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Abstract:This essay discusses the complexity of the assessment scheme concerning MFL testing for GCSE 

in the UK, in terms of the writing exam. Assessments play a very important role and are part of our 
teaching process. It will be annotated how assessments focus on giving the teachers and the students a 

real perspective of their results. By assessing, the teachers actually promote learning. In the previous 

study, the process of writing has been analysed, by explaining and illustrating with examples all the 
differences and strategies. It has been emphasized that the writing process is a complex one and, 

according to Harmer, it includes four major steps: planning=>drafting=>editing=>final draft.  For the 

topic to be properly approached, Adriana Vizental‘s theoretical model focused on marking the writing 
exams will be discussed and compared with the UK AQA examination board. Equally important, this 

study offers a closer look to how the writing exam is marked and it highlights the elaboration of the 

marking scheme.  
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In Strategies of Teaching and Testing English as a Foreign Language, Adriana Vizental 

states: 

Furthermore, testing is a complex achievement that aims to assess not only the 

acquisition by the students of the new material (i.e. quantitative acquisition and competence), but 

also the way they can use this material creatively and realistically (i.e. qualitative acquisition and 

performance). (Vizental, 2014:74). 

In the same book, Adriana Vizental outlines the difference between the subjective testing 

and the objective testing. Subjective testing evaluates the productive skills. When assessing the 

written compositions, translations or dictations, we rely only on our personal judgment. In 

general, testing the writing ability is subjective because it requires the examinerřs opinion on the 

writing level.  However, in the UK, the internal regular exams (students are assessed every half 

term, so that means every six-seven weeks) and the mock exams (all the exams students need to 

sit before the actual GCSE exam; there is a mock exam in November and one in March, the 

actual GCSE taking place in May) are moderated by another teacher and by the head of 

department. That means that the written tests are being marked one more time, just to ensure that 

the class teacher was not subjective. An uncommon fact, compared to Romania, is that the names 
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on the exam paper are not covered in the GCSE or any other formal exam. The examiners will 

always know the name of the students. 

In the same way, Adriana Vizental explored the idea of objective testing. She referred to 

Robert Ladořs new method of assessment.  
Lado's theory relies on the "atomistic view" of the age: if the language is built up of "atoms" (i.e. 

letters, words, etc.), then for teaching and testing purposes it should be broken down into its components, 
and each item (lexical, grammatical, informational, etc.) drilled and tested separately. (Vizental, 2014:76). 

Lado suggested that each student should receive a number of points for every task 

students need to complete, the final grade being the total of the points that the students received. 

However, even if this gives us a real perspective of what students are able to produce, I consider 

that subjective testing is better. This includes teachers spending a huge amount of time marking 

and writing feedback. After marking a writing test, teachers are supposed to give feedback to 

every single student. This helps the teachers to understand their needs and to make a new 

learning plan, in order to support students to achieve a better grade in the next exam.  

Complementary to this, the MFL GCSE exams include questions and topics that concede 

students to demonstrate their capability to demonstrate their knowledge and provide complex 

responses. 

Assessment objectives (AO) are the same across all GCSE (French, Spanish or German) 

specifications and all exam boards. According to the AQA exam board, the main purpose of the 

exams is to measure how students have achieved the following assessment objectives. 
AO1: Listening Ŕ understand and respond to different types of spoken language. 
AO2: Speaking Ŕ communicate and interact effectively in speech. 

AO3: Reading Ŕ understand and respond to different types of written language. 

AO4: Writing Ŕ communicate in writing. 

 As I mentioned in my previous study, students may be entered for either Foundation Tier 

or Higher Tier. The only condition is that they must enter at the same tier for all skills. Access to 

dictionaries is not permitted at any time during the test. The instructions are in English but the 

questions are in French/Spanish/German. Students are required to write in 

French/Spanish/German. 

 The Foundation Tier can get the maximum of 50 marks and one hour to complete all tasks. 

A)  If we have a closer look at how the questions are structured, we can see that question 1 is 

worth 8 marks for communication.  Students have to produce a message which 

demonstrates their ability to write short sentences by using familiar language in a familiar 

context. For example: 
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 We can see that each sentence is marked individually. The criteria is that the students are 

given 2 marks if they communicate the message clearly, 1 mark if the message is relevant but 

demonstrates ambiguity and causes delay in communication or 0 marks if the message is not 

relevant to the picture, if it does not make sense, if the student uses second person instead of 

third, such as ŘTu portes un foulardř instead of ŘIl/Elle porte un foulardř. The sentences can state 

what is in the picture and not refer to what is not in the picture. For example, if a student writes 

ŘJřaime la photoř then he or she will get 0 marks as the message is irrelevant and does not refer 
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to what is in the picture. If a student writes ŘIl y a une piscineř, that makes the sentence false and 

again, no marks will be allocated to this student. Most importantly, all answers have to be in the 

form of a sentence. Students can write very simple sentences, as long as they make sense and as 

long as there is a verb in the sentence. For example: ŘCřest un parcř, ŘUn garçon fait du vélo.ř , 

ŘIl fait beau.ř. If students have lapses such as ŘIl faire beau.ř, ŘUn parc.ř, the examiner will still 

give a mark for this content, according to the AQA exam board. 

