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Teachers’ Perceptions of Assessment and Feedback
Practices in Finland’s Foreign Language Classes During
the Covid-19 Pandemic

TonNT MAKIPAAY, KAarsA HAHL? AND MILLA LUODONPAA-MANNTI?

In this paper, we examine how the Covid-19 pandemic affected the quality
of teachers’ assessment and feedback in Finland’s foreign language classes
during the remote teaching period in spring 2020. Multifaceted assess-
ment and feedback practices are underscored in Finland’s core curricula,
forming a focal aspect of learning. Therefore, we studied teachers percep-
tions of their assessment and feedback practices at different school levels
during the remote teaching period and how they considered the remote
teaching period in students’ final assessment at the end of basic education.
Data were collected through an online questionnaire and analysed using
both quantitative and qualitative methods. Most of the 176 respondents
felt that assessment and feedback practices were implemented successful-
ly, and the final assessment was realistic and reliable. However, teachers’
perceptions were mixed on several issues, and differences were found in
the amount and form of feedback between respondents and school lev-
els or what competence demonstration or assignments to count towards
the final assessment. In addition, the remote teaching period usually had
less influence on students’ final grades than the last few months of basic
education. The results suggest that more attention should be paid to en-
hancing feedback practices and connecting with students during remote
teaching periods.
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Uiteljevo zaznavanje ocenjevalnih praks in povratnih
informacij pri pouku tujega jezika na Finskem med
pandemijo covida-19

ToNI MAKIPAA, KarsA HAHL IN MILLA LUODONPAA-MANNI

~> V prispevku preuc¢ujemo, kako je pandemija covida-19 vplivala na ka-
kovost uciteljevega ocenjevanja in podajanja povratnih informacij pri
pouku tujega jezika na Finskem med poukom na daljavo spomladi 2020.
V finskih u¢nih nacrtih so poudarjene vecplastne prakse ocenjevanja in
podajanja povratnih informacij; te predstavljajo osrednji vidik ucenja.
Zato smo preucevali, kako ucitelji zaznavajo svoje prakse ocenjevanja
in posredovanje povratnih informacij na razli¢nih ravneh $ole v obdo-
bju poucevanja na daljavo ter kako upostevajo obdobje poucevanja na
daljavo pri sklepnem ocenjevanju uc¢encev ob koncu osnovnega izobra-
zevanja. Podatki so bili zbrani s spletnim vprasalnikom ter analizirani
s kvantitativnimi in kvalitativnimi metodami. Veéina izmed 176 anke-
tirancev je menila, da se prakse ocenjevanja in posredovanja povratnih
informacij izvajajo uspesno ter da je konc¢na ocena realna in zanesljiva.
A zaznavanja uliteljev glede ve¢ vprasanj so bila razli¢na, ugotovljene pa
so bile tudi razlike v koli¢ini in obliki povratnih informacij med anketi-
ranci in ravnmi $ol ter v tem, katere izrazene kompetence ali naloge se
upostevajo pri kon¢ni oceni. Poleg tega je imelo obdobje pouka na da-
ljavo obi¢ajno manjsi vpliv na konéno oceno uc¢encev kot zadnjih nekaj
mesecev osnovnega izobrazevanja. Izsledki kazejo, da bi bilo treba ve¢
pozornosti nameniti izbolj$anju prakse posredovanja povratnih infor-

macij in povezovanju z uc¢enci v obdobjih poucevanja na daljavo.

Klju¢ne besede: ocenjevanje, povratna informacija, poucevanje in
ucenje tujih jezikov, poucevanje na daljavo
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Introduction

This study aimed to investigate how the Covid-19 pandemic affected
Finnish language teachers” assessment and feedback practices during the re-
mote teaching period between March and May 2020. More specifically, we ex-
amined whether teachers were satisfied with their assessment and the quality,
amount, and forms of feedback they gave to their students. We also explored
the key content areas on which they focused in their assessment and feedback
practices.

Throughout this paper, we use the term ‘student’ to refer to pupils and
students of all ages. Finnish students usually start first grade the year they turn
seven. They study for the first six years at the primary school level, after which
they continue at the lower secondary school level for three years. In other
words, basic education lasts nine years, after which students usually contin-
ue their education in either a vocational school or a general upper secondary
school for three more years. In 2019, the number of students in basic education
was 564,100, 105,200 in general upper secondary education, and 320,100 in vo-
cational education (Statistics Finland, 2021).

