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ABSTRACT In classroom situations teachers speak of learners’ motivation or lack thereof and its relationship
with achievement. The present study explored the influence of affect (attitudes, motivation and emotions) on the
assessment and performance of English second language learners who lack proficiency in the language of teaching
and learning in mainstream classrooms in Nigeria. The methods used included observation of test taking behaviours,
post-test debriefing and mediation. The findings revealed how learners’ perceptions of the language of learning and
assessment practices shaped their attitudes towards learning and in extreme cases schooling as whole. However,
some of the participants lacked motivation; appeared apathetic and there were indications of an emotional block
against academic learning. The study is informative in terms of how these English second language learners react
to the challenges posed by lack of proficiency in the language of teaching, learning and assessment and the
practices of their teachers in the classroom. There is need for intervention to prevent affect from further

compounding the challenges of learning in an additional language.

INTRODUCTION

Past research has shown that lack of profi-
ciency in the language of learning, teaching and
assessment influences achievement (Howie and
Hughes 1998; Barry 2002; Howie 2002; Howie
2004; Prinsloo 2011). The population of English
language learners is growing worldwide and find-
ing a solution to the issues surrounding lan-
guage in education has become an important
part of the functions of departments of educa-
tion in many countries (Estrin 2000; Kozulin and
Garb 2002; Vandeyar and Killen 2003). Assess-
ing learners in a language that they lack aca-
demic proficiency usually impacts negatively on
achievement (Barry 2002; Prinsloo 2011).

The study was to investigate the effect of
assessment on the attitude (affect) of the learn-
ers. Static assessment refers to the convention-
al methods of establishing the extent of learning
that has taken place over a given period of time
or of particular subject matter in a once-off, non-
interventionist assessment context (Lidz 1987,
Haywood and Brown 1990; Haywood and Tzur-
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iel 2002; Tzuriel and Shamir 2002; Bouwer 2011).
It is the traditional form of assessment that does
not permit the intervention of the examiner or
interaction between any of the parties involved.
Questions and tasks are presented once-off and
the examinees have to solve the problems or do
the tasks once-off. Static assessment usually
takes the form of pencil and paper tests with a
regulated procedure and a set time frame for com-
pletion. There are usually strict rules governing
conduct during these tests (Lidz 1987; Haywood
and Brown 1990; Haywood and Tzuriel 2002;
Tzuriel and Shamir 2002). Assessment used in
mainstream education, whether formative or
summative, is usually static assessment in terms
of form, design, process and use. Formative as-
sessment is used to establish how much has
been learned, that is, to establish progress, to
give feedback to learners/teachers about what
may be required to modify teaching and learn-
ing activities and to identify individual strengths
and weaknesses. Summative assessment, which
predicts performance or acts as a tool for selec-
tion, and is an evaluation of learning outcomes
(Cotton 1995; Nitko 2004; Breen 2004; Rushton
2005; Omidire etal. 2011),

Focusing on two school subjects; Integrat-
ed Science (IS) and Business Studies (BS), the
study sought to answer the following research
questions:
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How does the use of forms of assessment
influence the attitude of additional language
learners towards assessment and their own
performance?

Literature Overview

Affect has to do with people’s emotional
being and also feelings, moods, attitudes and mo-
tivation that condition behaviour (Arnold and
Douglas-Brown 1999; Koballa 2007; Chu et al.
2014). Stevick (1999) describes affect as the “pur-
posive and emotional sides of a person’s reac-
tions to what is going on’. The individual’s affect
towards an action, situation or even an experi-
ence is how the circumstances in question fit into
the individual’s needs or purposes and the after
has effects it has on emotions (Stevick 1999).

Research (Obe and Nna 2004; Koballa 2007;
Spiltetal. 2011; Chu et al. 2014) has shown that
itis not only learners’ cognitive capabilities that
determine achievement but that attitude towards
the subject, teachers, schooling among others,
also impact performance either positively and
negatively. Cognitive and affective behaviours
complement each other and emotions are inte-
gral to the formation of perceptions and atti-
tudes. Bolarin (1996) viewed that dislike of a
subject or assessment can lead to tension, stress,
confusion and loss of motivation, which in turn
could even lead to truancy and dropping out of
school. The presence of negative emotions such
as anxiety, fear, stress, anger and depression tend
to compromise the potential ability to learn ef-
fectively and may render innovative teaching
strategies and materials useless or inadequate
(Bernard and Walton 2011; Arnold and Douglas
Brown 1999; Baharuddin and Md Rashid 2014).

Motivation has been described as key for
the development of language proficiency at the
cognitive academic language proficiency
(CALP) level (Nieman 2006; Opara 2004) and by
implication for achievement generally. Positive
affect could lead to a greater desire to learn and
could thus translate to putting in more effort.
Stimulating positive emotional factors can facil-
itate the language learning process as they tend
to broaden an individual’s perspectives (Arnold
and Douglas-Brown 1999; Maclntyre and
Gregersen 2011; Baharuddin and Md Rashid
2014). Affect played a role in the study under
discussion, as demonstrated by the results and
findings.

