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Abstract: Online learning has placed the educational process not behind a screen but in front of a mirror 

that has challenged its face-to-face practices and has led to major changes not only as regards the design 

of the teaching materials, but also as regards the strategies employed in the assessment activities. Online 
environment has marked a shift within the educational process by establishing the need to focus more on 

a formative assessment, rather than on the summative one. As part of this continuous assessment the 

teacher has to provide effective and knowledge-yielding learning input, he/she needs to constantly guide 
the learners in the learning process, to identify methods to keep them motivated, to constantly provide 

feedback on their progress, to create opportunities for them to get involved, and finally, to turn them from 

passive recipients confined behind a screen into active creators of knowledge.  
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Online learning has challenged not only the design of the teaching materials, but also the 

strategies employed in the assessment activities. The somehow dehumanizing condition of being 

confined behind a screen without any face-to-face interaction has been a big challenge not only 

for the students but also for the teachers who had to rethink and adapt the teaching materials, the 

methods of interacting with their students and thus they had to identify ways of keeping a real 

contact with the learners. They had to get the students involved in the learning process, they had 

to create opportunities for their effective development and thus, by constantly guiding them 

along the right lines, they have managed to restore students’ motivation to continue the learning 

process and to be active participants in the entire process.  

The new learning medium made the teachers reconsider the amount of input materials 

that had to be watered down and adjusted to the online environment so as to be accessible and 

easily handled by the students. Thus, in order to keep the students focused and actively engaged 

in the learning process, the teachers had to give clear and very detailed instructions in order to 

prevent any misunderstandings that are inevitable in an online environment, which lacks the 

face-to-face feedback from the students. Also, the key word was flexibility, which did not mean 

lowering the standards, on the contrary, it meant bringing in more diversified teaching materials, 

more methods for processing the input materials, as well as more choices for assessing the 

results. This has marked the shift to a learner-centered educational process, which empowers the 

students and builds up learning autonomy that will benefit the learners not only while in school 

but also in the world of work.  

As regards assessment, the online environment has also marked a shift within the 

educational process by establishing the need to focus more on a formative assessment that not 

only meets the needs of the students but also keeps them continuously plugged in the learning 

process.  

According to Black et al. (2003), Harmer (2003), Garrison& Ehringhaus (2007), 

classroom assessment is divided into two categories: formative and summative. Formative 



assessment follows suit the instructional process and involves feedback from both teachers and 

students in the ongoing teaching and learning process. It is an invaluable tool for teachers who 

can tailor their teaching methods and techniques along the way and thus they can more 

efficiently support students’ learning needs. The students, at the same time, can gradually acquire 

knowledge and build up skills and competencies that require a certain time span that is matched 

by the length of time involved in formative assessment. Examples of formative assessment that 

can be used for ESP classes can include quizzes, essays, lab reports, diagnostic tests, project-

based assessment, case studies, mock trials, etc.  Summative assessment, on the other hand, is 

“given periodically to determine at a particular point in time what students know and do not 

know i.e. student learning relative to content standards “(Garrison& Ehringhaus, 2007:1). These 

types of assessment include entrance and final exams, end-of-module or semester exams.  

Online assessment has included both formative and summative assessment, yet given the 

conditions of online learning environment, many challenges have emerged, not only regarding 

the way these assessments have been designed but also as regards the share they have claimed as 

part of the entire assessment process. It has become more and more evident that formative 

assessment has become a favorite against the background of online learning mainly due to the 

inherent requirements of the online learning medium which heavily depends on maintaining a 

constant and close contact with the learners and on keeping them highly motivated in order to 

overcome the drawbacks of relying entirely on technology in the educational process. 

On the other hand, summative assessment, even though it has continued to match the 

formal requirements of measuring competence, it has lost some of its share in the overall 

assessment process as it has been overtaken by the formative assessment especially when 

building up students’ motivation has come into question.  

According to Dudley-Evans & St. John (1998:210) there are two main reasons for 

assessment: one reason is to provide feedback meant to aid learning and the other reason is to 

provide “a comparable measure of competence.” While the latter reason matches the profile of 

summative tests by being more formal and may involve public tests, regular assessments or 

testing with institutions, the former reason that aids learning provides reinforcement, builds up 

confidence, generates involvement, focuses on strengths rather than weaknesses and, finally, it 

turns students into independent learners through methods such as self- and peer- assessment.  