In March 2020, because of the massive outburst of the coronavirus in
Finland and elsewhere in the world, all the schools in Finland were closed for
two months, and teaching was undertaken remotely. Some schools remained
open with specific arrangements for students with special needs or for students
in Grades 1 to 3 who could not participate in remote teaching. In May, it was
decided that students in basic education (Grades 1-9; comprehensive school)
would return to contact teaching, and the continuation of remote teaching was
recommended for other levels. Teachers had only a couple of days to prepare
for this unprecedented change in March 2020. Several inherent issues relat-
ed to teaching had to be reorganised, such as the teaching itself, assessment,
feedback, homework, assignments, projects, support, and communication and
contact with students. Fortunately, online platforms are widely used in Finnish
schools, which alleviated the transition slightly, especially for older students.
However, not all students had laptop computers or other necessary devices at
home (Ahtiainen et al., 2020). Furthermore, half of Finland’s teachers in basic
education have only basic IT skills, and 10% have inadequate IT skills (Tan-
hua-Piiroinen et al., 2020).

Teachers are expected to give multifaceted feedback to their students,
and their assessment practices should be diverse (FNBE, 2016a, 2016b; Vo-
cational Education and Training Act, 531/2017). Feedback is indispensable in
language teaching (Mackey et al., 2016) as students can move forward in the
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learning cycle with the help of their teachers’ feedback (Hattie & Timperley,
2007), and feedback fosters students’ motivation (Dornyei, 2020). Therefore,
studying how the remote teaching period affected language teachers’ assess-
ment and feedback practices, as well as how teachers considered the final as-
sessment of 9 graders, is instrumental. In this study, we examined teachers’
perceptions of the assessment and feedback practices that they used. Peer as-
sessment and self-assessment were excluded from our study. We will first dis-
cuss assessment and feedback practices in schools and then continue with an
examination of remote teaching and its implementation during the Covid-19
pandemic in Finland. The next sections describe the data and methods of this
study and present the results. Finally, we end the article with a discussion about
the results and implications for further studies and practices.

Assessment and feedback in schools

In language teaching, assessment is often either summative or formative:
the former referring to assessment after the learning process and the latter re-
ferring to assessment during the learning process. However, teachers can also
use diagnostic assessment at the beginning of the teaching unit to assess the
general level of the students (Linnakyla & Valijarvi, 2005). Other terms are also
used for summative and formative assessment, such as achievement assessment
and progress assessment, as well as assessment of learning and assessment for
learning. Even though assessment does not only refer to tests (Purpura, 2016), it
seems that Finnish teachers are prone to using more summative than formative
assessment (Mékipdd & Ouakrim-Soivio, 2019), and exams, which are typical
for summative assessment, are much used in foreign language teaching (Pollari,
2020). However, as noted by Butler and McMunn (2014), all types of assessment
are needed in teaching, but teachers should use an ample variety of assessment
methods and determine the pertinent assessment methods for each situation
(Anderson, 2003). Nevertheless, foreign language teachers do not always know
how to implement formative assessment into teaching (Tsagari, 2016).

Feedback is an inherent part of formative assessment. According to a
definition provided by Hattie and Timperley (2007), feedback refers to the infor-
mation given by an agent (such as a teacher) concerning performance or under-
standing. Feedback is an essential feature of the learning process (Wisniewski
et al,, 2020). Feedback needs to be clear, accurate, precise, selective, and timely
(Butler & McMunn, 2014). Moreover, effective feedback is based on learning
goals (Ruiz-Primo & Brookhart, 2018), explains where the student has succeed-
ed and failed (Hattie & Zierer, 2019), and enhances students’ self-regulatory ca-
pacities (Hattie & Timperley, 2007). In remote teaching, it is also of the utmost
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importance to be skilled in providing online feedback as it differs significantly
from face-to-face feedback (Leibold & Schwarz, 2015). Thus, feedback, particu-
larly supportive feedback, is a key success factor in online teaching (Simons et
al., 2020).