The role of affect is corroborated by Lidz
(2002), who reported the successful application
of an alternative form of assessment with a 13-
year old girl referred for poor academic perfor-
mance and high anxiety within the teaching sit-
uation. Nieman and Pienaar (2006), state that
“anxiety leads to ineffective communication and
ineffective communication leads to anxiety” and
that research has shown customary examinations
to top the list of sources of anxiety among ado-
lescents in Britain. Affective data are said to be
stored along with other kinds of information such
as visual, verbal and auditory data and play an
important role in learning (Stevick 1999; Baha-
ruddin and Md Rashid 2014).

For English language learners, the relation-
ship between the language of teaching/learn-
ing, assessment practices and their attitudes
needs to be further researched particularly in
contexts such as Nigeria where English has been
accepted as the main official language and the
language of teaching/learning from the fourth
year of primary school. The difficulties faced by
learners being assessed in a language in which
they lack proficiency are much more than under-
achievement in specific subjects. They have far
reaching effects that could lead to attitudinal
changes that then constitute further challenges
that compound the existing problems such as
failure, retention and drop-out rates. Understand-
ing the learners’ attitudes and emotions from
their perspective could give meaningful insights
into ways of addressing their language and as-
sessment dilemma.

METHODOLOGY

Based on the assumption that solutions to
problems cannot be arrived at without consulta-
tion and collaboration with those affected by
the problem, the study was designed as a qual-
itative study within the interpretivist paradigm
(Cohenetal. 2000; Mouton 2001; Creswell 2007).
The challenges in assessment faced by addi-
tional language learners and their attitude to-
wards different forms of assessment cannot be
adequately investigated without interaction with
the learners involved. Their subjective experi-
ences and perceived solutions to their peculiar
challenges (no matter how trivial they might
seem) should be taken into serious consider-
ation (Cohen et al. 2000; Mouton 2001; Snape
and Spencer 2003; Creswell 2007).
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The eight participants in the study were pur-
posively selected from two schools in Lagos,
Nigeria that catered for learners from different
socio-economic backgrounds, the lower income
bracket (LIB) school and the middle-income
bracket (MIB) school. There were an equal num-
ber of male and female participants. These par-
ticipants were selected from two classrooms per
school and two participants per class (one male
and one female), totalling eight participants. The
number of participants was determined by na-
ture of the study, being a qualitative study the
desire was to explore an in-depth understand-
ing of the participants, their contexts, their af-
fect towards assessment and the role the lan-
guage of teaching/learning played and learning
from their perspectives. A larger sample would
have rendered the main objective unachievable.

In the LIB School the classes involved were
coded Aand B, and in the MIB School C and D. In
the A-class of the LIB School the two partici-
pants were coded AF (the female participant) and
AM (the male participant), and in the B-class BF
(the female participant) and BM (the male partic-
ipant). The same method of coding applied to the
MIB School. In the C-class the participants were
coded CF and CM, and in the D-class DF and
DM. The subjects involved for all participants
were Business Studies (BS) and Integrated Sci-
ence (IS). The study lasted one school term. Ta-
ble 1 displays the participants’ profiles.

Table 1 revealed that the LIB School had
learners who were older, the youngest (No. 3 -
13 years old) being the same age as the oldest
participant (No. 5) in the MIB School. The LIB
School participants were also from larger fam-
ilies (5-7 siblings). Though, it was not by de-
sign, none of the participants was the first
child in their families. The fact that they all
had older siblings created the possibility of
sibling support.

Table 1: Participant description

Data Collection

The data collection included:

Classroom observation;

Observation of participants’ test taking be-
haviours; and

Post assessment debriefing and mediation.

Classroom Observation

Classroom observation was deemed impor-
tant to note classroom practices, especially, as
these impacted language-related issues: the
modes and linguistic quality of interaction with-
in the classroom, and the level of participation
of the learners. Teacher/learner interaction and
relationship was also observed as well as the
language use and the perceived attitudes of the
learners towards their class work and teachers.
Further, to note the measure of ease with which
they communicated and mood of the classroom
generally.

Observation of Participants’
Test Taking Behaviours

The participants were involved in three con-
tinuous assessment tasks (CA1, CA2, CA3) and
an end of term examination. Observation of the
participants during assessment included noting
the participants’ behaviour and body language,
indications of possible emotional reaction or at-
titude towards assessment tasks. Detailed ob-
servation of language-related test-taking behav-
iour included following words with a finger while
reading, pausing longer at certain words or
phrases, underlining words, time spent on read-
ing questions, tendency to re-read questions,
practising responses or the spelling of words
on rough paper, and writing smoothly and pur-
posefully or with hesitation. Detailed observa-

Participant Age Gender No. of siblings Position in School Class Participant
+participants family code
1 15 Female 5 5th LIB A AF
2 15 Male 7 4t LIB A AM
3 13 Female 6 2nd LIB B BF
4 14 Male 5 3rd LIB B BM
5 13 Female 4 3 MIB C CF
6 12 Male 4 3rd MIB C CM
7 11 Female 3 2nd MIB D DF
8 11 Male 4 2nd MIB D DM
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tion of indications of possible emotional behav-
iour included noting whether the participant
seemed, for example, focused or absent-mind-
ed, calm and at ease or anxious and fidgety.

