Placing Assessment in the Vanguard of Social Justice in English for Academic Purposes

Introduction

The links between assessment and social justice are increasingly recognised in scholarship and practice (Ajjawi et al., 2023; Hanesworth et al., 2019; McArthur, 2016, 2018, 2020; Tai et al., 2021). However, major challenges remain to firstly ensure better understanding of assessment’s relationship to social justice, and secondly, to explore the best ways of realising this in our everyday practices. Assessment for social justice (McArthur, 2016, 2018, 2020) is a concept that takes all we know about assessment for learning, and the pivotal role of assessment in shaping how and what students learn, and extrapolates this in the name of social justice. If assessment shapes learning, then surely our focus should be on ensuring greater social justice within and through our educational systems and practices. Yet, the field of EAP appears to have struggled at times with situating social justice within its sphere of activity which in some instances is often remedial and reactionary to external demands.   

One means of integrating a more purposeful sense of Social Justice into the activity of EAP teaching could be to develop a new philosophical perspective of socially-just assessment practices. Assessment’s role in nurturing learning, as well as establishing standards, means it needs to be in the vanguard of EAP’s commitment to social justice. Achieving the broad educational social justice ambitions that we are committed to, requires fundamental rethinking of our assessment values, practices and policies. Therefore, this chapter provides an introduction to assessment for social justice by exploring the importance of thinking of our students from the perspective of their whole self and their social membership.  It argues that individual and social wellbeing are intrinsically aligned, as argued by many critical theorists (Honneth, 2004), and this should influence how we think about assessment, and its relationship to diversity, inclusion and social justice.  

Thus, the chapter combines the idea of assessment for social justice with an holistic sense of inclusion (McArthur, 2021) that focuses not on discrete categories to label a student, but considers who they can become through the experience of engaging with learning: what sort of member of society and in what ways can they fulfil their own potential. Even well-meaning forms of support for different student categories, such as international students, can silo students into this one identity and obscure our understanding of the whole student, made up of many more experiences than simply being an international student (which of course, is itself a term that is based on a particular perspective). 

Rejecting any deficit notions of language learning, we must embrace everything that a student brings with them when they enter an EAP context.  This ‘chameleon discipline’ (Breen, 2018) has been described as the poor relation to other academic disciplines in higher education (Hamp-Lyons, 2011; Breen, 2019). Undoubtedly related to this perceived status is the problem that what students lack (i.e. certain English language abilities) is foregrounded far more than in other disciplines.  We don’t think of a first year biology student as lacking knowledge, we think of them as here to gain knowledge. This perspective follows through to assessment systems, where EAP assessors are often forced into gatekeeping roles, reflecting the external standards set by government or institutions (Pearson, 2021). 
There are many social justice issues when we consider EAP in higher education, not least the fact that many universities have built business models based on the financial revenue from international students (Pearson, 2021). EAP educators also well know the challenges of working in the context of English language dominance in global higher education.  This can make a lack of English language appear to be aberrant behaviour; a moral failure.  Instead, we must ensure we reinforce the legitimacy of students who come from different cultures and language traditions, while also supporting them to add English language to their many existing achievements.  This must always be a two-way encounter, and thus it may require us to be responsive to different traditions and understandings of English language. Many EAP teachers work in a broader context where they know that certain forms of English are regarded as more prestigious, often in conflict with other forms that are more accessible and attuned to local cultures (Alimi, 2011).  But the concept of prestige is exclusionary and serves little educational function.  As we begin to understand assessment in terms of the student as a whole, and what they bring and learn, and not simply what they do not know, then the illusion of prestige is further dissipated.

My work on assessment for social justice is grounded in a belief in the cooperative nature of social life and of learning.  This asserts the strong inter-relationship between individual and social wellbeing, so that both are implicated in the realisation of the other. Assessment should cease to become a discrete task that generates an empty signifier of achievement in the form of traditional grades.  Assessment for social justice connects the individual wellbeing of each unique student, with the sense of achievement they should gain as they learn and have that learning evaluated.  In addition, at different stages of that learning students should be able to see their achievements in the context of their social membership – as representing different ways they contribute to the social whole, as this is also essential to their individual wellbeing.  This may be through work, but it equally could be through bringing joy, happiness, kindness or care in other ways. EAP students often feel the need to reinforce their membership of their home society (which may be their inspiration for studying abroad) and a sense of belonging in the place they are studying: in both places the need for each individual to feel valued by others is fundamental.  