These outcomes match the ESP skills which the students need to demonstrate once they 

are actually involved in the ESP target situations. Moreover, these skills need time to develop 

and are gradually building up through continuous assessment which is more formative and also 

needs to be more flexible. During the Covid19 Pandemic, the context of online learning has 

required the need to focus more on a continuous assessment whose flexible and formative 

character better meets the needs of online learners. Thus, the students need to be empowered in 

order to be kept motivated and continue the learning process in an effective way and against the 

all odds of online learning. 

The teachers have realized that they have to identify ways to get the students more 

involved in the online learning process and one way of achieving this goal is also to move the 

focus on formative assessment. This has gradually happened as such and the students have got to 

have a say in what is to be assessed. They have been given the choice of adding resources to the 

lists assigned for projects, thus they have found themselves placed at the center of the 

educational process whose aim is to render empowered learners that are confident, involved, 

aware of their strengths, independent and autonomous.  



Tests, on the other hand, are more formal, they are performed under the supervision of the 

teacher; the students need to answer questions within a time limit and are not involved in the test 

grading. Traditionally, these tests are favored by educational institutions as they provide 

immediate feedback on course results. It is true that in the case of ESP courses these tests are 

efficient for consolidating newly acquired vocabulary or language functions, yet the learning 

process takes time for actually transferring the input information into practice and if an ESP 

course relies entirely on these type of tests, it will lack an essential component, that of creating 

interaction opportunities for learners that better match the requirements of the actual ESP target 

contexts.  

Continuous assessment provides for these opportunities as the students may be able to ask 

questions, discuss with their colleagues, may do research and use their own resources, may also 

be part in the process of setting tasks and be involved in the assessment process itself that is not 

meant to offer a comparable measure of competence but to build a learning community whose 

members do not focus on immediate and maybe futile results, but on building up long lasting 

skills and competencies such as interpersonal skills or independent learning skills through 

activities like peer- or self-assessment.  

Another advantage of continuous assessment is that it takes place over a period of time. 

The very fact that the learners can complete tasks without being under the pressure of a short 

time limit (for instance by completing tasks asynchronously and following their own rhythm) 

does not only lower the stress level, but also empowers them and makes them more responsible 

in the learning process and thus, they become more confident when using ESP in the actual 

target situations.  

According to Dudley Evans and St. John “in many ESP situations tests may be 

inappropriate: on a short intensive course the time is needed for input and practice; the real effect 

is likely to show itself some time after the course” (Dudley & St. John,1998:210). Therefore, 

continuous assessment proves to be more productive as it gradually builds up the ESP skills that 

the learners will have to demonstrate in the real ESP target situations, skills that cannot be 

measured within the time constraints specific to tests, but in time and within the actual situations 

that involve the use of specific terminology. Furthermore, the independent learning skills that the 

students are equipped with as a result of continuous assessment will also help them carry on the 

ESP learning process on the job and thus they can continue their training and match the job 

market demands for highly competitive employees. 

This continuous assessment does not mean that the teacher is a passive outsider waiting 

for an evaluation table to be handed in. On the contrary, the ESP teacher’s workload is even 

bigger as, apart from providing effective and knowledge-yielding learning input, he/she needs to 

constantly guide the learners in the learning process, to identify methods to keep them motivated, 

to constantly provide feedback on their progress, to create opportunities for them to “have some 

say in what the task will be” (Dudley &St. John, 1998:211) and thus, to turn them from passive 

recipients confined behind a screen into active creators of knowledge.  

Therefore, continuous assessment needs to involve both the ESP teacher and the ESP 

learners. The ESP teacher has to move beyond simply grading homework or other written 

assignments done in the class and he/ she can grade in-class activities such as tasks based on 

reading, listening, speaking activities or activities based on pair or group interactions. It is also 

important to give students more options from where to choose as this makes them assume an 

active role in the educational process. It is indeed more tiresome for the teachers to keep a record 

of the results of these activities that spread over several occasions, yet they are more relevant in 



terms of the progress that the students make, a development that needs to be qualitative and not 

just quantitative. Moreover, “continuous teacher assessment is important for the feedback that 

both teacher and learners receive” (Dudley &St. John, 1998:212). This feedback better 

supplements the need of an in-depth analysis of the input materials and their constant adjustment 

to the real needs of ESP learners.  

The ESP learners themselves have to play an active role in the assessment process and 

this can be done by means of peer and self- assessment. Dudley &St. John (p. 212) state that one 

important characteristic of these assessments is their consistency which can only be achieved 

over time and which ascribes them the characteristic of qualitative, rather than quantitative 

assessment methods. Lynch (1988) indicates that this form of evaluation “has a marked effect on 

the extent to which speakers take their audience into account” (p. 124). This prepares them for 

the authentic working conditions where they need to perform as active members of a team, able 

to identify strengths and weaknesses, able to make suggestions for improvement, able to adjust to 

the requirements imposed by the team work. What is more, this self- and peer assessment 

removes some of the burden from the teacher’s shoulders and it finally contributes to building up 

autonomous learning skills.  

