at the appropriate level and were subjected to identical 
assessment procedures agreed on by all the English teachers at the school. 

3.2. The research instruments 

In order to accomplish the research objectives, a quasi-experiment involving 
mixed-methods research was carried out. The use of both qualitative and quantita-
tive research instruments in one study ensures the validity of the research results 
and helps to overcome weaknesses and biases that may arise when only one method 
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is applied (Dörnyei 2007; Olsen 2004). The research was predominantly longitu-
dinal, as it aimed to gain insight into the process of developing learners’ ability 
to select and implement relevant resources over a period of one year. 

Three research instruments were used in order to collect the data: question-
naires, monthly classroom observation and interviews with the subjects. Pre- and 
post-questionnaires were implemented at the beginning and end of the school year 
with the intention of observing the development of learner autonomy with regard 
to the following aspects of this construct: the selection and implementation of 
relevant resources, collaboration with peers, the ability to establish learning aims 
and objectives, engagement in outside classroom learning, the learners’ ability 
to evaluate their own learning process, the implementation of appropriate learning 
strategies and the learners’ attitudes toward teachers and their role in education. 
The questionnaire was based on descriptions of autonomous behaviours presented 
by Dickinson (1992), Legutke and Thomas (1991), Boud (1988), Sheerin (1997), 
Breen and Mann (1997) as well as a number of existing questionnaires used in pre-
vious studies (Michońska-Stadnik 2000; Pawlak 2004; Skrzypek 2004). Although 
the questionnaires also dealt with other aspects of autonomy, for the purposes of 
this article, only the subscale pertaining to learners’ use of learning resources will 
be analysed in detail. The answers to the questionnaire items were graded accord-
ing to a Likert-type scale in which 1 indicated ‘strongly disagree’ and 5 ‘strongly 
agree.’ The means of the results obtained were further analysed according to a scale 
developed for the purposes of this research: 

— mean above 4.21: very high level of autonomy,
— mean 3.41–4.2: high level of autonomy, 
— mean 2.61–3.4: moderate level of autonomy, 
— mean 1.81–2.6: low level of autonomy, 
— mean below 1.8: very low level of autonomy. 
The quantitative data was further subjected to statistical analysis: a dependent 

t-test was computed for the subscale referring to the use of resources as well as 
for individual questionnaire items within this subscale to investigate whether the 
differences between the results obtained in the pre- and post-questionnaires are 
statistically signifi cant and can therefore be attributed to the experimental treatment 
the subjects were exposed to. The statistical calculations were conducted using 
SPSS 14.0 software.

In order to supplement the statistical analysis with qualitative data, once 
a month the researcher conducted observations of lessons in all the investigated 
groups. The observations involved a variety of classroom situations: language 
instruction, practice, production and assessment-related procedures. The observa-
tion of the assessment process aimed at scrutinising such procedures as setting 
assessment standards and criteria, carrying out tasks to be assessed, discussing the 
results of tests or other assessed exercises. Moreover, the researcher had a chance 
to observe ongoing classroom activities and classroom interaction. The observation 
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notes were made according to a purpose-designed observation sheet that corre-
sponded with the questionnaire. 

Additionally, towards the end of the experiment, randomly selected subjects 
from all the groups were interviewed with the intention of obtaining more insight 
regarding the variety of resources used by the subjects in and out of the classroom. 
The data elicitation tool applied here can be referred to as a semi-structured inter-
view, as it allowed the researcher to obtain answers to the questions included on 
the interview sheet as well as to ask for clarifi cation or more detailed information. 

3.3. The research procedure 

The subjects were divided into four experimental groups and one control group. 
Apart from being assessed on the basis of the assessment procedures and cri-
teria used by all the English teachers in the school, throughout the duration of the 
research the subjects in each experimental group were additionally involved in 
one alternative assessment method (a project, portfolio, peer assessment or obser-
vation). The control group was not subjected to any additional assessment. This 
intervention in the routine assessment procedure was conducted with the aim of 
observing the emergence of changes in the learners’ ability to use diverse learning 
resources.

