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Abstract: The rapid changes required during 2020/21 due to the global Covid19 pandemic caused
significant disruption in UK society, including the replacement of annual national school
examinations with teacher-based assessments for school pupils (i.e. using estimated grades). This in
turn provoked considerable public debate about the relative merits and failings of differing
assessment approaches, not just among language testing professionals but in wider society, in the
news media and among the general public. Newspapers and social media contrasted the ‘rigour’ and
‘fairness’ of standardised school examinations with the potential ‘unreliability’ and ‘unfairness’ of
pupil assessment by teachers. The ensuing debate, even within Parliament, touched upon important
issues of public confidence and trust in standards, teachers and schools.

This raises interesting questions about representations of testing and assessment in the news and
other media, and the language and imagery that surround them. What sort of representations are
recycled in the public domain and to what do they orientate? How does the dominant rhetoric help
to frame our consciousness and discourse in the public square? Would public debate, for example,
be better served by less confrontational media coverage that refrains from setting up differing
approaches in opposition to one another and instead presents a more positive and balanced
perspective? Public debate around matters of testing and assessment (not just in education but also
in public health matters, e.g. Covid19 testing) often seems characterised by poor understanding of
certain fundamental concepts, such as reliability, validity and fairness.

Language testing, and English language testing in particular, has become a locus for investigating the
social context, consequences and power of testing and assessment. Exploration of language test
washback and impact has led to growing interest in ‘assessment literacy’ (Taylor, 2009), defined
broadly as the skills, knowledge and abilities that different test stakeholders (e.g. teachers,
university admissions officers, curriculum designers) need to carry out assessment-related activities.
But, as Taylor and Harding (2020) assert, there may be real benefit in raising the general level of
assessment literacy in society more broadly given that all our lives are affected by tests of one sort
or another: school exams, medical tests, job interviews, professional certification, citizenship tests
(for some). Furthermore, politicians, the news media and the general public are also important
stakeholders in the assessment enterprise.

Acknowledging the consequential nature of assessment, recent validity scholarship (Chalhoub-
Deville and O’Sullivan, 2020) stresses the need to tailor communication for effective stakeholder
engagement in education and wider society. Improving assessment literacy and ensuring effective
communication with stakeholders in the public square is likely to depend upon two strategies: first,
gaining a deeper understanding of current representations of testing and assessment and how these
shape public attitudes; secondly, finding a common language and a shared discourse, including
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accessible images and meaningful metaphors, for communicating key principles and practice to
enhance public understanding and engagement (Taylor, 2013).

This talk will begin by briefly illustrating some of the issues highlighted above and then go on to
consider how applied linguists and language testers might set out to help reframe public discourse
and rhetoric more positively for the public good. We shall reflect on some of the current language
and imagery used by the language testing and assessment field to evaluate its communicative
effectiveness for non-specialists. Could we adopt more familiar and accessible metaphors to help us
engage more effectively with politicians, media and the general public? And if so, what might they
be? And what can we learn from recent applied linguistics research into the use and manipulation of
language in society as it relates to other important public issues, such as social care or health?
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