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CHAPTER 2 

Child-centered assessment 
research and practice 
Current issues 

Yuko Goto Butler 
University of Pennsylvania 

1. Introduction 

As teaching additional languages to young learners (deéned as children aged 5–12) 
in institutional settings has become increasingly popular globally, one of the con
cerns that has arisen among practitioners is how best to assess their language 
learning processes and outcomes. While various types of assessment have been 
used with young learners, they tend to be top-down and measurement-oriented. 
Any educator of young language learners can ask themselves questions such as 
“Do my students fully understand why they take the assessment?”, “Do I know 
how my students feel about and what they want from the assessment?”, “Have I 
discussed assessment criteria with the students?”, and “Have I ever designed an 
assessment together with my students?” and notice that such activities are not 
commonly practiced. Unfortunately, children are usually passively subjected to 
assessment, and their voices are rarely heard in the process of developing, imple
menting, and using assessments in reality. Similarly, language assessment research 
involving children largely has not taken their agency and voices seriously. 

Meanwhile, in sociology, psychology, and other related éelds concerning chil
dren and their development, research with children as opposed to research on/
about children has been heatedly debated (Christensen & James, 2017). Children 
historically have been treated as objects of study (“research on children” such as 
children are given tasks or measurements in controlled settings) or as subjects 
of study (“research about children” such as children’s behaviors are observed and 
interpreted from adult perspectives). These approaches run the risk of underesti
mating children’s capacities and may miss opportunities to gain valuable insights 
from them. More importantly, in research on/about children, their rights may not 
be suäciently respected and they may not directly beneét from participating in 
the study. Thus, these approaches have been challenged by ideas that promote 
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children’s agency and grant them greater autonomy as social actors. In other 
words, more child-centered approaches to research are advocated (Pinter, 2022). 

In line with this advocacy for research with children, this paper proposes 
greater child-centeredness in both assessment research and practice. It explores 
the idea of child-centered assessment in the context of early language education, 
speciécally, language learning among children in instructional settings. The paper 
draws upon three lines of empirical work — children’s assessment literacy self-
assessment, and children’s experience with digital technology in assessment — as 
examples of child-centered assessment. It discusses both potentials and challenges 
when taking child-centered approaches in assessment research and practice. 

The notion of child-centeredness, although it has not been explicitly 
addressed in child language assessment literature, is not new in studies of general 
education; it has been discussed for centuries in education. Originating in the 
West, the concept of child-centered pedagogy has been understood in various 
ways and invited diêerent interpretations (Tzuo et al., 2011). As discussed in detail 
below, child-centered pedagogy can mean age- or developmental appropriateness, 
but it can also refer to ideas of respecting children’s autonomy and interests. In 
addition, child-centeredness may be associated with progressive education where 
dialogues and democratic relations between children and adults are emphasized. 
Child-centeredness also has been discussed in terms of protecting children’s rights 
and listening to their voices (Ellis & Ibrahim, 2021; Pinter, 2023). No matter 
how child-centered pedagogy is understood, it essentially provides educators 
with opportunities to reæect on ‘traditional’ pedagogies and consider alternative 
approaches for meaningful learning for children. Given that assessment should 
be closely tied to pedagogy and instruction, one could argue that child-centered 
approaches should be more seriously considered in assessment as well. Unfortu
nately, current assessment practices are largely conducted in a top-down manner; 
teachers or other adult stakeholders make all the decisions throughout the assess
ment processes and there is little room for children to exercise their agency. 

Below, the paper begins with background information concerning child-
centered approaches in research and early childhood education in general. The 
paper also addresses learner-centered language teaching, which is predominantly 
discussed in the context of adult language learners. Such background discussions 
should be helpful for contemplating child-centered approaches in language 
assessment research and practices. Although child-centered assessment may not 
always work depending on the speciéc type of assessment desired, embracing 
methodological diversity when feasible can stimulate and advance our under
standing of assessment research and practice. 
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2. Background 

2.1 Child-centered approaches to research: Research with children 

The idea of research with children arose out of dissatisfaction with the fact that 
child research has traditionally been conducted in a top-down manner and inter
preted solely based on adult perspectives; children’s voices were rarely heard and 
children served merely as the object or the subject of the study. Per contrast, 
in research with children, “children can be encouraged to contribute to adult-
initiated research in active ways such as by suggesting alternative questions to 
explore, by evaluating draå research tools, by collecting data from their peers, and 
in some cases by taking charge of the whole of the research process as research 
assistants and researchers in their own right” (Kuchah & Pinter, 2021, p. 13). As 
one can see from the above deénition, research with children encompasses a 
range of children’s active engagement in the research with various degrees and 
formats. The strongest form of research with children can also be referred to as 
“research by children” in which children undertake their research with adults’ 
guidance.1

Pinter (2023) argues that the premises of employing research with children 
include: (a) children’s abilities are historically underestimated; (b) children’s 
insights are valuable and worth listening to; (c) accumulated discussions on 
research with children in related disciplines should advance the éeld of applied 
linguistics (which has not yet paid suäcient attention to research with children) 
by increasing the awareness among researchers; and most of all, (d) children tend 
to enjoy and beneét from the processes of active participation in the research. 
Importantly, research with children should be considered as an alternative 
approach to research; it should serve as a complement to the traditional approach, 
not a replacement for it (Pinter, 2023). It is, indeed, fair to say that research with 
children appears to be more suitable for a certain type of research (e.g., participa
tory and/or action research) but may not work well in other types of research. 