Because neither project, portfolio, peer-assessment nor formal observation had 
been used in this school prior to the experiment, the teachers who agreed to take part 
in the research were fi rst provided with relevant literature on language assessment 
and then given training sessions about different types of language assessment, forms 
of feedback and practical aspects of implementing various assessment methods 
in the classroom. Moreover, throughout the experiment, the researcher offered the 
teachers ongoing guidance on the format and the content of assessment as well as 
a wide array of assessment-related resources and ideas that would be benefi cial at 
different stages of classroom practice. The researcher did not participate directly 
in the instruction process. 

3.4. The research fi ndings 

This section is devoted to presenting the results of the research. First, the results of 
the pre- and post-questionnaires on the use of additional resources are presented, 
along with the relevant statistical calculations. The second subsection focuses on 
the data collected on the basis of the qualitative tools, i.e. monthly classroom ob-
servations and interviews with the subjects. 

3.4.1. Quantitative research 

The quantitative analysis of the questionnaire results aimed to determine whether 
the differences in scores obtained before and after the experiment were statistically 
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signifi cant and could therefore be attributed to the applied experimental treatment. 
Figure 1 illustrates the mean results obtained by the research groups in the subscale 
dealing with the use of learning resources before and after the experiment. All 
the research groups apart from Group 4 showed an increase in the mean values in 
this subscale; in Group 4, a decrease was observed. However, the calculation of 
dependent t-tests for each research group revealed that the difference in mean re-
sults before and after the experiment was statistically signifi cant only in Group 1.1 
Additionally, this group reported statistically signifi cant differences in the re-
sults for questionnaire item 2 (tobs=-2.658; p=0.013), which shows that learners 
wanted to have a bigger say in the choice of course book, and item 30 (tobs=-2.114; 
p=0.044), which indicates increased use of learning resources in solving language 
problems at the end of the experiment. These results indicate that portfolio assess-
ment exerts a positive impact on learners’ ability to select and implement relevant 
learning resources. No other statistically signifi cant differences were observed in 
the remaining groups.

According to the scale applied for the purposes of this research, the total scores 
for the investigated subscale both before and after the experiment indicate that the 
subjects’ ability to select and implement relevant resources could be described as 
moderate. It should be indicated here that the results for this subscale are relatively 
lower in comparison with the subscales referring to the learners’ ability to col-
laborate with peers, learning strategy use and attitudes toward teachers and their 
roles in education. 

1 With dt=26, alpha decision level set at α = 0.05 and tcrit = 2.056, tobs = 2.541 (p = 0.017).
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Fig. 1. Mean results obtained before and after the experiment on the subscale regarding the ability 
to select and implement relevant sources

anglica.indd   258anglica.indd   258 2012-09-27   11:36:542012-09-27   11:36:54

Anglica Wratislaviensia 50, 2012
© for this edition by CNS



259 The Impact of Alternative Assessment

3.4.2. Qualitative research

Classroom observation
In most cases, the monthly observations failed to reveal any considerable 

differences in the use of additional resources in the course of the experiment. It 
appeared that in all the observed classrooms the learners were required to pos-
sess only the obligatory learning resources, i.e. the course book, workbook and 
notebook, and the teachers did not encourage learners to use any additional learning 
resources or create their own materials. Although the learners seemed to be well 
acquainted with the structure of the obligatory resources and frequently referred 
to the picture dictionary without the teacher’s guidance, the grammar and self-study 
sections of the course book were entirely neglected. The assigned homework tasks 
were based wholly on the course book or workbook and did not necessitate the use 
of additional resources. Moreover, the possibility of enriching the learning process 
with extra materials was not discussed with the learners during the experiment, 
except for a few situations when the teachers briefl y suggested different sources 
necessary to prepare tasks that were assigned as part of a new assessment method 
implemented in the experiment, for instance project or peer assessment. 

In the group subjected to portfolio assessment the only additional learning 
tool was the learners’ portfolio containing obligatory tasks assigned by the teacher 
along with various additional materials prepared by the subjects of their own voli-
tion. Both the additional and the obligatory elements of the portfolios exceeded 
the content of the course book and compelled the learners to look for information 
elsewhere, e.g. on the Internet, in encyclopaedias or dictionaries. It is important 
to emphasise that a small percentage of learners failed to submit their portfolios on 
the appointed date, while a few subjects ignored the new assessment method and 
did not have portfolios at all. 