Implementation of remote teaching

Several terms are used for teaching that takes place remotely without the
students and teachers physically in the same location. These terms include (but
are not restricted to) distance teaching, remote teaching, distance education,
open learning, and online learning. Their definitions may be similar or have
distinct variations. Remote or distance-based teaching is not a new phenom-
enon, but with the internet and digitalisation, the conditions for it have grad-
ually changed and improved. According to Simonson and Seepersaud (2019),
the definition of distance education includes four components. The first is that
distance education is institutionally based (as opposed to self-study), and the
second is the separation of teachers and students. They must be separated in
different physical locations but may also be separated in time and function
asynchronously. The third component is interaction through different forms of
telecommunication, such as the internet and a range of online platforms, but
it could also be television, telephone, or even postal services. The final com-
ponent is the interconnectedness of teachers, students, and learning resources
(Simonson & Seepersaud, 2019). Distance education has become common in
many universities, and many Massive Open Online Courses (MOOC:s) are of-
fered — sometimes free of charge - to anyone interested.

Distance education has generally been geared mostly to adults and only
recently to school students (Hilli, 2020). Remote teaching has become more
common in school education for students in countries that are scarcely pop-
ulated or in situations in which bullying, safety, or students dropping out is
an issue (Toppin & Toppin, 2016). Globally, remote teaching has offered rural
schools better opportunities to employ qualified teachers to organise the teach-
ing of less common subjects or smaller groups of students from several schools
(Hilli, 2020; Toppin & Toppin, 2016). In Sweden, for example, the government
has been allowing the use of remote teaching by using digital technologies since
2015 (Stenman & Pettersson, 2020). However, in Finland, in ordinary circum-
stances, legislation stipulates that teachers must be present to give students
guidance in basic education. Therefore, remote teaching — without an adult
overseeing the teaching situation - is not permitted.

Remote teaching, especially synchronous teaching, depends on dig-
ital technology, but it also relies on teachers’ ability and skill to design and
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implement high-quality teaching in digital environments (Stenman & Petters-
son, 2020). A guiding principle behind Finnish education is equality (Niemi et
al,, 2016). Thus, all children should be provided with equal opportunities and
access to high-quality education irrespective of their background or where they
live. In general, the responsibility for implementing education and educational
quality in Finland is held by local authorities (Niemi et al., 2016). Thus, schools
(and the teachers) choose the methods and materials for education, including
the assessment methods. The Finnish National Agency for Education recom-
mended that schools adopt flexible forms of operation as they prepared the
move to special arrangements and remote teaching, to ‘aim at deviating from
normal operation as little as possible’ (Finnish National Agency for Education,
2020). However, as there are several ways to organise teaching in different
schools, at different levels, and with different teachers even in ordinary circum-
stances, the implementations for remote teaching were diverse.

The Trade Union of Education in Finland (OAJ) distributed a question-
naire to teachers at all school levels and received over 5,500 responses in spring
2020. According to the review, most teachers in basic and upper secondary
education (about 70%) believed that, in general, the arrangements during the
exceptional remote teaching period functioned well (OAJ, 2020). However, not
all teachers had computers or mobile phones provided by their employers, and
thus they had to use their own. In addition, most upper secondary school stu-
dents were already familiar with the programmes and platforms they used dur-
ing the remote teaching period, but this was not the case with many compre-
hensive school students who had to learn to use these programmes and tools.
More than half of the teachers also believed that the remote teaching period
would significantly negatively affect individual students and students, although
they felt most would fare adequately.

Nevertheless, 75% of the respondents also felt that the remote teaching
period would have positive effects on at least individual students, for example,
those individuals who have trouble concentrating in a large class. Teaching was
not always live online teaching: about 60% of teachers in comprehensive school
and 54% in upper secondary school had taught synchronously according to
weekly schedules. Students were also given different task packages, either for
specific lessons or daily or weekly work (OAJ, 2020).