In the éeld of language assessment, this approach is rarely implemented. The 
lack of attention to research with children may partially reæect the top-down char
acteristic of many current assessment (research) practices. However, there seems 
to be suäcient room for assessment researchers to incorporate the basic idea of 

1. For example, in Pinter (2019a), English-learning primary school children in the United 
Kingdom participated in a research project as an extra-curricular activity. Aåer receiving 
initial instruction on how to conduct research, children identiéed research topics, formulated 
research questions, developed questionnaires, collected and analyzed the data, and reported 
the results. 
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research with children — namely, respecting child participants’ agency as social 
actors — even in cases in which direct implementation of research with children 
may be challenging. The same argument should be applied to assessment practice 
as well, given that assessment is part of learning and teaching cycles. The basic 
idea of research with children is indeed closely related to child-centered educa
tion. 

2.2 Child-centered approaches in early childhood education 

Child-centered education has been a popular concept since its coinage by 
Friedrich Froebel (1826/1989), who emphasized children’s natural curiosity and 
desire to learn as well as the role of play in early childhood education. Child-
centered education generally refers to a pedagogical approach that emphasizes 
children’s autonomy and their ability to self-construct knowledge with the help of 
teachers and adults, rather than viewing children as mere consumers of informa
tion transmitted by teachers and adults. 

However, in practice, child-centeredness has been conceptualized diêerently 
over time and across contexts; there are multiple interpretations (Chung & Walsh, 
2000). Among educators of early childhood, it has been widely subscribed as a 
notion of developmental appropriateness. Some scholars conceptualized child-
centeredness as meeting children’s developmental needs, following developmen
tal theories such as Piaget (1936), while others focused on children’s interests and 
associated the idea with Dewey’s progressive education (1956). Dewey believed 
that children’s interest drives instruction, and emphasized children’s process of 
learning, especially learning by doing. It should be noted, however, that such 
developmentalism views of child-centeredness have been questioned in that they 
have been predominantly based on Western developmental models and may not 
be universally applicable across diêerent cultural and societal contexts. Scholars 
who support such a poststructural view further advocate that children’s multi
ple views and perspectives, rooted in their life experiences, should be incorpo
rated and respected in early education (Tzuo et al., 2011). Some other scholars also 
linked the notion of child-centeredness to ethical guidelines aimed at respecting 
children’s voices and protecting children’s rights by the United Nations Conven
tion on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC, United Nations, 1989). Viewing children 
as “rights-bearing” citizens, child-centered education is an educational approach 
that takes children’s voices and experiences seriously and incorporates them in 
curriculum and material development, as well as assessment (Pinter, 2023). 
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2.3 Learner-centered language teaching for adults: Implications for children 

In the éeld of second language education, which has been predominantly focused 
on adult learners, the notion of learner-centered teaching has been advocated 
since the 1970s, shedding light on learners and learning rather than language and 
instruction (Benson, 2012). At that time, language teaching methodologies were 
primarily driven by linguistics and learners tended to receive little attention in 
the discussions of language teaching methodologies (i.e., they focused on lan
guage rather than learners). However, due to the increased realisation of learner 
diversity as a result of the expansion of second- and foreign-language education, 
learner-centered teaching gained greater recognition among language educators. 
In essence, learner-centered teaching ultimately can be understood as an 
approach that aims to “empower learners by enabling them to assume an 
informed and self-directive role in the pursuance of their language-related life 
goals” (Tudor, 1996, p. xii). It acknowledges learners’ knowledge and experience 
and adjusts the instruction to ét their needs. 

Learner-centered teaching is oåen associated with the notion of learner 
autonomy, which is usually understood as “the ability to take charge of one’s 
own learning” (Holec, 1981, p. 3). According to Benson (2012), there are éve main 
principles underlying learner-centered teaching to facilitate learner autonomy: 
namely, “(1) active involvement in student learning, (2) providing options and 
resources, (3) oêering choices and decision-making opportunities, (4) supporting 
learners, and (5) encouraging reæection” (pp. 33–34). However, similar to the crit
icism against the development appropriateness being too Western-centered dis
cussed above, some scholars also argue that the perception of autonomy varies 
across cultures (e.g., Littlewood’s (1999) notion of reactive autonomy — more 
socially oriented and less independent notion of autonomy — in East Asian cul
tures). Contextualized interpretation of learner-centered teaching appears to be 
necessary. In language education, the term “learner-centered” teaching is some
times used as “a cover term” encompassing related pedagogical approaches such 
as communicative and humanistic language teaching, negotiated curriculum, and 
self-assessment (Benson, 2012, p. 31). Although the above discussion on learner-
centered language teaching has primarily developed around adult learners, the 
essence of learner-centered language teaching should be applicable to language 
education for young learners. 
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2.4 Child-centered assessment 