Post Assessment Debriefing and Mediation

Debriefing after completion of the assess-
ment involved asking the participants questions
about their observed behaviour. Further enqui-
ries were made about the participant’s experi-
ence of the assessment. Finally, the debriefing
sought broadly to identify the language-related
challenges and engage the participant in a solu-
tion finding exercise with questions such as:

Which of the questions made sense to you
and which didn’t and why?

What made it take so long for you to read
the question(s) and/or to respond?

What could be done to help you process the
questions faster and more clearly in the future?

Would changing the language or rephrasing
the question make it clearer for you to under-
stand what you are expected to do? What should
be changed and how?

Data Analysis
Analysis of Observation

The observations noted were analysed per
participant for behaviours that could be indica-
tive of problematic thoughts and emotions re-
garding the assessment. This analysis served
as a frame to give some direction to the discus-

Table 2: Combined table of LIB-scores: CAl, CA2,
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sions with each participant during debriefing and
mediation. The observation notes were also anal-
ysed per school using a tabulation method to
indicate the behaviours and mannerisms that
were more prevalent during the assessment of
each subject and could point to factors possi-
bly responsible for some of the test-taking phe-
nomena. Appendix A is a sample of the complet-
ed observation schedule.

Analysis of Debriefing of Learners and
Mediation

The transcripts of the debriefings and medi-
ations in the original mix of English and Yoruba
language were analysed per participant, using
an explanation-building technique, but with
some member checking, with reference to the
linguistic challenges experienced. Appendix B
highlights the guidelines for the debriefing and
mediation. Collective analysis of the debriefing
and mediational data per continuous assessment
cycle was used to arrive at emergent themes for
the adaptation of the assessment items in the
subsequent examination.

RESULTS

Tables 2 (LIB School) and 3 (MIB School),
display the participants’ scores in the assess-
ment tasks per subject. The subsequent section
on findings and discussion also refer to these
tables. Table 2 displays the scores of the partic-
ipants from LIB School. Table 3 displays the
scores of the participants from MIB School

CA3 and examination (%)

Parti CA1-BS CA2-BS CA3-BS EX-IS CA1l-IS CA2-IS CA3-1S EX-IS
cipant [J=375 [] =35 [] =415 =47 =18 [=23 =10 []=22.5
£ £ £ £ £ 1S £ £
2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2
(8} “c [3) T c 8} e [ T c o “c 8} “c 5} Y e (8} “c
5 55 s 5§85 5 §% 5 53 5 §% 5 5% 5 5% 5 8%
%) TE » ©TE o TE O wWE © SE o wE » ©E n < €
= = = = = = = =
[ [ [ [ [ [ [ [
o [a) (&) [a) [a) o (] (]
AF 20 -175 25 -10 25 -16.5 30 -17 10 8 14 -9 5 5 20 -2.5
AM 15 -225 27 -8 55 +13.5 55 +8 25 +7 44 +21 10 0 33 +10.5
BF 25 -125 25 -10 45 +3.5 50 +3 0 -18 14 -9 10 0 30 +7.5
BM 40 +25 42 +7 45 +3.5 50 +3 30 +12 40 +17 5 5 28 +5.5

[0 = Average Score
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Table 3: Combined table of MIB-scores: CAl, CA2, CA3 and examination (%)

Parti- CA1-BS CA2-BS CA3-BS EX-IS CAl-IS CA2-1S CA3-IS EX-IS
cipant []=39.5 O =50 =45 [ =55 =38 [] =52 [ =45 [ =50
1< £ £ £ £ £ e £
2 2 = o = 2 o 2
(5] b o) (5] b o () b e (5] b o [} b o (5] b e (5] b e (5] b e
S S5S 5 5% 5 85 5 8% 5 &% 5 85 5 s s s8¢
n TE » TE o TE O TWE o TE v ®WE n T E n ® E
3 % ® % 3 3 3 3
[a)] [a] [a] [a] [a] a] (] a]
CF 30 -95 50 0 22 -23 35 -20 20 -18 25 -27 45 0 50 0
CM 30 -95 40 -10 27 -18 40 -15 51 +13 70 +18 55 +10 63 +13
DF 50 +10.5 65 +15 69 +24 70 +15 50 +12 58 +6 60 +15 67 +17
DM 40 +05 64 +14 60 +15 65 +10 40 +2 60 +8 65 +20 65 +15

[0 = Average Score
Participants’ Affect
Participant 1 — AF

AF seriously lacked motivation and was frus-
trated by her inability to succeed in her school-
work. She had no idea how to reduce the chal-
lenges of schooling and appeared apathetic and
showing signs of low self-esteem. She also ap-
peared to have she developed an emotional
block against academic learning? AF experienced
severe stress about her teachers’ possible com-
ments and actions about her work and feared
embarrassment before her peers. She was reti-
cent at first, but her attitude later changed and
she made visible efforts to answer questions
during mediation. It was not clear whether she
was stressed as a result of her assessment scores
or due to her inability to comprehend what she
had been taught.