Online learning has made more evident that while grades may be formally important, they 

“provide limited information and may mean little to a learner” (Dudley &St. John, 1998:212). At 

this point several questions arise: How do we assess our students? What are the best methods to 

assess them? What do we assess? or more importantly: Why do we assess them? Both summative 

and formative (continuous) assessment provide the necessary feedback on learning output, but 

the actual question we need to answer regards the share we allocate to each of these in the 

assessment process as a whole. Online learning has brought in another perspective and has made 

it clear that a bigger share needs to be allocated to the formative assessment, hence a change 

needs to be made not only in the percentages that add up for the final mark, but also in the 

organization of the input materials, of the teaching methods and techniques that need to revolve 

around the students’ learning needs.  

Needs Analysis is actually a pre-requisite of any ESP course and it has to be considered 

when choosing and designing the assessment activities employed in any ESP course. The Needs 

Analysis in the case of ESP starts from real working situations as they can provide the actual 

language skills required in the specific working context. This Needs Analysis highlights once 

again the fact that ticking boxes in a questionnaire does not necessarily match the real working 

situations. Identifying the most common tasks employees need to perform in their everyday 

work-life is more relevant and the ESP course needs to reflect these activities that occur in the 

original workplace contexts. Once again it is obvious that continuous assessment better matches 

the requirements imposed by the results of ESP Needs Analysis as these tasks can be replicated 

and assessed over a period of time, not just in one block of time that is specific to single tests.  

One meeting point of summative assessment and continuous assessment is their 

usefulness. According to many researchers (Henning, 1987; Alderson et al, 1995; Bachman and 

Palmer, 1996; Jordan,1997; Dudley Evans and St. John, 1998; McNamara& Roever, 2006; van 

der Walt& Steyn, 2008; Sierocka, 2014), usefulness is an essential element of assessment and it 

is determined by six specific qualities: reliability, validity, authenticity, inter-activeness, impact 

and practicability. Although these qualities are equally important, according to Weigle (2002:48) 

there should be determined “an appropriate balance among the qualities for the specific 

situation.” Such a specific situation has been created by online learning which has made evident 



that maximizing all these qualities would not fit the new teaching and learning medium and their 

adjustment to the new situation would be more appropriate.  

Thus, focus in the continuous assessment is more on authenticity, inter-activeness and 

impact. Authenticity because this makes the connection between the assessed task and the target 

language; inter-activeness because this builds up the interpersonal skills that the ESP users need 

to demonstrate in their future careers; and impact, because assessment needs to aid learning and 

impact provides the necessary feedback that influences the teaching and learning process. 

According to Bachman & Palmer (1996) impact is manifested both on the micro and macro 

level. At the micro level it impacts the learners, at the macro level, the educational system and 

the society. This is related to what Dudley Evans & St. John called backwash/ washback effect, 

which brings into question one practice that can be harming to ESP courses. Thus, relying only 

on multiple-choice questions can be time-consuming and not very productive in terms of 

developing analytical and critical thinking skills. Thus, an ESP course with very good input 

materials can be ruined if it is not supplemented by appropriate formative assessment tasks that 

meet learners’ needs and enhance the learning process.  

It is equally true that continuous/formative assessment cannot cover every type of task 

that may occur in an authentic work context, yet it can cover the most common ones such as 

taking notes at a meeting in order to write a report, communicating with clients or colleagues 

over the phone, reporting back to other colleagues, analyzing case-studies and writing briefs, 

etc., and it can predict how the learners might perform similar tasks in their job. However, what 

is more important, is that continuous assessment is focused on its formative character that leaves 

the learners equipped with methods and techniques of learning that render them as autonomous 

learners, ready to carry on the learning process also in the real ESP target contexts.  

To conclude, we can say that online learning has had a great impact on ESP assessment 

as many of the methods and techniques used in the face-to-face education could simply not be 

accommodated in the new learning environment. The major shift recorded in the assessment 

process has been moving the limelight on the continuous/ formative assessment of the students 

that have benefited this way from a learner-centered approach where the learners not only engage 

with the instructor, content and other learners, but they also take ownership of the content and 

decide how it will be useful or relevant to them. This way learning becomes meaningful to the 

students and they take responsibility of their active role in the educational process.  
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