In order to promote child-centered instruction in second/foreign language educa
tion for young learners, the present paper argues for greater consistency between 
teaching and assessment; assessment research and practices should be child-
centered as well. One can conceptualize child-centered assessment broadly, with
out referring to any particular method. Child-centered assessment is any 
approach where (a) children are invited to participate in the assessment not 
merely as passive objects or subjects of assessment but also as social agents and 
(b) children’s views and experiences can directly or indirectly contribute to the 
improvement of assessment theories, practices, and consequences. Most impor
tantly, children should beneét from the assessment process by having an oppor
tunity to learn something meaningful — such as the target language, assessment, 
or, more broadly, gaining some educationally meaningful experience (see also 
Britton, 2021, and Prošić-Santovac & Rixon, 2019 for discussions on formative 
assessment for young learners — ongoing assessment aiming directly at assisting 
students’ learning). Child-centered assessment also requires æexibility in light of 
the context in which teaching and learning take place. 

3. Insights from previous research 

To better explain child-centered assessment, three lines of empirical work are 
presented in this section: (1) listening to what children say and want (children’s 
assessment literacy); (2) giving children greater autonomy (self-assessment); and 
(3) making use of children’s experience, especially when using digital technology 
in assessment. 

3.1 Children’s Language Assessment Literacy 

The érst example concerns language assessment literacy (LAL) — one’s knowledge 
and skills about how language assessment works and its consequences. LAL was 
originally suggested by Brindley (2001) in the context of professional develop
ment for language teachers. Brindley argued that teachers’ understanding of the 
social consequence of language assessment should be one of the critical compo
nents of language teacher education. There are diêerent conceptualisations and 
models of LAL (e.g., Bøhn & Tsagari, 2022; Brindley, 2001; Davies, 2008; Fulcher, 
2012; Inbar-Lourie, 2008; Lee, 2019). Although these models were based on dif
ferent epistemological orientations and methodological approaches (e.g., deduc
tive [theory-driven] or inductive [data-driven]), they generally agree that LAL is a 
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multifaceted construct. One can argue that such multi-components of LAL can be 
classiéed into three major elements (Giraldo, 2019): knowledge (knowledge about 
learning and measurement theories and knowledge about assessment takers, etc.); 
skills (skills to develop and implement assessment as well as to analyze the assess
ment results); and principles (understanding of proper use of assessment results, 
ethics, and equity, etc.). 

Although previous studies on LAL predominantly concerned teachers’ LAL, 
some researchers suggested diêerentiated needs among diêerent groups of stake
holders (e.g., Harding & Kremmel, 2016; Taylor, 2013). Taylor (2013), for example, 
classiéed stakeholders into three groups in the order of the degrees of LAL needs: 
a core group (test developers and researchers); an intermediary group (language 
teachers and course instructors); and a peripheral group (the general public and 
policy-makers). She proposed that a diêerent LAL was required depending on 
stakeholders’ needs. For example, for language teachers, pedagogical skills to 
implement assessments are critical while theoretical knowledge of assessment is 
less important. 

So far, among various stakeholders, very limited attention has been paid to 
language learners — even adult learners, not to mention young learners — in the 
discussions of LAL (Lee & Butler, 2020). A few exceptions included Watanabe’s 
(2011) intervention study; the study found that teaching basic principles of lan
guage assessment to foreign language learners at college changed their attitudes 
towards assessment from negative to positive. Malone (2017) noted the scarce 
attention to test-takers in the research of LAL and stated that incorporating test-
takers’ perspectives can enhance the validity of the test. Indeed, test validation 
studies (but not framed as LAL studies) incorporated test-takers’ cognitive 
processes and strategies that they employed while they took the test as a source 
of validation (Butler, 2018; Cohen & Upton, 2006; Winke et al., 2018).2 Dis
crepancies in perception toward assessment between teachers and students (e.g., 
teachers believe that they oêer suäcient information about assessment to their 
students while the students do not agree) have been reported as well (e.g., Sato & 
Ikeda, 2015; Vlanti, 2012). 

To respond to the situation described above, it can be argued that a deeper 
understanding of learners’ perspectives on assessment is critical not only for the 
validity concerns but also for fair and ethical assessment practice. It should also be 
noted that very little is known about children’s LAL. The study below, conducted 

2. Tests can be considered as a type of assessment technique that focuses on measuring one’s 
attributes and abilities (Brown & Abeywickrama, 2019). However, assessments and tests are 
oåen used interchangeably in practice. 
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by the present author and her colleagues (Butler et al., 2021), is one of the rare 
examples of an eêort to understand young learners’ LAL. 

Butler et al.’ (2021) study was conducted in the context of English as an addi
tional language in China. The participants were ten Grade 4 and ten Grade 6 stu
dents who had received English instruction at school from Grade 1. They were 
érst asked to take a mock English test that they routinely took3 and were inter
viewed concerning three questions corresponding to the three major components 
in LAL: knowledge, skills, and principle. By way of understanding the speciéc 
contexts of the study, it is important to note that the curriculum requirement of 
English was set lower compared with other academic subjects and there was a 
substantial discrepancy between the target English proéciency level speciéed by 
the national curriculum in China and the actual proéciency levels of the partici
pating children. 