 The following student was given only 4 marks out of 8 because the sentences are quite 

ambiguous and creates some delay in communication. 

 
B) Question 2 is worth 16 marks and it focuses on the studentsř ability to produce a short 

text by using simple or complex sentences in order to exchange information. Ideally, 

students include all bullet points in the paragraph. 

 
 In this case, 10 marks are allocated for the content and 6 marks are allocated for the 

quality of language. The content marks are allocated as it follows: 

-9-10 marks if communication is clear and all bullet points are included in the paragraph; 

-7-8 marks if almost all bullet points are included and communication is mostly clear; 

-5-6 marks if there is a reasonable coverage of the bullet points and communication is quite 

clear; 

-3-4 marks if only few bullet points are covered and messages are not conveyed; 
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-1-2 marks if the bullet points are barely included in the paragraph and communication is 

unclear; 

-0 points if no message is conveyed. 

 In terms of the quality of language, the marks are split as it follows: 

-5-6 marks if the sentences are highly accurate and if the students use different grammatical 

structures; 

-3-4 marks if students attempt to use variety and if the grammatical structures are relevant to the 

task; 

-1-2 marks if the grammatical structures are either repetitive or very limited; 

-0 marks if students do not write anything or if all sentences are irrelevant to the task. 

 Official examiners, when they train us, they advise us to give first the mark for content 

and then read a few times the paragraph and decide upon the mark for quality of language. 

C) Question 3 refers to a translation from English to French and it focuses on the studentsř 

ability to apply grammatical structures but also language and vocabulary knowledge.  
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 For this question, 5 marks are allocated for conveying key messages and 5 marks are 

allocated for application of grammatical knowledge of language and structures. In terms of 

conveying messages, students will receive: 

-5 marks if all messages are covered; 

-4 marks if almost all messages are covered; 

-3 marks if most messages are covered; 

-2 marks if some messages are covered; 

-1 mark if few messages are covered; 

-0 mark if students do not translate it accordingly. 

 As examiners, we need to ask ourselves if a native speaker would be able to understand 

the content of the task and mark it accordingly. 

 Concerning the application of grammatical knowledge of language and structures, the 

students are allocated: 
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-5 marks if the knowledge is outstanding; 

-4 marks if the content is generally accurate; 

-3 marks if the students demonstrate reasonable knowledge; 

-2 marks if they show limited knowledge of structures; 

-1 mark if the content is highly inaccurate; 

-0 marks if students do not apply any structures. 

 If the students leave any gaps, then the content should be considered inaccurate. In the 

following example, the same student was given 9 marks because the content is accurate and all 

messages are conveyed. 

 
D) Question 4 gives students the opportunity of choosing between two options. Students 

need to demonstrate coherent, extended paragraphs, by giving opinions and expressing 

ideas. Students are supposed to refer to present, past and future tenses. This question 

overlaps with Question 1 in Higher Tier. The criteria for this question are different from 

Question 2, even if the same amount of marks is allocated. In terms of this question, 

examiners will focus on how reasonable are the responses, on how often students express 

an opinion. They are interested to check if messages break down, if there are any lapses, 

if the time phrases are successful, and if register and style are respected. The examiners 

must accept information that represents plausible answers to the task. 
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 The Higher Tier can get maximum of 60 marks and one hour and 15 minutes to complete all 

tasks. 

A) As mentioned above, Question 1 in the Higher paper overlaps with Question 4 in 

Foundation Tier, so that means it has got the same marking criteria. 
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B) Question 2 is worth 32 marks, because it requires studentsř capability to create 

independent and complex paragraphs. It gives students a choice between 2 versions. The 

marks are split in 15 marks for content, 12 marks for range of language and 5 marks for 

accuracy. 

 

 

 
C) Question 3 is very different form the Foundation Tier. It represents a translation from 

English into French; students must write at least 50 words. This translation is in the form 

of a paragraph, not in the form of five different sentences. This question is worth 12 

marks, 6 for conveying key messages and 6 for application of grammatical knowledge of 

language and structures.  
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Possible answer:                    

 Adriana Vizental has a very similar scheme of marking, that can be compared to  the one 

used in the UK. For a random task like writing a letter to parents describing impressions while 

visiting a foreign country, Adriana Vizental has suggested the following marking scheme: 

(Vizental, 2014:349). 
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(Vizental, 2014:350). 

 

 To illustrate their results, after the mock exams, students receive a review sheet. They 

need to fill it in and evaluate their success. Based on that, the teacher meets the students and they 

discuss the next steps until the actual exam. (See Annex 1) 

 

 

 

 

     Conclusions 
 To conclude, by looking at the scheme of assessment concerning the MFL writing exam, 

we can see that the studentsř capability is analyzed in detail and it includes rather an objective 

perspective, and not subjective, as we would expect. Prior to this, I discussed how Lado divided 

testing into subjective and objective. 

I also related the idea of students being divided in different levels, Higher and 

Foundation, depending on their ability. In contrast, in Romania, all students at KS4 have the 

same test, regardless their knowledge or level. 
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Annex 1 
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