Traditional forms of assessment can reinforce a sense of otherness, emphasising externally determined standards of English over which the international student has no control. Socially-just assessment celebrates the student as a whole person, and allows them to bring their experiences, culture, passions and creativity  into the learning and assessment activities. This chapter will therefore exploreshow the idea of assessment for social justice can inform broader work to position the activity of EAP in line with such a philosophical perspective. 

Assessment for Social Justice

As the phrase implies, assessment for social justice is born out of the hugely significant work on assessment for learning. Though hopefully we may now take the learning role of assessment for granted, this was far from the case going back even a few decades.  Early significant writers in this field included Knight (1995), Samball and McDowell (1998), Hounsell (2003) Boud and Falchikov (2007).  The work of such scholars did not just change our understanding of assessment, but they laid the way for us to change assessment even though work still remains to be done in this area. Traditional forms of assessment remain in place, often with little reflection or reconsideration of their purpose or validity.  Even the huge disruption of the covid pandemic did not really lead to the rethinking hoped for – as the rise of exam proctoring software demonstrates.  Some desperately looked for an online solution to not having the traditional, time-limited exam in a huge hall, without ever reflecting on whether the assessment task was the right one in the first place. A sense of this is captured in the words drawn from critical theory in another context: it is simply ‘the passive acceptance of what is merely the case’ (Adorno, 2001, p. 121). 

My work in this field began simply enough with the thought – if assessment shapes learning and if we see learning through a social justice lens, then surely we need to think more about the role assessment plays in that social justice?  The idea is not simply for ‘just’ assessment but also for assessment that nurtures a disposition to social justice: one that connects an understanding of knowledge learned with its social role and application.  Also, assessment for social justice must be inclusive of all involved in the assessment processes: students, professional services staff and of course academics who are often employed on precarious contracts within the world of EAP, particularly in Pre-Sessional teaching situations. 

With assessment for social justice, I draw, in different ways, on first and third generation critical theory (Habermas represents the second generation).  From the first generation of Horkheimer and Adorno I take their visceral revelations of how so much injustice can be hidden in plain sight:  what actions do we all currently do as teachers and assessors that we take for granted are just (or don’t even think about it) when they may be quite the opposite?  I also take a sense of what I term radical pessimism from Horkheimer and Adorno.  This may seem a strange idea when our aspiration is greater social justice, however, this reminder of how hard genuine, transformative change is remains salutatory.  It provides the safeguard against feel good interpretations of social justice and wellbeing; tinkering initiatives that seem a good idea but ultimately do not address the fundamental issues of social injustice, and in some cases can make things worse.  

To these influences I add that of third generation, Axel Honneth.  Honneth is important because his work looks to provide a complex, yet relatively clear, conceptualisation of social justice that avoids the trap of a neat definition, and hence provides a really useful framework that, I argue, helps us avoid those well-meaning but pointless feel good buzz words, terms and initiatives.  Key to Honneth’s understanding of social justice is its focus on mutual recognition and its plural nature, so that we do not say social justice is one thing, but rather understand it through a network of mutually reinforcing facets.  Mutual recognition is a foundational idea in critical theory and has its roots in Hegelian philosophy.  Such recognition emphasises the social nature of individual being, such that we truly become human when we are recognised as such by others, and as we recognise this in others.  It leads to a strong sense of this mutual interconnectedness of individual and social wellbeing.  

Honneth explores this through three dimensions, that can be teased apart for purposes of discussion but which are in reality deeply connected. The first is love recognition. This is particular in nature, focusing on a basic sense of being loved and valued within individual relationships such as that of father and son. Respect recognition is, by contrast, a universal form as it applies in the same way to everyone. This is the recognition born out of universal rights which we are able to understand and use, and in so doing being meaningful members of civic society. In this sense, such a dimension could be applied to the participation of international students in the broader life of universities and the value accorded to their pre-existing linguistic or cultural experiences. Finally, esteem recognition is an individual form in that it relates to the knowledge, skills, dispositions and actions we each have as individuals, but which form our contribution to the wellbeing of others.  Social justice requires forms of social organisation and interactions where all three forms of recognition can flourish, and where we minimise acts of misrecognition. 