Participant 2 - AM

AM presented a confident and enthusiastic
front about his studies, striving to conceal and
deny his difficulties. He expressed the desire to
excel and demonstrated willingness to work hard-
er at home if only he were provided with the
tools of spelling and vocabulary. AM’s profile
as detailed in Table 1 provided a probable in-
sight into his attitudes and also gave some indi-
cation of his socio-economic background. Be-
ing amiddle child in a large family, and at an age
(15 years) considered “old” for Basic 8 (by Ni-
gerian standards), it could be suggested that
his other siblings might have contributed to his

level of motivation. For instance, having older
siblings who were high performers in school
could mean AM desired to emulate them. Con-
versely, the older siblings that were bad role
models in terms of academic achievement could
also be motivating factors for him. In this case
the desire not to be like them and to dissociate
himself from their lack of achievement might also
be a motivating factor for AM. Inthe same vein
he had younger ones that probably looked up
to him as well.

AM showed visible signs of effort and also
tension during assessments, reflecting conflict-
ing emotions in trying for the best possible prod-
uct and avoiding the threats of error. The level
of difficulty of Integrated Science (IS) caused
him (in other respects a learner with positive
disposition) to dislike the subject to the extent
of wanting to drop it. Denial and avoidance be-
haviour seemed to be his (ineffectual) coping
strategies. The immediate effect of the interven-
tion, shown in AM’s dramatic improvement in
both subjects during CA2, is a sure indication
of the strong emotional effect exercised on AM
by the linguistic barriers to his learning as well
as by his experience of ‘support’. This also
strengthened the possibility of a Hawthorne ef-
fect on his performance profile.

Participant 3 - BF

BF was very interesting to work with, but
seriously lacked self-confidence when speak-
ing English. She appeared to be enjoying our
interactions and was always willing to partici-
pate and contribute to the discussion. Transfer-
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ring the language dilemma to the field of rela-
tionships, she seemed to harbour resentment
against her teachers, believing that they inten-
tionally made the learners’ work difficult. BF dis-
played an external locus of control in blaming
her lack of achievement on teachers, the com-
plexity of textbooks and the noise of peers but
she might not have been all that wrong in her
perceptions. She was almost always certain she
would fail and this translated directly into a dis-
like of being tested and she showed visible signs
of tension during tests. Situations such as these,
ultimately lead learners to lose motivation and
end up in a state of confusion often resulting in
truancy and dropping out of school (Bolarin
1996).

Participant 4 - BM

BM took his work very seriously, so the bar-
riers to good performance cast up by the lan-
guage-situation upset him profoundly and he
showed severe signs of stress when he found
an assessment to be difficult, as it happened so
clearly with CA3-1S, the apparently flawed as-
sessment (mean performance score 10%). Not
only was the apparent shock of CA3-IS visible
at the time of the assessment, but it would seem
to have affected him in the longer term in the
examination as well (see Table 2).

BM had a negative attitude towards assess-
ment, which seemed to spill over into viewing
the challenges of schooling in general and as-
sessment in particular as overwhelming and op-
pressive. He appeared to feel hunted by the fact
that teachers marked even slight errors and in
this respect a lack of self-confidence and nega-
tive expectations appeared to be mutually rein-
forcing, but there was also a sense of pain stem-
ming from the conviction that he knew the an-
swer, yet would be marked down for mistakes
made in the process of writing it. His desire to
escape into non-school activities could be tak-
en as a reflection of his need for relief. He re-
sented being subjected to assessment because
the result became the evidence of his limited
ability. The impact of language in assessment is
clearly shown here.

Participant 5 - CF

CF was a quiet and reserved individual who
was highly composed and focused, suggesting

that she took her studies seriously. At 13 years
of age, in the MIB School, CF was probably one
of the oldest in her class (Table 1) and this may
have contributed to the level of composure and
maturity that she displayed. She disclosed that
she had made a conscious effort not to display
any test taking behaviours that she would later
be asked about. Trying to mask her behaviour
could be seen as a sign of self-consciousness
or at least self-awareness concerning the level
of difficulty experienced during the assessments
and a lack of expectation that others could do
anything about it. The researchers’ interaction
enabled CF to open up about her feelings con-
cerning the subjects she did in school. She said
she did not mind coming to school and under-
going some forms of assessment, in her opinion
numerical subjects reduced the volume of writ-
ing she had to do and were more straightfor-
ward. CF’s reiteration of this view suggested
the measure of stress she could be under with
reading and comprehension and the hopeless-
ness of not knowing what to do about some of
the assessment questions. However, she dis-
closed that she now realised that even with math-
ematics-based subjects it was still necessary to
have fully developed language skills.