First, with respect to the knowledge component, Butler et al.’s study results 
indicated that the children already had a great deal of knowledge and experience 
with language assessments and could articulate their critical views toward the 
current assessment practice that they observed and experienced. Regarding the 
knowledge components, the children viewed that the current assessment at school 
was measurement-oriented and thus “it doesn’t really help you improve your abil
ity” (Luna,4 G6). Instead, they indicated that it would be desirable to have more 
learning-oriented assessments that could provide them with diagnostic infor
mation. The children expressed their preference for performance-based assess
ment although they observed that the current speaking tests5 at school excessively 
emphasized grammatical accuracy. As a target of assessment, they believed that 
communicative abilities should be more valued. A child below, for example, 
showed a sophisticated view of a speaking construct; he stated that spontaneity 
should be the focus of the speaking tests: 

3. The mock test consisted of English items that were similar to those with which the students 
were familiar both in terms of content and format, covering all four skills. Some of the items 
were revised versions of the city-wide standardized test items that the students take every year, 
while others were similar to the classroom assessment items used by their teachers. 

4. Pseudonym names are used. The interview was conducted in Chinese, but only the English 
translations are shown here due to the space availability. See Butler et al. (2021) for the original 
utterances in Chinese. 

5. The terms “assessment” and “test” were used interchangeably in the original Chinese. 
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In spoken language, you have to say what you are thinking, but in written lan
guage, you can think about whether it is appropriate and whether the grammar is 
correct before writing it down. So oral exam is also about your ability to make 
immediate responses. And in oral expressions, if you suddenly forget a word, you 

(Guest, G6) have to think of another word immediately. 

Children also could articulate a few “diäcult things” — meaning construct irrele
vant factors — such as anxiety and nervousness that would mask their true abilities. 

Second, concerning their views towards teachers’ skills to conduct assess
ments (i.e., assessment designs, procedures, and content), the children indicated 
their critical observations; the assessment should be more meaning-based (e.g., 
incorporating stories instead of focusing on forms) and more cognitively chal
lenging, while at the same time, assessment should be more accessible to children 
(e.g., meeting their interests and curiosity). The children observed that the design 
of the current school English assessment lacks authenticity, as exempliéed in the 
excerpt below: 

I think that the design of a test should be a little more “humanized,” when the 
basic communication is met, there should not be too much attention on the 
details, because the test is meant for using the language, it should not be testing 
only for the sake of testing . . . As long as the tester can understand your meaning, 

(Scarlet, G6) it is okay. 

Overall, the participating children embraced the idea that teachers would consult 
with children when designing assessments even though they had never experi
enced it. 

I think they [=teachers] should consult with the students because adults may have 
diêerent thoughts than children. For example, adults may have more knowledge 
than children, and sometimes the questions they design maybe too diäcult for us 

(Kelly, G4) to understand. 

Giving children a chance to co-develop an assessment and/or incorporate their 
views into assessment designs and procedures would enhance their meaningful 
engagement in assessment and empower their own learning in the long run. 

Finally, regarding the children’s view toward the consequences of the assess
ment (i.e., the principle element in LAL models), the children expressed varied 
views toward “fairness” of the current practice in which the target level of the 
assessment was set low. Because children had diêerent accessibility to English 
lessons outside of the school, some children considered that setting a low target 
was “fair”, while others did not think it “fair” because the assessment did now 
reæect their true ability, especially those who studied English more. 
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This case study indicated how young learners had already developed a high 
level of understanding of assessment practice and consequences based on their 
experience. One can suspect that listening to their voices and needs would not 
only be useful for test validation but also be valuable for recognising their agency. 
Through this experience (i.e., articulating their views on assessment), children 
also have a chance to reæect on their own learning. Moreover, through the expe
rience of feeling that they can contribute to the teachers’ assessment practice, the 
children may be able to increase their self-eäcacy in their language learning. In 
any event, listening to their voices and understanding their needs can be a step 
towards making assessments more child-centered. 

3.2 Giving children greater autonomy: Self-assessment 

Self-assessment is another example of making assessment more child-centered. 
Self-assessment is a type of assessment in which learners self-reæect their own abil
ities and performance (Black & Wiliam, 1998). This self-reæective nature makes 
self-assessment unique; self-assessment corresponds well with learner-centered 
learning and self-regulated and autonomous learning. Self-assessment is primarily 
designed for formative purposes and is meant to be beneécial for promoting learn
ing (Oscarson, 2013). In other words, self-assessment is particularly suited as an 
assessment for learning — using an assessment to directly assist students’ learning. 
Self-assessment is also considered a relatively low-stake assessment and is less anx
ious for learners. This aêective merit is particularly important for children who 
tend to be vulnerable to negative experiences with assessment (Carless & Lam, 
2014). Moreover, self-assessment can be advantageous for teachers in that its 
administration is usually less constrained by large class sizes or time limitations. 
In recent years, teachers of young language learners can oåen énd self-assessment 
items and activities in coursebooks and other materials, including digital tools 
that can assist teachers in creating self-assessments easily online. For example, the 
Council of Europe developed CEFR-based descriptors for children ages 7–10 and 
11–15 (Council of Europe, 2018). Empirical research has also shown that self-
assessment can have positive inæuences on young learners’ learning if appropriate 
guidance is provided (see Butler, 2016, for a review of relevant studies). 