Assessment for social justice takes Honneth’s realms of recognition and considers how they may apply in the context of assessment. The application of Honneth’s thinking to a very specific area provides a framework through which we can reflect on how and why we assess through a social justice lens.  Traditionally, assessment is known to serve at least three, if not many more functions: certification of a standard reached, promotion of learning and the development of a capacity for future learning (Boud, 2000). In the EAP context, the first and third are often those prioritised to the greatest extent perhaps. 

Furthermore, while these purposes can be complementary, they are not always so and hence we can see that what counts as just in an assessment context is multi-faceted and varied.  Similarly, when assessing for different purposes we may put more or less emphasis on different aspects of Honneth’s plural theory of recognition. In order to demonstrate the ways this can be done, I have highlighted five values or commitments that should frame how we conceive assessment practices (see McArthur, 2018). This is far from an exhaustive list, but is offered instead as an exemplar of  how to rethink assessment  though the lens of social justice.  

Nurturing Social Justice Through Assessment in EAP

In this section I will demonstrate some possible ways of rethinking EAP assessment within a broader commitment to social justice.  Assessment’s relationship to social justice takes many forms, including justice of the marking system to students and staff and the dispositions of caring for others nurtured by the forms of assessment we choose.  For example, highly competitive forms of assessment and grading reinforce a sense of educational achievement as an individual competitive one, rather than one of cooperation and learning through our interactions with others. IELTS for example is a highly individualised testing system whilst such pedagogic approaches as use of Academic Literacies in an EAP context are shaped around a sense of being part of a wider community. In the case of the latter, it is also not just a case of being socialised into that community but of being an active participant in the shaping and even transformation of it. 

This sense of transformation also lies at the heart of social practice philosophical perspectives. Social practice theorist Theodore Schatzki (2002) uses an idea he calls general understandings to describe the senses of worth that shape particular practices.  For example, artisan craftspeople place a great sense of worth in crafting objects by hand, and this shapes the practices of how they make bowls or chairs and the like.  I suggest that in an assessment context, if we nurtured five senses of worth these would help shape transformations in our practices and contribute to greater social justice. My five concepts are not intended as the definitive list, but rather as examples of how nurturing a certain sense of worth could help nurture other ways of thinking about and doing assessment. These concepts should also be commensurate with the EAP context where there is a recognisable need to progress from a culture of deficit, remedy, correction and policing of error.  

My five senses of worth are: trust, honesty, responsibility, forgiveness and responsiveness.  These are not necessarily discrete concepts, and instead offer different and reinforcing perspectives on more socially just practices.  For example, trust and honesty are, in some ways opposite sides of the same coin, and each has links to love recognition in being the foundations of recognising a person as someone of basic worth: capable of honesty and trustworthiness. Trust and honesty relate to love recognition, by the intimate relational nature of what they imply. Assessment is a pedagogical relationship, and pedagogical relationships without any foundation in trust and honesty are fraught. 

What particularly concerns me in an assessment context is that both these values have become largely one-directional: we ask students to trust us to mark their devoting the appropriate amount of time and resources, and yet we embed systems of obvious mistrust at the heart of assessment and call such distrust ‘common sense’; we expect students to have integrity and academic honesty, and yet we are rarely honest with students about the real conditions under which we assess their work (unpaid teaching assistants, marking through the night to meet deadlines etc). Responsibility relates to respect recognition, with a focus on the capacity students have to learn about the processes by which they are assessed, and to exercise judgement and choice based on that knowledge. Forgiveness and responsiveness relates to esteem recognition, with a focus on how students are able to demonstrate their unique abilities to contribute to society, and to be recognised for this contribution by others and by themselves.