Another large-scale questionnaire study was done in spring 2020 by
researchers at two Finnish universities (Ahtiainen et al., 2020). This study
received over 5,300 responses from comprehensive school teachers (and had
separate questions for principals, students, and guardians). Although most
teachers found their own devices (84%) and internet connection (74%) to be
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functioning well, students’ devices (51%) and internet connection (38%) func-
tioned well less often (Ahtiainen et al., 2020, p. 17). Furthermore, during the re-
mote teaching period, only 45% of teachers felt that they could fully assess their
students’ performance in different subjects or confirm that they completed all
assigned tasks (Ahtiainen et al., 2020, p. 19). In addition, almost all teachers
considered that the remote teaching period had increased their workload (Ah-
tiainen et al., 2020; OAJ, 2020). A case study by Niemi and Kousa (2020) found
similar results regarding teachers’ increased workload. In that study, teachers
were also worried about the reliability of student assessment and the lack of
normal interaction with students (Niemi & Kousa, 2020).

These prior studies provide important insight into aspects of teaching
and learning during the remote teaching period in Finland. However, little is
known of assessment and feedback practices that are incremental components
of learning situations (e.g., FNBE, 2016a, 2016b; Mackey et al., 2016). The cur-
rent study contributes new information from the perspective of foreign lan-
guage teachers. This study aims to understand assessment and feedback prac-
tices in foreign language teaching during the remote teaching period 13 March
to 13 May 2020. Four research questions in relation to the remote teaching pe-
riod are examined: 1) How did language teachers perceive the assessment prac-
tices? 2) How did language teachers perceive the feedback practices? 3) How
realistic and reliable was the final assessment of 9" graders, as perceived by
language teachers? 4) Which issues did teachers focus on in the final assess-
ment of 9 graders?

Method

The research approach taken in this study is a mixed methodology based
on closed- and open-response items in an online questionnaire. The respond-
ents were Finnish foreign language teachers at all school levels.

Online questionnaire

The research data were collected using an online questionnaire. The
questionnaire was divided into six sections which explored various aspects of
the remote teaching period. Each section consisted of several closed-response
items (on a Likert scale 1-5) designed to explore each topic’s different aspects.
Some of the items were deliberately redundant in order to increase the valid-
ity and reliability of the results. Asking the same question several times from
slightly varied viewpoints makes the measurement more solid: the results do
not depend on one question only (see, e.g., Vanhatalo & Vehkalahti, 2020). The
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closed-response items were accompanied by five open-response items. This
study focused only on teachers’ perceptions of assessment and feedback prac-
tices during the remote teaching period.

The questionnaire was pilot tested in June 2020. After the pilot study,
we decided to delete some items that were not at the heart of our research to
reduce the required response time to 15-20 minutes. The questionnaire was
launched in September 2020, and it was open for three weeks. The invitation
to participate was sent to language teachers in Facebook groups dedicated to
language teachers and through mailing lists from local and national foreign
language teacher member associations of The Federation of Foreign Language
Teachers in Finland (SUKOL). About 4,000 language teachers are members
of SUKOL (SUKOL, 2020). Therefore, the questionnaire was widely available
to practising foreign language teachers in Finland. Like most online question-
naires, our study is subject to a self-selection bias: ‘only people who are interest-
ed in a topic and feel strongly about it, whether positively or negatively, will be
willing to spend 20 minutes filling out an online questionnaire on it’ (Dewaele,
2018, p. 273). However, the strongest feelings about the remote teaching period
in spring 2020 may have cooled down by the launch of the questionnaire in
September.

Respondents

By the end of the survey period, data had been collected from 207 teach-
ers. However, 31 respondents had only answered the background section of the
questionnaire and these answers were excluded. Consequently, 176 answers
were analysed for this study. Regarding gender, 164 were female (93%), nine
were male (5%), and three did not reveal their gender (2%). Nearly every re-
spondent was a qualified teacher with a master’s degree, including the study of
pedagogy, and a sufficient amount of completed studies in a foreign language
(N =170, 97%). Regarding age, most teachers were aged 40-49 (N = 61), 30-39
(N = 49), or 50-59 (N = 44).