Despite such potential beneéts and promotion of self-assessments, however, 
teachers of young language learners do not seem to make use of them suäciently 
in practice (Nikolov & Timpe-Laughlin, 2020). This relative underuse of self-
assessment may be, in part, due to the teachers’ concern about the credibility of 
self-assessment; teachers of young language learners may wonder about the extent 
to which children are capable of ‘accurately’ self-assessing their abilities and per
formance (e.g., Butler, 2016). Indeed, Piaget’s (1936) inæuential theory of cognitive 
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development predicted that preoperational children (ages 2–7) are constrained by 
egocentric thoughts and are incapable of making an objective judgment of their 
own performance. Children at the concrete operational stage (ages 7–11) gradu
ally develop the ability to make judgments while relying on logical thinking and 
taking other people’s perspectives, which speaks in favor of implementing self-
assessment with primary school learners, in theory. 

In fact, recent research has shown that children develop self-reæective abil
ities even earlier than what has been previously believed (Muenks et al., 2018). 
Although cognitive maturity certainly inæuences children’s self-evaluative ability, 
one’s self-evaluative ability depends on various factors in addition to children’s 
cognitive maturity. For example, the ‘accuracy’ of children’s self-assessment 
increases if they are asked to self-evaluate their performance on concrete tasks at 
hand, tasks that they are familiar with, and tasks that require relatively lighter cog
nitive resources to complete than responding to decontextualized and/or abstract 
self-assessment items. Butler and Lee (2006), for instance, compared two types of 
self-assessment administration: using contextualized items (e.g., I could sing the 
ABC song well in class today) and decontextualized items (e.g., I can sing songs 
in English well). The study found that making the items contextualized increased 
the accuracy of children’s self-assessment responses (judged in relation to an 
objective measure and their teacher’s evaluation) across the age groups that they 
examined (Grades 4 and 6, ages 9–10 and 11–12 respectively). Contextualized self-
assessment was also found to be less inæuenced by individual children’s attitudes 
and aêective factors such as motivation, anxiety, self-conédence, and so forth. 
Having greater experiences with self-assessment also helps children to increase 
the accuracy of their responses to the self-assessment items. For example, Butler 
and Lee (2010), in a longitudinal study conducted among 254 English-learning 
Korean 6th-grade students, found that regular administration of self-assessment 
at the end of each unit in their curriculum increased the accuracy of their self-
assessment responses. 

Self-assessment can be reliably used among young language learners if appro
priate guidance and practice opportunities are provided. However, perhaps more 
importantly for classroom teachers, self-assessment can be eêectively used as a 
learning or instructional tool, not simply as a measurement tool. When placing 
children’s learning at the center of assessment purposes, one may even challenge 
the “uncontested” premise that learners’ accurate self-assessment responses are 
always desirable. Indeed, empirical research on calibration — the degree to which 
one’s self-eäcacy and actual ability match — indicated that accurate judgment 
of one’s own performance does not necessarily contribute to higher achievement 
(Andrade, 2019). The accuracy of self-assessment, therefore, may not be the most 
critical concern when taking a view of assessment for learning. 
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Using self-assessment as a learning tool for language-learning school-age chil
dren appears to be promising, given that children substantially develop self-
regulated abilities during the preschool and primary school years (Morrison et al., 
2010). Sociocultural theory (Vygotsky, 1934/1978) also supports the idea of using 
self-assessment as a learning tool because self-assessment would provide chil
dren with an opportunity to identify the gap between their goals and current 
achievement state. Empirical studies on self-assessment among children, while 
limited, also support such theoretical predictions. As mentioned above, Butler 
and Lee (2010) found that engaging in self-assessment itself increased children’s 
self-conédence and facilitated English learning. Self-assessment is also found to 
help increase children’s motivation (Chalkia, 2012) and metacognitive abilities 
(Anastasiadou, 2013). 

To use self-assessment in a child-centered fashion, however, teachers need 
some strategies. Below are some suggestions for teachers of young language learn
ers that have been empirically tested (adapted from Butler, 2022). 

3.2.1 Letting children be familiar with self-assessment gradually 

As it may take some time for children to get used to self-assessing their perfor
mance and even longer to self-assess their abilities (Butler, 2005), it is recom
mendable that teachers start with something simple. It is important to make the 
self-assessment items concrete and contextualized. It would be easier for children 
to respond to items such as “I could understand XXXX story that the teacher told 
us today in class” right aåer the activity, compared with more general and decon
textualized items such as “I can understand stories in English well.” The contex
tualized items can also facilitate children’s self-reæection. When children engage 
in complicated tasks that require multiple knowledge and skills (including non-
linguistic knowledge), it is advisable to construct items that focus on one sub-skill 
or aspect of the task. Finally, the self-assessment items should be designed in such 
a way that children are able to compare their performance and abilities over time, 
rather than comparing with those of other children; temporal comparison allows 
children to see their progress and feel a sense of achievement. 