Trust

Communication is based on trust: we trust people to interpret our words in the ways they are intended, cognisant of accepted norms and practices.  Without this trust language breaks down, because if we explain the meaning of every word or phrase, they cease to have either utility or joy.  Issues of trust are compounded when communicating in another language: there are gaps in the knowledge of those accepted norms and practices, years of socialisation into the language may be missing, and furthering one’s learning will rely on being able to make mistakes. When viewed through an assessment prism, we have long known that students learn better in low stakes contexts rather than high stakes contexts (Knight, 1995).  There are many ways of creating the right environment, but crucial to all is this sense of trust, because if students don’t believe it really is low stakes, then they inevitably acquire the stress of the high stakes environment.  Trust is not an optional extra in any pedagogical or even human relationship, and does not become one just because of a formal assessment context. In previous work on assessment for social justice and trust (McArthur, 2018), I focused on plagiarism software and the messages of institutionalised distrust that it embeds in the pedagogical relationship. Added to this, such software is an ineffective way of evaluating students’ writing competency and understandings of academic integrity. 

In the EAP context, plagiarism has taken on a particular significance (Abasi & Graves, 2008; Divan et al., 2015; Merkel, 2020)  and not least because international/non-native speaking students are often positioned as more likely to plagiarise (Fatemi & Saito, 2020). At the heart of this common, but not necessarily correct, view of EAP students, is a problem that has plagued higher education ever since we allowed software detection companies to lure us into a plagiarism detection approach to academic writing.  This has meant that the term plagiarism has been over-used and wrongly used, and international and EAP students have been disproportionately affected. Plagiarism is an intentional act of passing someone else’s work off as your own in order to deceive, and yet we report plagiarism, warn students and convene plagiarism panels when we often know that the student simply has poor writing and/or poor referencing skills. Add to that poor note taking when reading and collecting information for an assignment, and the student is in real trouble ensuring their writing approach meets our standards of attribution. 

The entire higher education sector has done unspeakable harm by allowing the term plagiarism to be applied to well-meant but poor academic writing, where there is no intention to deceive.  Indeed our responses to poor academic writing in the context of referencing, citations and working with the work of others is entirely different to our response to poor analysis or a lack of critical interpretation.  Neither of these academic problems get labelled with a term that implies almost criminal wrong-doing.  And here the EAP student gets the double injustice of trying to establish their work within an unfamiliar context and being criminalised for making mistakes. 

Calling for greater assessment trust, does not mean we cease to care about academic integrity.  Indeed, I would argue that by getting rid of the distractions caused by multi-million pound plagiarism companies, we would be able to genuinely nurture greater integrity in our academic practices.  What trust means in this context is firstly to trust that an international student’s actions may credibly be based in their having different experiences to what they encounter as “international” students.  Trust transforms the issue of academic writing from one of policing to one of education.  I am regularly dismayed by the depiction of certain nationalities as students who tend to collude, while we also have research and policies that promote peer learning and collaborative group work.  We must ensure that similar practices are not viewed as peer learning when done by home students, but collusion when done by international students.

What I am suggesting here as a change in the way we think goes beyond simply providing more support for international students to help them avoid “plagiarism”. Velliaris and Breen (2016), for example, outline an approach to academic integrity in an EAP context that helpfully makes a clear distinction between poor referencing skills and deliberate deception.  This is welcome and we need more of this within EAP assessment processes to ensure we can build the trust to nurture student learning and success: and to minimise fear.  I am concerned, however, by approaches such as this one that are built around plagiarism detection software.  In this case, despite the progressive distinction between poor writing and deliberate cheating, which then informs the academics’ interpretation of Turnitin originality reports, there is a deliberate decision not to share such reports with students.  Teachers are asking students to trust them in their interpretation of reports that exist because of a distrust of student approaches to study.  

Trust has to be two way.  We ask students for trust when we assess their work – trust in our professionalism, worth ethic and interest in their wellbeing.  Poor academic writing (which can show up as so-called plagiarism) is an acknowledged problem in the field of EAP (Velliaris & Breen, 2016). However, reliance on detection software puts us in an arms race we can never win or finish, and can be counter-productive.  In the spirit of assessment for social justice, we build strong relationships of trust, which nurture student learning about academic writing and referencing, rather than terrorising them with fear of being caught doing something they poorly understand.  This is not the only solution, and we still require work on deliberate cheating, as Dawson (2020) has outlined.  But here too trust is essential in assessment: students should be able to trust us to demonstrate an understanding between not knowing how to do something unfamiliar and cheating.

