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Keynote Lecture

Connecting Writing Assessments to Teaching and
Learning: Distinguishing Alternative Purposes
Dr. Alister Cumming (University of Toronto)

Abstract Four conceptually-distinct options exist for relating
assessments of writing to teaching and learning in programs
of language education, each fulfilling different but interrelated
purposes. Assessment purposes may either be normative,
diagnostic, formative, or summative. Eight conventional
assessment practices that realize these options are: (a)
proficiency tests and curriculum standards, each based on
- different kinds of normative principles and data, (b) diagnostic
and dynamic assessments focused on individual learners and
their learning potential within a specific educational context,
(c) responding to students’ written drafts for formative
purposes of informing their writing improvement, and (d)
grades or local tests of summative achievements in a
particular course. | argue that alternative options and
Intersecting relationships exist for connecting assessment,
teaching, and learning, which can lead to mixing and confusions of purpose,
conceptualization, and responsibility. | try to clarify these options and relationships by
examining the premises, issues, and challenges associated with each of them.

Biography Alister Cumming is professor emeritus in the Centre for Educational Research on
Language and Literacies (CERLL, formerly the Modern Language Centre) at the Ontario
Institute for Studies in Education, University of Toronto, where he has been employed since
1991 following briefer periods at the University of British Columbia, McGill University,
Carleton University, and Concordia University. For 2014 to 2017 Alister was also a
Changjiang Scholar in the National Research Centre for Foreign Language Education at
Beijing Foreign Studies University. His research and teaching focus on writing in second
languages, language assessment, language program evaluation and policies, and research
methods. Alister’ s recent books are Agendas for Language Learning Research (with
Lourdes Ortega and Nick Ellis, Wiley-Blackwell, 2013), Adolescent Literacies in a
Multicultural Context (Routledge, 2012), A Synthesis of Research on Second Language
Writing in English (with Ilona Leki and Tony Silva, Routledge, 2008), and Goals for Academic
Writing (John Benjamins, 2006). Alister’ s full CV appears on his university home page:
http://www.oise.utoronto.ca/ctl/Faculty_Staff/Faculty_Profiles/ 1213 /Alister_Cumming.html
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Abstract The aim of the workshop is to let our imagination roam free and to playfully
create engaging classroom activities through the minds of great thinkers. | begin the
workshop by presenting several flaws and ideals in education which were identified by
famous thinkers, past and present. Subsequently, | provide an exemplar from one of my
lessons in which | teach English speaking and writing. Following the example, participants
are then set the task to create their own original output activities for their classrooms.
Some tips for generating creative classroom practices to be introduced in
the workshop are: (a) trying the opposite, (b) employing practices
from outside the classroom, (c) transcribing, and (d) emphasizing
the quality of life. The workshop concludes with an open
discussion.
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