3.2.2 Inviting children to set goals and criteria for self-assessment 

It is critically important for children to understand the goals and criteria of the 
assessment. Self-assessment can enhance children’s engagement and autonomy if 
they are invited to join the process of setting goals and criteria. Very young chil
dren — preschool and lower grade primary school children — can be asked to 
choose types of emoticons (e.g., happy faces and stars) to indicate the degree of 
achievement in tasks. Such a process helps children to be aware of each criterion 
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and feel ownership of the assessment. It also enhances children’s enjoyment and 
engagement in self-assessment. 

To make children’s learning progress more visible, it is advisable to make self-
assessment items to be process-oriented rather than accomplishment-oriented. As 
shown in Figure 1, for example, instead of asking children to respond to items 
dichotomously (namely, “can do” or “cannot do”), teachers can ask children the 
degree to which they can accomplish each task. Such a format, again, can help 
children to develop greater autonomy in their own learning. 

Figure 1. An example of process-oriented self-assessment items 

For older children — upper primary school children — or children who have 
already developed a certain degree of autonomy in their learning, teachers can ask 
them to come up with a goal for the next step, while giving them some guidance 
and scaêolding. In the example below (Figure 2), when preparing for teleconfer
encing with foreign friends as a task implemented as part of an English lesson, 
children in groups set up goals for each step. In this particular case, the teacher 
showed an example goal in Phrase 2 so that the children could follow the exam
ple, making it easier for them to come up with their own goals for other phases 
(Hatai, 2022). 
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Figure 2. An example of inviting children to identify their own goals for an activity 

According to Hatai, a classroom teacher who designed this self-assessment 
activity, the students took the self-assessment more seriously and showed greater 
engagement than with ready-made self-assessment items. 

3.2.3 Using self-assessment to stimulate children’s motivation, 
self-conùdence, and self-regulation 

Self-assessment can be a great tool for enhancing children’s motivation, self-
conédence, and self-regulation. In order to help them get motivated, it is impor
tant to make the assessment goal concrete and achievable. For example, when 
children engage in a task in which they make a menu of a new restaurant, 
responding to a self-assessment item such as “I could spell éve food names in Eng
lish” can help them self-regulate their learning and get a sense of achievement. For 
older children, setting a cognitively slightly challenging goal, such as participating 
in cross-school information exchange activities, may stimulate their motivation. 

To use self-assessment for motivation purposes, it is important to value and 
respect children’s responses even if they are not ‘accurate’. Children’s responses 
to their self-assessments can be inæuenced by a number of factors — both indi
vidual factors (age, personality, self-conédence levels, etc.) and external factors 
(classroom environments, cultural norms, etc.). Thus, we, as educators, need to 
understand that children’s responses to self-assessment are not necessarily a direct 
reæection of their performance, or self-eäcacy and self-conédence (Butler, 2018). 

For older children who become sensitive to social perception (i.e., how people 
perceive others), teachers need to create a safe and trustworthy environment 
before conducting self-assessment. Doing self-assessment is, in fact, a very social 
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and emotional activity as well as an individual cognitive activity (Andrade & 
Brown, 2016). In a competitive classroom, children may inæate their evaluations. 
In certain cultures, children may not feel comfortable disclosing their self-
assessment results to teachers or the public. In multicultural classrooms, there
fore, extra consideration may be necessary before implementing self-assessment. 

3.2.4 Providing constructive feedback 

Feedback is a critical element in any assessment, and self-assessment is no excep
tion. Self-assessment, however, may be unique in that it can provide both external 
feedback (feedback from a teacher or other individuals) and internal feedback 
(children give themselves feedback). Once the children respond to self-assessment 
items, it is critical to receive aärmative feedback from a teacher and have an 
opportunity to discuss the next step. Ideally, feedback should be provided individ
ually and promptly, although it can be challenging for teachers, especially those 
who have large classes. Making use of digital technology may be a solution for such 
logistical challenges. (The next section will further discuss the use of digital tech
nology.) 

Teachers can also assist children in generating feedback by themselves (inter
nal feedback) by providing them with guidance and modelling when reæecting on 
the results of self-assessment. Children’s internal feedback can be facilitated if the 
self-assessment is used in conjunction with some form of metacognitive or met
alinguistic tasks. For example, children can respond to self-assessment when they 
use a computer program in which they can compare their pronunciation with that 
of the teacher. 

As the above suggestions signify, self-assessment has the potential to be used 
as a learning and instructional tool and can directly assist children’s learning, 
autonomy, self-conédence, and motivation. By inviting children to actively engage 
in the whole process of self-assessment, including at the designing stage, teachers 
can respect children’s agency and autonomy in a greater fashion than the tradi
tional tests that are administered solely in a top-down manner. 