Participant 6 - CM

CM’s desire to discuss different issues that
had nothing at all to do with the project and
having to be guided back to the study was an
indication that he craved interaction with an adult
or teacher. There seemed to be no avenues with-
in the school and class for him to be heard, par-
ticularly because he was lively and opinionated.
He seemed to have a desire to see improvement
in his work and the work of the other members of
his class, but there seemed to be a vacuum in
terms of the guidance available. The large class
sizes might be one explanation for seemingly
limited interaction between some learners and
teachers. How much interaction can be realisti-
cally expected between a teacher and over a
hundred learners in the classroom for a lesson
at the same time? CM’s sensitivity to the com-
ments and opinions of others was reflected in
his comment that he took offence at being called
“olofo” (Dense/brainless/dim-witted) by his
teacher and, therefore, preferred not to ask ques-
tions and seek clarification in class. Not having
avenues to express such emotionally distress-
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ful experiences can have severe consequences
on the learner’s ability to function in the class-
room and may lead to other problems (Bolarin
1996). He also probably found the teaching
methods of MIB-BS (as recorded in the lesson
observation) not to his liking. CM’s disclosure
that he was uninterested in BS and did not en-
joy the lessons suggested that attitude towards
the subject could also impact performance (Obe
and Nna 2004). The comparison of his Business
Studies (BS) scores with the considerable
progress made in Integrated Science (IS) during
the period is a clear example.

Participant 7 - DF

DF was reserved and calm, but not in an un-
friendly way. Her unwillingness to openly use
Yoruba because she wanted her parents to be
proud of her ability to use English properly and
also feared the criticism of her teachers, sug-
gested the possibility of a lack of self-confidence
and a need for the approval of others. This might
be a function of her age (11years — one of the
youngest) or an indication of immaturity and a
need for adult support. This, points to the ef-
fects of the promotion of subtractive bilingual-
ism (Cummins and Swain 1986). On the other
hand, her dedicated focus on English proficien-
cy as well as her steadily improving performance
profile during the period of the research could
also be explained in terms of a high degree of
motivation. Her positive attitude about assess-
ment might not be unconnected with the rela-
tively high level of her language proficiency, re-
flecting an awareness of the emotional strain
that a lack of understanding of assessment ques-
tions placed on learners who were not proficient
in the language of teaching learning and assess-
ment. It was clear that she had empathy for the
less able members of her class and desired that
something be done to bridge the gap for all the
affected learners. A cause for concern was the
force in some of her responses that suggested
some level of emotional stress caused by the
ripple effect of the language factor.

Participant 8 - DM

Motivation and support, among others, are
key factors for English language learners to de-
velop language proficiency at cognitive academ-
ic language proficiency (CALP) level (Opara

2004; Nieman 2006; Baharuddin and Md Rashid
2014) and DM’s utterances suggested that these
were by and large absent from the learning envi-
ronment of his school. Although he was cheer-
ful and curious about things, his disposition
could not mask an apparent lack of trust in the
motives of the adults around him. This was dem-
onstrated in his belief that people asking about
his performance did not really care about him or
the assessment, and so he was accustomed to
just say it was “good”, suggesting that he had a
deeper level of feeling neglected and possibly
unloved. DM’s need for reassurance and admi-
ration, as shown in his reasons for preferring IS
to BS, suggested that there were emotional gaps
that needed to be filled. This could also be a
reflection of his age (11years — Table 1) and lev-
el of maturity. He displayed a tendency to hide
his true feelings, as evidenced during CA3 and
the debriefing when he tried to create an impres-
sion of control. One could sense some level of
stress in the passion with which he discussed
the issues of learners failing in subjects when
they had not been adequately taught. DM ap-
peared to have been motivated by the project. It
really thrilled him that his opinion mattered and
would be taken into consideration. The positive
change in his attitude could also be a factor in
his performance profile.

DISCUSSION

This section highlighted the role of affect in
assessment and performance and attempted to
answer the sub-questions: How does the use of
static forms of assessment affect the attitude of
English language learners towards assessment
and their own performance? What then are the
implications of these findings for teaching and
learning in an additional language?

Attitudes of the Participants to Assessment

The participants appeared to have different
attitudes toward assessment, but one underlin-
ing finding is that all, except perhaps DF, appar-
ently experienced great discomfort being as-
sessed. Some academics are of the opinion that
the level of discomfort, anxiety and stress
caused by conventional assessment led to the
introduction of continuous assessment systems
in schools but that some learners still react with
different levels of stress (Obe 1980; Okoli 2000;
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Israel 2005). Recognising the existence of indi-
vidual considerations, the virtually overwhelm-
ing frustrations associated with the use of an
English language in assessment were clearly in
evidence as a contributor to their attitude. DF
seemed to be the only participant who had a
fairly positive attitude towards assessment. This
might be explained from the fact that she was an
able performer, the only participant whose base-
line score was a pass mark in both subjects, and
well above the mean performance scores of the
group (+10.5% in BS and +12% in IS; see Table
3). She had sound communicative competence
in English (even though she had a private tutor
and covertly utilised the first language as a re-
source for comprehension). The extra assistance
she got from home and her parents’ focus on her
English language proficiency possibly also con-
tributed to a strong sense of motivation and
some confidence, leaving her better prepared
for assessment than her classmates.