Apart from the obligatory course book and workbook, the learners in Group 2 
had easy access to bilingual dictionaries that were always displayed on the teacher’s 
desk. Despite being frequently encouraged to look words up in the dictionaries, the 
learners used them unwillingly and preferred to ask the teacher for help. The only 
situation in which the subjects exhibited the use of additional resources occurred 
when they were asked to prepare a project — they looked for visual materials and 
some factual information on the Internet, in encyclopaedias or glossy magazines. 
The extent and the quality of the selected materials varied: some learners clearly 
used a wide range of content-rich sources to prepare their projects, while others 
limited their work to searching for some visual materials to illustrate their work. 
Additionally, in some cases the subjects’ collaborative skills turned out to be rather 
ineffective, as some of them failed to contribute to the fi nal product of pair or group 
work and did not bring the resources necessary to complete the task to school.  

The only time when the subjects in Group 3 were observed to refer to sources 
other than the obligatory books were two tasks in which they were to prepare 
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a poster about a music group or a map of Great Britain to be peer-assessed in 
the classroom. When asked by the teacher about the sources of data, the learners 
reported that they used the Internet to fi nd relevant information for these tasks. 

Neither the teacher nor the learners in Group 4 (the group exposed to for-
mal observation) used additional materials in the classroom; the same was true of 
Group 5 (the control group). An interesting observation, however, was made on one 
occasion in the control group. One of a few exercises assigned as homework neces-
sitated the use of an encyclopaedia or the Internet to look for specifi c factual data. 
Interestingly, although the learners did the remaining exercises, not a single subject 
attempted to do the task forcing them to refer to additional sources of information. 
Still, instead of encouraging the learners to do this activity once again, the teacher 
provided correct solutions to the task. 

Semi-structured interviews
The semi-structured interviews conducted with the subjects at the end of the 

study aimed at providing an overview of the interviewees’ use of and approaches 
to the learning resources utilised in language education. The subjects’ responses 
concerning the use of resources in the classroom confi rmed the data collected 
by means of monthly observations — apart from the obligatory course book and 
workbook, at school the learners used bilingual dictionaries; however, this occurred 
only rarely. More frequent use of dictionaries was reported in Group 2 — the 
dictionaries were placed on the teacher’s desk and the learners were encouraged 
to use them on a regular basis. Additionally, in the groups with portfolio and project 
assessment, one or two lessons were conducted in a computer lab and aimed at 
presenting the content of a CD-ROM that accompanied the course book. Before 
their regular achievement tests, the learners in Group 3 were given handouts with 
additional materials, containing mainly revision exercises prepared by the teacher. 
No other resources outside of the course book were used in the classroom by the 
learners or the teacher. 

When asked about their self-study, apart from bilingual dictionaries used both 
in a traditional and an online form, the subjects in all the groups also mentioned 
other resources: grammar reference books (containing only theoretical explana-
tions) and other course books (e.g. those used in primary school, by other family 
members or in the course of private tuition). Among the less regularly used re-
sources the interviewees mentioned CDs for English learners given away by news-
papers and Repetytorium Gimnazjalne (a book of revision exercises for students 
preparing for the external exams at the end of the third year). A small number 
of subjects reported using the Internet: consulting online versions of diction-
aries, looking for grammar exercises, searching for song lyrics and translations of 
them. Some individual learners also mentioned creative techniques such as run-
ning a computer spell checker on their work to verify their spelling or consulting 
Wikipedia pages in both Polish and English with the aim of fi nding equivalent 
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foreign-language words or phrases. Very few learners stated that they used the 
CD-ROM provided with the course book in the revision process or in practising 
listening skills. None of the respondents used the companion website containing 
supplementary materials to their course book. One alarming tendency was observed 
in almost all the groups: a few learners resorted to online translation tools to pre-
pare written tasks and to translate texts aiming to elicit reading comprehension. 
Moreover, when a written exercise was assigned, one learner confessed to seeking 
ready texts uploaded on the Internet.