Building trust in the pre-sessional contexts of EAP is particularly difficult, given that assessment sometimes works as a proxy for visa compliance (Pearson, 2021).  Students under threat of deportation are unlikely to settle easily into relationships of trust, nor move beyond the high stakes anxiety of assessment.  In a student from Pearson (Pearson, 2017), a student named Kyle explains the situation: “I cannot feel part of this city because I might be excluded any time I fail an exam” (p. 173). Didactic approaches of telling international students about the evils of plagiarism also do nothing to explain to them what is really meant.  It privileges a western value of individual ownership without providing any explanation (Pearson, 2021). By focusing simply on not plagiarising, traditional assessment approaches offer little to help international students through the processes of working with multiple texts and sources.  But use of developmental portfolios enabled international students to learn for themselves, by the nature and importance of keeping a record of where ideas came from. This also helped them move beyond competitive notions of learning and enjoy the benefits of peer learning. The study also showed that this process of moving beyond ideas of competition took longer for some students, and most importantly that the benefits of peer feedback and/or assessment could only become evident once relationships of trust were already established. 

Honesty

What is meant by the ‘English’ component of the acronym EAP or even in the wider field of contemporary English Language teaching in general, in a world of multiple Englishes?  This is surely a fundamental question when we assess students on academic work written in the medium of English.  It may seem a silly question to those outside the field, but within EAP the issue of what counts as English is well known as a heavily contested one.  Moreover, the stakes are high in terms of what gets to count as English; with clear distinctions of prestige and opportunity often attached to different forms of written or spoken English.  When we assess students we make decisions about which forms of English to privilege, and it is unjust not to be honest with students about the fact that we make such a decision.  What is legitimised as appropriate English is not inevitable nor necessary: it reflects a choice we make.

Clearly this issue interconnects with the honesty required to acknowledge that English has been the language of colonisers and the language of epistemic violence. I will return to this, but want to focus first on a slightly different angle.  Alimi (2011) discusses how English is both the language of colonisers and oppression, but also a language which different groups can, through the exercise of the agency they now have, make their own in many different ways.  He argues that the standard English of many EAP exams in countries such as his own, Botswana, enable a minority to take up the privileges of a university education and other positions of prestige, but it is not the language that most students will go on to use and need to live their lives.  Why do we assess students on a form of English which is not the form they need to communicate in their everyday lives (Alimi, 2011)?
   
 When I discussed honesty in my book on assessment for social justice, I emphasised honesty about how we grade, such as the illusion of precision generated by marking out of 100%.  Studies such as that by Romios et al (2020) have raised similar issues in the EAP context; in this case looking at how honest we are with students about the use of high stakes, traditional exams even when we know they have little pedagogical value. In the UK context, we have a further issue of honesty around the very purposes of EAP education and assessment.  As Pearson (2021) explains, while many EAP educators have a progressive and inclusive approach that is about more than generic linguistic skills, they are forced to assess in a government-mandated way that simply looks to measure a basic competence.  This completely ignores the rich learning experience that the EAP teacher may have nurtured.  This point further highlights the important fact that assessment for social justice requires practices that are just for all involved, including teachers (McArthur, 2018).

Responsibility

Respect recognition necessitates recognition of someone as a capable and informed citizen, cognizant of the rights they share with others. In an assessment context we can align this with what is often termed assessment literacy, although I find that term somewhat problematic. Put simply, we afford misrecognition if we place students in an assessment context in which procedures and practices of assessment are not clear to them and understood. Positioning this responsibility in terms of respect recognition ensures it is understood as a relational issue, as is the capacity to take an informed part in civic life.  Thus putting information in a handbook does not ensure we enable genuine responsibility in our students. What relationship do we build with students so that they feel confident that they understand how they are assessed, and can ask for clarification, or even change, when it is unclear? 