The findings suggested that most of the par-
ticipants viewed assessment in its conventional
(static) form as a source of severe stress, largely
due to their sense of helplessness during as-
sessment and the hopelessness of anticipated
failure. AF, for instance, wanted to be liberated
totally from assessment and initially seemed fa-
talistic about the perceived ‘fact’ that she was
unable to make any progress within the school
system, particularly in IS, in one instance say-
ing, “Mi 0 mo nkan ti mo ma ko mo. Mi o le se
awon toku” (I didn’t know what else to write. |
couldn’t do the others), with complete surren-
der to her situation. The prospect of continually
failing in her assessments appeared to depress
her, and she remained both clueless and apa-
thetic as to any measures that could facilitate
her improvement. BM, on the other hand, a
strong performer and a highly motivated learner,
actually resented being subjected to assessment
because he viewed the result as becoming the
evidence of his limited ability. The visible signs
of effort and tension displayed by some of the
other participants (for example, AM, BF) ap-
peared related to their difficulties in overcoming
the challenges (including the ripple effects of
the language factor) which faced them during
assessments. According to Bolarin (1996), the
effort and tension experienced in assessment
could lead to desperation and antisocial behav-
iours such as displayed by AM and CF who

displayed the (ineffectual) coping strategies of
denial and avoidance behaviour and AF who
appeared to consider dropping out of school.

The nature of the assessments as adminis-
tered in the two schools (a severely static, prob-
lem-focused form of assessment) also appeared
to have contributed to a lack of self-confidence
and negative expectations, which were frequent-
Iy mutually reinforcing (AM, BF, BM, DF), down-
right fear of judgmental criticism by teachers and
peers (AF), feeling hunted by the ‘fact’ that
teachers marked negatively, reacting to even
slight errors and a resentful perception that the
teachers deliberately made assessments difficult
(BF, BM), conflicting emotions in trying for the
best possible product and avoiding the threats
of error (AM), and a sense of anguish stemming
from the conviction that he knew the answer,
yet would be marked down for mistakes made in
the process of writing it (BM).

The outcome of the problematic experienc-
es, perceptions and feelings noted above ap-
peared to be an outright dislike of the assess-
ment practices occurring in the two schools. A
comment by BF was, “Mi 0 mo nkan ti won fe ki
a ko. Won mo o mo nje ki o le ni. Mi kin fe se
awon test yen tori mi ni pass”, (I didn’t know
what the teacher was asking. They (teachers)
intentionally made it difficult. 1 don’t like do-
ing the tests because | know | won't pass.) An-
other comment made by BM was, “Mo ma nsi
awon nkan ti mo ba fe so ko nigba mi, ode ma
nwa dun mi ti mo ba a si because | know it, (I
sometimes make mistakes while writing those
things | want to say, and it hurts my feelings
when Inow get it wrong because | know the
answer). These reactions stand contrary to the
whole aim of assessment as being for the pur-
pose of learning which, as previously discussed,
refers to assessment feeding back into teaching
and learning in the classroom and, thus, being
viewed as an intrinsic part of the learning pro-
cess itself (Estrin 2000; Ellery and Sutherland
2004; Bouwer 2011). By contrast, a subtle but
devastating consequence of static assessment
noted by participants concerns the lack of after-
care upon assessment, giving rise to a lack of
trust and expectation in the school (CF, CM, and
DM). They maintained that feedback and cor-
rection to assessment tasks were not properly
conducted and amounted to inadequate guid-
ance and possible set-up for future failure. Ex-
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plaining how MIB-BS usually goes about doing
correction in class, CF said “Uhmmm the people
(learners) that know it they just say the right
answer. But | don’t know why it is the right an-
swer. Then we have to write another notes and
teacher say we should ask those that know the
answer later”. A relationship between static as-
sessment and teaching style would actually seem
implied in the complaint. The problem escalated
to the point that CF and CM appeared to need
some guidance and possibly counselling regard-
ing their negative attitude towards MIB-BS’
teaching practices and BS, and the effect this
attitude might be having on their performance.

The participants of the LIB School, especial-
ly, appeared to have low self-esteem and dem-
onstrated helpless frustration at the overwhelm-
ing assessment situation. An example is BM’s
comment: “Excuse, Ma. Gbogbo nkan ni won
ma n mark wrong. Nkan kekere ti eyan ba ti si
ko abi ti o spell da da won ma wrong e ni. Ko
da at all (They (teachers) mark everything
wrong. Every little error or small spelling mis-
take they’ll mark wrong. It isn’t nice at all).
Participants were afraid of the embarrassment
that seemed to be a common consequence of
incorrect responses to assessment questions.
There seemed to be a sensitivity to negative
comments (CM, DF) as demonstrated by the
emotional distress experienced by being called
names such as “olofo” (Dense/brainless/dim-
witted). All these seemed to translate into par-
ticipants being fidgety, nervous, confused and
sometimes angry during their assessments.