3.3 Making use of children’s experience: Digital technology in assessment 

Assessment can be carried out in a child-centered fashion by making use of 
various digital technologies, such as screen media and digital games. Naturally, 
using digital technology itself does not automatically make the assessment “child-
centered”; however, it has potential if it is used wisely. Many children nowadays, at 
least children in developed countries, are growing up with digital technology. For 
those children who are used to engaging in digital technologies in daily life, using 
such technologies as part of assessment tools aligns with their daily experiences 
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and contributes to a greater child-centered approach. In addition, digital technol
ogy is changing the way we communicate and learn. In other words, the target 
communicative abilities that children want to develop are changing. We have also 
gradually discovered that the use of digital technology inæuences some cognitive 
functions and brain activities (Firth et al., 2019). One could argue that taking steps 
to maximize the beneéts of digital technology for children’s language education, 
including assessment, is critical. 

The inæuence of digital technology on language assessment includes changes in 
the constructs, procedures, and the use of assessments. For example, reading is no 
longer processing printed texts only but oåen means processing multimodal infor
mation simultaneously in combination with printed texts. The boundary between 
oral and written languages is increasingly obscure (e.g., text speak — a type of lan
guage used in the social networking service [SNS]). Generative artiécial intelli
gence (AI) is greatly impacting the way we write. Such changes should be factored 
into construct deénitions in language assessment. Assessment itself is progressively 
delivered through computers and mobile phones (e.g., Neumann et al., 2019). 

There are a few potential beneéts for teachers to use digital technology in 
assessment. First, digital technology can help teachers evaluate their students’ 
work; for example, digital technology can organize the assessment data eäciently. 
As a result, teachers can monitor individual children’s progress more easily and 
respond to the children promptly. From the children’s point of view, this means 
that they can get more individualized feedback and assistance from the teachers 
in a timely manner. Some digital applications may have automated scoring func
tions; this does not mean that such applications take over the teachers’ role as 
assessors, but they can be incorporated as part of teachers’ classroom assessments. 
While there are individual diêerences in preferred learning styles, for many chil
dren growing up with technology, assessment through digital technology can 
decrease anxiety and increase motivation (Wei, 2022). Aåer all, using digital tech
nology itself is generally enjoyable for many children (Ningsih & Mulyono, 2019). 

3.3.1 Game-based classroom assessment 

Incorporating some game elements in assessment can make the assessment more 
enjoyable and motivational for children, and thus contribute to the broader 
endeavor of child-centered assessment. Gaming can be considered an enjoyable 
activity and humans have used games for learning as well as for entertainment 
for centuries. Courtney and Graham’s (2019) large-scale study with young learners 
of several modern languages (n = 3,437, ages 8–13) indicated that the children 
enjoyed a game-based assessment irrespective of their attainment result. Nowa
days, there are a number of computer apps available for teachers to develop a 
game-based assessment easily for their classes (e.g., Kahoot!, Gimket, Quizlet, 
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and so forth).6 Teachers who implement low-stakes game-based classroom assess
ments oåen énd them useful to increase children’s attention in class and enhance 
their motivation. It is not unusual to see children answering assessment items 
until they can satisfy their performance (e.g., to get the perfect score). Presumably, 
such actions would contribute to their learning (Butler et al., 2014). 

To make the game-based assessment eêective for children’s learning, however, 
children need to understand that the assessment is designed to assist their learning, 
not just for fun. Importantly, it should also be noted that some children may not 
like gaming in classroom learning. Incorporating social comparative elements in 
game-based assessment (e.g., identifying winners) can be dangerous, even for a 
low-stakes assessment, and may have a lasting negative impact on certain children. 

3.3.2 E-portfolio 

Another example of using digital technology to make assessment potentially 
child-centered is e-portfolios. The portfolio is “a sample of student work that 
shows growth over time” (O’Malley & Pierce, 1996, p. 35). While portfolios are 
implemented diêerently across classrooms in practice, the major characteristics 
of portfolios are to collect a range of students’ work in a systematic way so that 
one can see improvement over time (Lynch & Shaw, 2005). Portfolios are situated 
in individual children’s learning contexts; they are contextually rich and highly 
individualized (Weigle, 2002). They usually contain self-assessment elements, and 
thus give children an opportunity to self-monitor their progress against goals set 
by themselves or set in negotiation with the teacher. With guidance, children may 
be able to take greater initiative to collect sample work and learn to pay greater 
attention to the process of their own learning. They may even participate in devel
oping the criteria for evaluation if appropriate scaêolding is provided. In this 
respect, one can argue that a portfolio can be a child-centered assessment. 