Most of the learners referred to additional materials before a test or when they 
encountered problems at school, e.g. when they had to make up for an absence, 
do their homework or prepare additional tasks. Apart from these school-related 
activities, some learners reported that they used diverse materials because they 
wanted to improve their own language competence or because they liked the sub-
ject. Some learners browsed through old course books or surfed websites in Eng-
lish when they were bored. Only one learner who frequently used materials from 
a distance learning course explicitly stated that she got involved in outside-school 
learning to overcome overall problems with the language, improve listening com-
prehension skills and enhance her ability to communicate.

In selecting supplementary resources the learners relied on their own judge-
ment or, if they attended additional classes, asked their private tutor for help. Some 
respondents said that their parents or other members of their family served as 
sources of information about learning resources. Except for incidental situations, 
the learners did not ask the school teacher for help in fi nding additional learning 
aids, and only a few of them recalled their teachers occasionally making sugges-
tions concerning materials necessary for preparing a project or tasks to be placed 
in their portfolios. 

When asked to evaluate their school course book, the subjects in all groups 
generally praised it for interesting topics, diversity of information, colourful lay-
out, clear instructions and detailed presentations of grammar structures. The most 
frequently mentioned drawbacks pointed out by a small number of learners were 
the diffi cult exercises and the lack of instructions in Polish. Despite the problems 
they perceived, only three respondents wished to fi nd a new course book, but only 
one person was able to suggest a specifi c title of an alternative book. 

3.5. Discussion of the results 

Let us now interpret the results obtained by means of all the research instruments. 
As mentioned earlier, the mean values in the autonomy questionnaire administered 
before and after the experiment increased in all the research groups except for 
Group 4, but the results of the dependent t-tests for each research group revealed 
that the difference was statistically signifi cant only in the group subjected to port-
folio assessment. The positive impact of portfolio assessment might result from the 

anglica.indd   261anglica.indd   261 2012-09-27   11:36:542012-09-27   11:36:54

Anglica Wratislaviensia 50, 2012
© for this edition by CNS



262 Anna Czura

fact that the subjects had to make a variety of independent decisions concerning the 
execution of both the obligatory and supplementary items included in the portfolio, 
whereas in the other assessment methods all the tasks as well as the materials used 
were imposed by the teacher. As almost all the portfolio assignments required input 
beyond the material discussed in the course book, the learners were compelled 
to look for information in other sources in order to complete the tasks.

Both the monthly observation and interviews indicated that the main learning 
resource learners relied on both in the classroom and in self-study was the course 
book. Although bilingual dictionaries were the second most frequently mentioned 
resource used by the learners, no instruction on how to use this aid effi ciently was 
provided throughout the experiment. The tasks selected for the purposes of the 
classroom practice and homework were in most cases taken from the course book 
or workbook and the completion of such exercises did not require the learners 
to use any additional materials. The incident described earlier when the learn-
ers in the control group failed to complete a homework task requiring them to look 
in outside sources for some specifi c facts indicated their incompetence in looking 
for relevant information in other sources and the tendency to desert a task when 
a problem arises. The teacher’s response to this situation did not promote the de-
velopment of autonomous behaviour, but rather consolidated his position as an 
authority and the only source of information in the classroom.

The teacher’s dominant position in the classroom was confi rmed by the learn-
ers in the questionnaires. Both before and after the experiment, the responses 
to item 5 (“It is the teacher who should tell me what exercises to do and what books 
to use”) indicated that the subjects considered school teachers to be responsible for 
the selection of materials and the choice of exercises; but in practice they hardly 
ever consulted their teachers about learning resources. It appears that learners chose 
materials on their own, and only a few subjects mentioned their parents or private 
tutors as sources of knowledge about diverse learning tools. 