I conceive assessment responsibility as about having the knowledge of processes and practices to genuinely make decisions about one’s own assessment choices, and hence learning.  My focus to date has therefore been on student responsibility.  It is a key feature of assessment for social justice, however, that assessment must be just for all involved, including academic staff.  Returning to Alimi’s work on English language instruction in Botswana, he makes the point that the privileging of standard English has impaired many teachers’ ability to take genuine ownership and responsibility for what they do: ‘Hitherto, many educated Africans, including teachers of English, have been unable to take ownership of the African varieties of English primarily for lack of confidence’ (p. 320). 

If we think back to Honneth’s three realms of recognition, the need to know the status and purpose of the form of language that is assessed is not only an issue of rights recognition, but also esteem recognition. Many student achievements may be under-valued or misunderstood because they do not conform to pre-determined decisions about English language.  But esteem recognition is all about making unique contributions that nurture the wellbeing of others.  As Alimi discusses, many of these contributions will be made possible through knowledge of local forms of English, not a remote standardised form.

In previous work, I considered responsibility also in terms of students’ knowledge of how assessment works, and highlighted the crucial role that peer and self-assessment can play in growing understanding, hence confidence and responsibility.  In an EAP context, Duque Micán and Cuesta Medina (2017) explain the importance of students being actively in control of their own learning, but highlight the problematic nature of this when students are given few chances to develop the abilities required to do so. Duque Micán & Cuesta Medina demonstrate how self-assessment is an important way of developing this sense of control, and hence in my terms, responsibility over their own learning.  The authors argue that in language learning, self-assessment is particularly important for providing a safe place, with low stakes and less anxiety.  As students set their own goals they are more likely, and easily, to develop control and responsibility over their learning, rather than in a high-stakes environment, where all the factors of success are externally imposed.

Pearson’s (2021) study on using processfolios to emphasis the learning journey rather than outcome in assessment, also demonstrated a greater opportunity for students to make agentic decisions and choices about their learning along that journey. This includes some students being able to understand the marking criteria in order to make choices about what do to in their work.  But Pearson also found that some others demonstrated what  Torrance (2007) has named ‘criteria compliance’.  This demonstrates an essential aspect of Honneth’s respect recognition.  It comes not from simply knowing that one has certain rights, but in understanding the nature and meaning of those rights and being able to use them with freedom and agency.  Put this in an assessment context, and having knowledge of marking criteria does not itself lead to responsibility or agency, if it simply engenders an attitude of compliance.

Understanding responsibility in an assessment context also highlights issues of power, and clearly in the field of language learning the colonial legacy of English impacts on power relationships.  Welply (2022) found that students were particularly clear that assessment was an area in which ‘the reproduction of forms of domination through institutional systems was particularly acute’ (p. 76). He argues that the lack of attention to assessment in a decolonial/social justice context appears to arise from the complexity of bringing language assessment and mainstream assessment together.  Indeed, Welply’s analysis suggests that language assessment highlights many of the core shortcomings in mainstream assessment, particularly failure to account for ‘multiple forms of literacy or oracy’ (p.78). This echoes the earlier work of Alimi (2011) and Nguyet Luu in this publication. EAP students will struggle to take responsibility for their own learning when the version of the language chosen for instruction differs from the norm where they have come from, and may well plan to return.

Forgiveness

The concept of forgiveness is particularly important in an English Language context because learning a language or a set of language conventions in the case of EAP entails a lot of mistakes in the course of the journey. Our formal education systems, however, often stigmatise and penalise errors made in the process of learning.  This is very unhelpful and self-defeating but it becomes particularly acute in an assessment context.  While we as academics make clear distinctions between formative and summative assessment, they may not be so clear in students’ minds, nor in their psyches that have been shaped by a competitive society where winning and getting things right are valorised over so much else.

Forgiving assessment approaches start by rejecting a deficit view of the fact that students don’t know some things.  An education is about acquiring learning and lack of knowledge does not equate to weakness. This sense of moving away from expectations of students being fully equipped with a knowledge base at the outset is particularly pertinent to EAP. Pre-sessional courses in particular are front loaded and pre-packaged with very little personalised or tailored focus on individual student needs. However, such work as that of Pearson (2021) challenges these notions by focusing on the student journey as understood by the student themselves. By making assessment about a journey over time and not one discrete moment of demonstrating a piece of knowledge, it embraces a culture of forgiveness in knowledge construction. As this study demonstrates, the culture of forgiveness is closely connected to one of low stakes approaches to assessment. Some of Pearson’s students reported a reduction in stress/high stakes feeling once they realised their focus could be on the process and not a single end product.    