In summary, the participants demonstrated a
negative attitude and outright dislike regarding
their customary school assessments. This neg-
ativity and the contemplation of failure appeared
to be a source of de-motivation, also causing
intense anxiety and stress that were visible dur-
ing assessment in the form of numerous behav-
iours. For participants such as AF who appeared
to have resigned herself to careless indignation,
it was only a matter of time, in my opinion, be-
fore she resorted to truancy and eventually
dropped out of school completely, thereby cor-
roborating Bolarin’s (1996) findings regarding
the challenges in the Nigerian educational sys-
tem. The negative attitudes of the participants
regarding their experiences of assessment cer-
tainly appeared to have adversely impacted their
performance, substantiating the findings of Obe
and Nna (2004) that attitudes can affect perfor-

mance both positively and negatively. A solu-
tion would be for the participants (and English
language learners generally) to see assessment
as an avenue through which further learning
could be actualised and not as a punitive ven-
ture tailored to ridicule and embarrass them.
Assessment should be an encouraging and
motivating factor in learning and learners ought
to be able to rest assured that the outcomes of
assessment would be a true reflection of their
knowledge and ability and would effectively lead
to support in addressing the particular challenges
to their learning.

Attitudes of the Participants to Debriefing
and Mediation

The debriefing and mediation created an av-
enue for the participants to express their feel-
ings in respect of the subjects they were taking,
the ways in which they were taught, the atti-
tudes of the teachers and their perceptions of
their challenges in assessment. With the oppor-
tunity for freedom of expression of thoughts
came renewed self-confidence and enthusiasm
for their work and the study. There was a dis-
play of the genuine desire to improve their lan-
guage and assessment situation. For instance,
BF and CM wanted to open up discussions
about every aspect of their school-life and had
to be guided back to the project, creating the
impression of a vacuum that needed to be filled.
AM showed a desire to excel and a willingness
to work harder even at home. This improved work
ethic appeared to have been stimulated by the
mediation. The immediate effect of the interven-
tion, shown in AM’s dramatic improvement in
both subjects during CAZ2, is an indication of a
bidirectional, mutually reinforcing influence: on
the one hand, a reaction against the strong emo-
tional impact of the linguistic barriers to his learn-
ing and on the other, a response to the experi-
ence of ‘support’. AF on her part, as the media-
tion progressed, demonstrated visible effort to
answer some of the questions and improve her
reading. The participants seemed more confi-
dent to speak and take chances about their ideas.
They seemed to feel they had no voice and were
happy to find that their opinion was being
sought on assessment issues concerning them
and that mediated action was actually being tak-
en to address their specific needs. This experi-
ence, together with their improved performance
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in subsequent assessments, ultimately appeared
to boost their self-esteem.

The use of debriefing and mediation in this
study certainly appeared to reduce anxiety dur-
ing assessment (for example, BF, AM). A major
contributing factor in both schools was seem-
ingly the mediation itself, which fulfilled the need
for individual guidance. AM, BM, CM and DM
gradually became more at ease and better able
to participate during the debriefing and media-
tion and AF lost some of her reticence. The par-
ticipants, particularly AM, BF, CM, DF and DM,
appeared to really appreciate the opportunity to
explore a different form of assessment. They
seemed to value the time spent on the assess-
ment and some (BF) became so enthused that
they suggested that other members of their class
should also be incorporated in the study. The
interaction seemed to effectively provide feed-
back to the participants and improved their atti-
tude towards assessment. AM, BF and BM dis-
played a desire to improve their scores and ap-
peared to be putting in more effort.

Overall, the participants appeared better mo-
tivated by the use of the debriefing and media-
tion. This positive change in attitude could be
associated with (or mutually reinforced by) both
a greater sense of security during assessment
and the sense of achievement derived from im-
proved performance (for example, BF and DM).
Another possible contributor to the positive
change in attitude was that they could make sug-
gestions about ways in which the language chal-
lenge could be mitigated. CF, however, just want-
ed to be assisted and treated properly. The par-
ticipants’ increased level of motivation was also
reflected in their efforts to give lengthier re-
sponses and their steadily improving perfor-
mance profiles (AM, BF, BM, CF, CM and DF).
The improved performance could be explained
partly in terms of a high degree of motivation
during the preparation for assessment which,
among others, also articulates with an increased
sense of control during the actual assessment.

There appears to be some agreement among
academics that affect (including motivation, anx-
iety, depression, stress, self-esteem) influences
school work in terms of behaviour, learning and
performance in assessment tasks (Deutsch and
Reynolds 2000; Obe and Nna 2004; Nieman and
Pienaar 2006; Prinsloo 2011; Baharuddin and Md
Rashid 2014). The findings of this study have
shown that the strategy used appears to reduce

the stress levels associated with regular assess-
ment within mainstream education because of
the feedback that is tailored towards further
learning and associated with the desire to es-
tablish without bias the true level of ability of
the learner. Fraser (2006) opined that all educa-
tors should be mediators of learning within the
classroom, suggesting that educators should
motivate learners through mediation of learning
and the creation of a conducive environment in
which communication, high levels of interest and
positive feedback (from assessments) are active-
ly engaged.