The interviews showed that the learners used a wide variety of sources at 
home, which were employed mainly for school-related purposes: when the learn-
ers had to do their homework, revise before a test or when a language problem 
occurred. Interestingly, some learners referred to additional resources in English 
because they liked the language or when they were bored, which indicates a posi-
tive attitude towards the subject. The resources enumerated by the learners show 
that they made a conscious effort to fi nd different means that would help them 
to solve language problems. Still, the variety of materials used implied that they 
were mainly interested in developing language accuracy, while communicative 
skills were largely neglected. For instance, using grammar reference books de-
void of practical exercises is hardly likely to help learners use a given structure 
in a meaningful context or enhance their communicative competence. Although 
the Internet was recognised as an important learning resource, its use was limited 
to accuracy-oriented tasks and none of the learners used it as a source of authentic 
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audio or visual materials. Moreover, the respondents seemed to be unaware of 
the richness of websites devoted to language learning or the possibility of online 
communication with other L2 users around the world. Such limited use of learn-
ing resources and a lack of knowledge of numerous available options was also 
observed among upper secondary school learners (Pawlak 2008). Moreover, the 
use of additional resources was incidental and did not constitute a coherent plan 
aiming at achieving a signifi cant language gain. Therefore, it seems reasonable 
to suggest that the use of such resources would be more effi cient on the condition 
that the learners were given incentive or guidance on how to plan their individual 
learning. Finally, an alarming tendency was reported in a few groups: namely 
the learners often translated reading comprehension or written tasks using online 
translating tools. It may indicate that these learners misjudged the usefulness of 
some resources, and that they were not aware of the nature and the quality of such 
translations. 

The research revealed that the learners tended to utilise more additional ma-
terials and resources when they were involved in alternative forms of assessment, 
e.g. when they were requested to prepare a project, portfolio or (less often) a task 
to be peer-assessed. The process of preparing a project or an exercise subsequently 
subjected to peer assessment necessitated the use of visual materials, such as pic-
tures or maps, as well as some factual information. In order to complete additional 
tasks, the subjects were forced to use resources not commonly employed in their 
classrooms, e.g. the Internet or encyclopaedias. Still, it was not observed that the 
ability to select and implement resources, so evident in carrying out a task for as-
sessment, was also applied in other areas of language learning, either in the class-
room or in self-study situations. Consequently, as indicated also by the quantitative 
data (apart from the group subjected to portfolio assessment), the application of 
diverse assessment methods failed to change the learners’ attitudes toward and use 
of additional resources in language education.

4. Conclusions

The research presented in this article aimed to determine whether the application 
of diverse assessment methods would enhance lower secondary school learners’ 
ability to select and use different learning resources. The results of the year-long 
experiment suggest that the alternative methods of assessment applied do not af-
fect the way lower secondary school learners approach learning resources. The 
statistical analysis revealed that the ability to select and use resources increased 
in the group subjected to portfolio assessment; still, the qualitative data does not 
fully support this claim. Although the subjects in this group had to select and utilise 
diverse materials in order to prepare their portfolio entries, they failed to use ad-
ditional resources in other tasks. It can therefore be assumed that the subjects’ use 
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of extra materials was task-specifi c and limited to exercises involving alternative 
assessment methods. It appears that the application of an alternative assessment 
method does not suffi ce to encourage L2 learners to use learning resources in 
a self-directed and effi cient way. Alternative assessment methods such as project 
assessment, portfolio assessment or peer assessment involved using additional ma-
terials; the teachers, however, did not encourage the use of additional materials in 
other classroom activities. 

It must be emphasised that the language classrooms observed in the study 
were principally teacher-centred, and learners were viewed as passive recipients 
of knowledge. The teacher, as the central person in the classroom, was considered 
to be responsible for all elements of language teaching, i.e. instructional planning, 
administration, evaluation and feedback. Consequently, most learners believed that 
it is the teacher that should provide all the materials and resources. The study high-
lights a pressing need to plan comprehensive strategy training in L2 learning that 
would consistently develop learners’ ability to select diverse materials and would 
help them both in the classroom and self-study learning. The ability to select and 
use learning resources effi ciently should be developed as an element of extensive 
autonomy training starting from raising learners’ awareness of their learning pro-
cess and the effectiveness of the strategies and learning resources they use. Such 
a self-refl ective stance would eventually enable language learners to apply learning 
aids adjusted to their actual language problems and transfer newly acquired skills 
to other areas of education as well. 
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