Responsiveness

I conceive of responsiveness as both an understanding of what the student brings to an assessment task – so responsive to the student – and a responsiveness to the social world where the student’s learning takes meaning.  Thus the inter-relationship between individual and social wellbeing is also at the heart of this idea.  The urgent challenge for EAP assessment practices is the recognition of the place of English in systems of linguistic domination.  Indeed,  Welply argues that English-speaking countries maintain a dual system of linguistic domination both internally and the perpetuation of colonialism through English as the lingua franca of capitalist systems (2022: 65).  

Responsiveness in EAP assessment practices ought to be shaped by a stronger sense of how the assessment reflects the worlds in which the students exist. This might mean a shift in focus towards seeking out a more socially-just integration of their existing linguistic and cultural backgrounds. For example, Alimi (2011:138) argues that if ‘New Englishes benefit their users culturally and socioeconomically and they appropriately depict their experiences’ then their use should be acceptable in learning and assessment situations. Surely students cannot reach their full potential if there is such a rigid communication demarcation between the place of study and the place of other life, with one seen as innately superior. 

Mortenson (2022) challenges the EAP community to reflect more on their past complicity with colonial and western-centric perspectives that unproblematically position English as the dominant language.  She claims that ‘historically EAP programs have tended to employ inauthentic, oftentimes outdated, materials’ (p. 2).  While acknowledging advances, she still contends that ‘there has been minimal research into the adoption of critical, social justice-oriented content ‘ (p. 2).  To challenge this, she conducts an exploration of students’ engagement with a text that powerfully challenges white, colonial perspectives.  She places enormous emphasis on the pedagogy of teaching with this text and students’ responses and perspectives.  The context of the study is students preparing a piece of work for assessment; however it is worth noting that nowhere does Mortenson directly address the social justice implications of this being assessed work.  One might reasonably say that assessment itself was not Mortenson’s focus, and that is reasonable up to a point.  But equally, approaches such as assessment for social justice emphasise the importance of always recognising the particular social justice implications in acts of assessment.  For example, there are issues of power which can lead to compliance.  While the students in this study magnificently challenged western-oriented, colonial assumptions and began to see and understand suffering in new light, as Mortenson herself concedes, they were not challenging her beliefs.  To be clear, I am not criticising this exemplary piece of social justice research.  I am, however, using it as an example of the tendency not to problematise assessment through a social justice lens, other than references to fairness, which themselves are often narrow and procedural (McArthur, 2016, 2018). 

Conclusion

EAP faces many challenges as it works to establish firmer foundations in social justice understandings of education and learning.  Tackling assessment at the same time may seem a challenge too far, because in any context assessment is notoriously resistant to meaningful change. But really there is no choice.  EAP teachers cannot ignore assessment when they seek to change teaching and learning, because the three are inextricably linked. Assessment carries messages to students about what teachers value.  As such it can perpetuate stereotypes, ignorance, prejudice and misunderstandings.  It is only when we think of our students holistically, and extend this to the realm of assessment, that we can truly understand how they behave and what they can achieve.  Students enter EAP with rich histories and many achievements.  We need assessment to celebrate this rather than try to obscure it in the name of uniformity as fairness.  We need to think more about the aspirations of our students to understand how we design assessment practices to enable them to flourish.

None of this diminishes how difficult it is to change assessment practices and the sensitive position of EAP teachers where their work is linked to visa compliance and other external metrics.  But the idea of what sense of worth we bring into our assessment practices is meant to demonstrate that small changes can have a huge significance for students, and teachers.  Reinforcing pedagogical relationships in an assessment context and seeing the students as a whole person, move our practices on more than we realise.  Greater social justice can seem an impossible goal, or we can try to find it in everyday practices and ways of learning and teaching – and assessing – together. If that can be done in such a specific context as EAP, then there are surely important lessons within this for the wider academy. 
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