CONCLUSION

The study sought to explore the attitude of
English language learners to assessment from
the perspective of the eight participants and in
effect their subjective realities and opinion mat-
tered and were represented. In the process, the
study also uncovered the depth of the language
challenges faced by these participants almost
to the point of relegating everything else to a
secondary position in order of importance. The
study was informative in terms of how English
language learners react to the challenges posed
by lack of proficiency in the language of teach-
ing, learning and assessment. The study also
shows the need for intervention to prevent af-
fect from further compounding the challenges
of learning in an additional language.

The study contributed to the field of knowl-
edge by revealing that the use of alternative as-
sessments could contribute to unravelling the
influence of affect regarding customary static
assessment; the importance of teacher training
in terms affect and its influence on learners; de-
emphasizing summative assessment for learn-
ers who still lack proficiency in the language of
teaching and learning; promoting healthy class-
room environment; training educators to be me-
diators of learning, and teaching language across
the curriculum.

RECOMMENDATIONS

For Basic 8 there are 14 school subjects,
namely: English, French, Yoruba, Mathematics,
Integrated Science, Business Studies, Social
Studies, Fine Arts, Home Economics, Informa-
tion and Computer Technology, Agricultural
Science, Christian Religious Knowledge/Islam-
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ic Religious Knowledge, Economics, and Intro-
ductory Technology. The Nigerian Federal Min-
istry of Education should evaluate the situation
and consider finding strategies for reducing
them. The second language learners of English
still contending with challenges of inadequate
language proficiency should not be subjected
to learning so many subjects since they lack the
requisite language skills to cope. The subjects
each contains subject-specific terminology that
cannot but contribute to severe cognitive over-
load, increased anxiety and loss of motivation.
Essentially, removing the compartmentalisation
of knowledge and reducing the number of sub-
jects could further enable learners to see the rela-
tionships and links among the subjects. Teach-
ing language across a limited curriculum (that is,
LAC) of subjects could ensure that learners and
other subject teachers do not continue to see
second language proficiency development as the
sole responsibility of the language teacher.

The Nigerian public schools need to active-
ly use the services of school educational psy-
chologists in addition to the guidance counsel-
lors and not expect teachers to be everything to
everyone. A finding that articulated somewhat
with this need is that class sizes are much too
big for any meaningful teaching and learning to
take place, and should be drastically reduced to
manageable numbers.

The appropriate measures should be taken
to ensure that in-service-training is an integral
part of the school system, to ensure that teach-
ers keep abreast of the trends in education and
also to remind them of the basics, which is so
easily lost as the years go by. For instance, that
assessment should in itself be a form of learning
support to address the recurring challenges of
learners and not as an additional source of anx-
iety which it now appears to be. Besides that,
the learning experience should be exciting, the
relationship between teacher and learners should
be devoid of tension and stress as these can
often lead to loss of motivation to learn and neg-
ative attitudes to schooling.

A large-scale longitudinal study on affect/as-
sessment/learning using standardized measures
should be conducted to see the long term effects
on learners and for more generalized results.

LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY

Qualitative research of itself sets specific lim-
itations on the nature and extent of interpreta-

tion of its findings, and the researchers have
been fully committed to these. The small sample
size and the individual and contextual nature of
the data mean that there is no allowance for the
generalisation of findings. Conversely, the small
sample ensured that there was a focused and
judicious use of the available time towards gain-
ing an in-depth understanding of the context
and the participants in the study.

The fact that there was interaction between
the participants and the researchers could, in
itself, have functioned to limit the trustworthi-
ness of the data and consequently also of the
findings. In qualitative research it is not possi-
ble to examine issues that deal with attitudes
and experiences from a completely dispassion-
ate point of view. Since interaction, the explora-
tion of ideas and participants’ experiences facil-
itate the development of meaning in qualitative
research, it is sometimes difficult to establish
that the views and personal convictions of the
researcher have not infiltrated the results and
findings.
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APPENDIXB

DEBRIEFING AND MEDIATION GUIDELINES

Debriefing Guideline

A.

EMMUO ®

Preliminaries i.e. settling down/introduction of
the process/reiteration of the ethical guidelines
Ensure clarity about the objectives of the
sessions

Performance evaluation

Corroboration of evaluation

Task Analysis (Perceived extent of difficulty)
Future task difficulty alleviation suggestions
Link observed behaviour during the assessment
to task

Questioning Guideline

1.
2.

How did you find the assessment?
What language factors (if any) contributed to
the difficulty of the assessment?

Which of the questions made sense and which
didn’t?

What made it take so long for you to read the
question(s) and/or to respond?

Why were you (muttering, staring, sighing,
fidgeting, frowning etc.)

Was there enough time for you to put down
your thoughts and ideas?

What could be done to help you process the
questions faster and more clearly in thefuture?
Would changing the language or rephrasing the
question make it clearer what you are expected
to do? What should be changed and how?

Progression Guideline

.

Follow through any comment by the partici-
pants not covered in the guideline.

Add questions as required by actual process.
Focus on language-related issues.

Reassure the participants without giving false hope.