Concerning teaching experience, the respondents were mostly well-ex-
perienced teachers: 62 teachers had been teaching for ten or fewer years (35%),
while 53 had 11-20 years of experience (30%), and 61 had been teaching for
more than 20 years (35%). Only nine respondents had taught for fewer than two
years. Nearly half (N = 87, 49%) of the respondents live in the metropolitan area
of Helsinki. The languages taught by the teachers are shown in Table 1.
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Table 1
All respondents’ teaching subjects (languages)

Language Number % of all the teachers
English 12 64
Swedish 88 50
German 33 19
French 32 18
Spanish 16 9
Russian 6 3
Italian 4 2
Finnish 3 2
Japanese 2 1
Latin 1 1
Finnish as a second language 1 1
Finnish sign language 1 1

As shown in Table 1, the most commonly taught languages were English
and Swedish (both of which are usually mandatory for students). Regarding
optional languages, especially German, French, and Spanish teachers were rep-
resented in our data. Information on the levels at which the teachers teach is
displayed in Table 2.

Table 2
The level of school at which the respondents teach

School levels At which levels the Based on which school
teachers teach the teachers answered

primary 72 38

lower secondary 85 63

upper secondary 66 55

vocational 3 2

adult education and training 23 18

Regarding schools, most of the respondents work at lower secondary (N
=85) and primary (N = 72) levels of the comprehensive school as well as general
upper secondary schools (N = 66). The answers for this study came particularly
from the perspective of the lower secondary level and general upper secondary
school, presumably because those are the levels at which most subject teachers
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work, and the questionnaire was geared more to them. Furthermore, summa-
tive assessment does not traditionally have as large a role in adult education and
training as in basic and upper secondary education. As the table implies, many
teachers work at more than one level.

All the responses were anonymous, but the respondents were invited
to leave their contact information if they wished to participate in a follow-up
interview (beyond the scope of the present study).

Methods of analysis

The data were analysed using both quantitative and qualitative methods.
The quantitative data were analysed with descriptive statistics, one-way ANO-
VA, and one-way MANOVA in SPSS version 25. All the I do not know / It does
not concern me answers were excluded in the quantitative analysis. Further-
more, the non-parametric Mann Whitney U and Kruskal-Wallis tests were also
conducted to examine all the claims as the data were not evenly distributed. In
cases in which there were differences between the tests, only the non-paramet-
ric results have been shown.

The qualitative data in the open-response items were analysed with
thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006), using the Atlas.ti programme. The
analysis was carried out as an iterative process through which the data were
read through multiple times while looking for repetitive content that was then
labelled with themes raised from the data. The similar themes and content were
finally grouped into larger categories in accordance with the related research
questions.

Results

In this section, the results are presented in the order of the research
questions. When the results of the descriptive statistics are displayed, the an-
swers are divided into three groups: disagreement (Likert 1-2), neutral (Likert
3), and agreement (Likert 4-5).

Assessment practices perceived by language teachers

The first research question aimed to study how language teachers per-
ceived the assessment practices during the remote teaching period. Table 3 dis-
plays the answers to the questionnaire statements targeted at this question.
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Table 3
Teachers’ perceptions of the assessment practices during the remote teaching period

Item Disagreement  Neutral Agreement All M SD
Asses;mg students in remote 26% 30% 44% 157 322 109
teaching was easy for me.

| was able to assess students

equally during remote teach- 16% 31% 53% 154 3.42 1.00

ing.

| am satisfied with my assess-
ment practices during the 9% 21% 70% 157 3.78 .92
remote teaching period.

Assessment was more chal-

- 25% 21% 54% 154 3.38 115
lenging for me than before.
In my opinion, the assessment
of students during remote 3% 26% 21% 153 273 121

teaching does not realistically
reflect their learning.

Note. M = mean, SD = standard deviation, All = the number of analysed answers

As Table 3 displays, the overall response to this question was positive:
teachers felt that assessment was somewhat easy, that they were satisfied with
the practices they used, and that they could assess their students. However, the
answers were mixed, particularly in the first and the last items. While assess-
ment during the remote teaching period was easy for many respondents, it was
not so for all. Similarly, although most of the respondents felt that the assess-
ment during remote teaching reflected student learning realistically, a consid-
erable number of teachers disagreed. In the open-response items, some of the
respondents commented on the challenges they had faced with the assessment.
For example, some respondents’ experience was that there was an opportunity
for cheating when assignments were turned in remotely, and some students
may have done so. See more in the section Consideration of students’ course
work and competence demonstrations in final assessment (below).