To make the traditional paper-and-pencil portfolio into a digital form (i.e., 
e-portfolio), we can expect additional merits (Abrar-ul-Hassan et al., 2021). First, 
e-portfolios allow children to collect and save multimodal products, including 
audio speeches and videos. The multimodal products further enrich the content 
of the portfolio; the multimodality better reæects children’s actual linguistic activ
ities in their real lives. Moreover, allowing multimodal formats in the portfolio 
oåen stimulates children’s creativity and motivation. For example, children may 
video-record their speech while acting as if they were a reporter, actor, company 
owner, and so forth. Educators oåen énd that children voluntarily repeat the 

6. Some applications, such as the Language Magician (https://www.goethe.de/ins/gb/en/spr
/unt/kum/dç/the_language_magician.html), allow teachers to implement game-based assess
ments without creating one by themselves. 
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assigned task so that they can upload satiséed products (Pinter, 2019b). Research 
on tasks shows that repeating tasks can enhance learners’ motivation, conédence, 
and learning (Bygate, 2001). It is important to note that, in this video-making 
assessment task, children autonomously engage in task repetition, without being 
told by their teachers. 

Admittedly, empirical studies on e-portfolios among young learners remain 
limited; however one can anticipate some additional potential merits of using 
them. Such merits include: (1) encouraging students’ lifelong learning due to the 
relative ease of storing the products in éles and sharing them with others; (2) 
providing an opportunity to enhance their digital skills; (3) oêering higher prac
ticality than the paper-based portfolios; and (4) if adopted school-wide, allow
ing institutions to have relatively uniform assessment practices (e.g., Zulékar, 
2016). In recent years, due to the growing number of web-based applications, it is 
increasingly easier for teachers to implement e-portfolios in their classrooms. 

3.3.3 Considerations when using digital technology 

While digital technology has the potential to make the language assessment more 
child-centered, there is a word of caution. First of all, as mentioned already, digital 
technology itself does not guarantee child-centered assessment. Digital technol
ogy can aid children’s learning greatly, but it can also impact children’s learning 
negatively. A strategic use of digital technology can help the assessment be more 
child-centered. 

Second, teachers need to be mindful that children diêer considerably in terms 
of their digital literacy. Some children have substantial digital experiences and/or 
richer digital environments at home, while others do not have such experiences 
or environments. Some children may have greater anxiety if they engage in assess
ment through digital technology. Suäcient consideration and assistance are indis
pensable if digital technology were to be used in assessment. 

Finally, a high degree of ethics is required for teachers when using digital 
technology for assessment. Digital technology can easily collect information not 
only on children’s performance but also on personal information. For example, a 
child’s video portfolio may contain information about her family. While collected 
assessment information can be used to assist their learning eêectively, it can cause 
serious ethical problems if it is misused. Teachers must be fully aware that, in the 
age of digital technology, it is increasingly challenging to maintain children’s pri
vacy when using digital technology both in instruction and assessment. Timmis 
et al. (2015) addressed the potential problems with the “lack of agency and control 
of personal data” when using digital technology for assessing children and young 
people and emphasised the importance of making “assessment data more visible 
to learners” (2015, p. 16). 
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4. Conclusion 

This paper explored the idea of child-centered assessment for young language 
learners, both in terms of research and practice. Traditionally, assessment, includ
ing language assessment for young learners, tends to be developed and imple
mented in a top-down manner and children’s voices have rarely been heard. 
Borrowing ideas from previous discussions on research with children and child-
centeredness, this paper advocated assessment approaches in which (a) children 
can engage in assessment as social agents instead of merely being passive receivers 
of assessment; and (b) children’s views and voices are directly or indirectly 
reæected in assessment practice. Child-centered assessments are designed to 
directly assist children’s learning and facilitate their autonomy, self-regulation, 
and self-conédence. 

This chapter used three lines of research — language assessment literacy for 
children, self-assessment, and children’s experiences with digital technology in 
assessment — as examples to illustrate child-centered assessments in young learn
ers. While developing language assessment literacy is important for any stake
holders, assessment literacy among learners, especially young ones, has seldom 
been explored. Therefore, greater eêorts should be directed toward understand
ing children’s knowledge and experience with assessment and assisting them in 
enhancing their assessment literacy. This is critical not only for test validation 
but also for potentially empowering children. Self-assessment is another example 
through which learners can enhance autonomy in their own learning. Previous 
studies, involving both adults and young learners, have focused on understanding 
how accurately learners can assess their own performance and abilities. However, 
more research is needed to better understand the optimal use of self-assessment in 
directly assisting children’s learning and autonomy. In other words, how to make 
use of self-assessment as a learning tool for children rather than merely a measure
ment tool for teachers and policymakers. Finally, as an example of utilising chil
dren’s experience in assessment, the chapter also discussed digital technologies in 
assessment. While digital technologies have signiécant potential as an assessment 
means, numerous ethical issues remain inadequately addressed, and serious dis
cussions are urgently needed among practitioners and researchers working with 
young learners. 

It should be noted that child-centered assessment needs to be contextualized; 
local sociocultural and educational factors are fully taken into account. The direct 
implementation of child-centered assessment may not always be the most desirable 
approach depending on the speciéc assessment purposes. Particular cultural and 
educational contexts sometimes may make it diäcult for teachers to take child-
centered approaches to assessment. Even in those contexts, however, eêort should 
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be made to consider if there is room for making the assessment more child-
centered. Employing such approaches as alternatives to the traditional top-down 
assessment practice can contribute to methodological diversity in assessment. 
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