Language teachers’ feedback practices

The second research question focused on how language teachers per-
ceived and implemented the feedback practices during the remote teaching pe-
riod. The results for this question are shown in Table 4.
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Table 4
Teachers’ perceptions of their feedback practices during the remote teaching period

Item Disagreement  Neutral Agreement All M SD
During remote teaching, | gave 38% 2% 1% 62 309 118
as much feedback as before.

| regularly gave feedback to my 8% 16% 76% 160 406 98
students.

| regularly commented on my 2% 22% 66% 58 378 107

students’ progress.

As shown in Table 4, teachers felt they regularly gave feedback and com-
mented on their students’ progress. Interestingly, much variation was found in
the first claim, indicating extremely varied practices between the teachers re-
garding the amount of feedback given. The remote teaching period has affected
the amount of feedback given by the teachers, depending on whether it was oral
or written feedback. When asked how their oral feedback practices had been
affected, 26% of the respondents reported that oral feedback had decreased
‘somewhat} and 32% reported that oral feedback had decreased ‘considerably’.
For written feedback, the influence of the remote teaching period was the op-
posite. Out of the respondents, 56% reported that written feedback increased
‘considerably; and 26% reported that it had increased ‘somewhat. Further sta-
tistical tests reveal significant differences in the feedback practices, especially
between lower secondary school teachers and upper secondary school teachers.
See more in the section Statistically significant differences in the items (below).

Reliability of 9" graders’ final assessment

The third research question aimed to discern how realistic and reliable
language teachers considered the final assessment of 9 graders finishing ba-
sic education. These questions were only targeted at teachers teaching the o™
grade, which explains the lower number of answers than the previous items.
Table 5 provides the results for this question.
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Table 5
Teachers’ perceptions of the final assessment of 9th graders

Item Disagreement  Neutral Agreement All M SD
!n my oglmon, the fmall assessment 10% 7% 83% 73 422 107
in the 9" grade was fair.

In my opinion, the grades of the

1 th
_flnal a_ssessment for the 9" graders 1% 16% 73% 70 399 120
in spring 2020 are comparable to

previous years.

1 th

The final assessment of 9" graders 759% 15% 10% 69 191 104

was not realistic in spring 2020.

As Table 5 indicates, the respondents were unanimous about the relia-
bility of the final assessment, and they perceived that 9 graders were assessed
fairly. These results, therefore, differ from the previous quantitative results as
these results display scarcely any variation between the respondents.

Statistically significant differences in the items

Using one-way ANOVA and one-way MANOVA, we examined whether
statistically significant differences could be detected in these 11 items. We used
the type of school, age group, teaching experience, and location as independent
variables. Regarding the type of school, vocational school and adult education
were excluded from the analysis due to there being few participants in these
groups. Similarly, the age groups 20-29 and 60+ were excluded. Further analy-
ses showed statistically significant differences in two claims regarding the type
of school: I regularly gave feedback to my students, and I regularly commented on
my students’ progress. Table 6 provides the results obtained from the analyses.

Table 6
Items with statistically significant differences

Item M SD M SD M SD F p n?
primary lower upper
(N =35 secondary secondary
(N=57) (N =53)
| regularly gave
feedback to my 4.06 m 4.35 72 3.81 1.08 4350 .015* .06
students.
| regularly

commented on
my students’
progress.

3.71 1.07 414 .83 3.57 117 4597 .012* .06

Note. * = p <.05, n? = partial eta squared.
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As shown in Table 6, lower secondary school teachers gave the most
feedback to their students, whereas upper secondary school teachers gave the
least feedback. In the same vein, lower secondary school teachers comment-
ed most on their students’ progress, and in contrast, upper secondary school
teachers commented least. Tukey’s posthoc test revealed a statistically signifi-
cant difference between the lower secondary level and upper secondary school
both in the first (p = .o11) and in the second (p = .o11) claim. The effect sizes
were medium for both items (Ellis, 2010).

Consideration of students’ course work and competence

demonstrations in the final assessment

Concerning the fourth research question, the respondents were invited
to explain how they took into consideration students’ course work and compe-
tence demonstrations during the remote teaching period in the final assessment
of 9™ graders. The respondents (N = 56, as the question did not pertain to all)
commented on whether the student performance during the remote teaching
period impacted the final assessment and/or to what extent. Most respondents
also mentioned the types of competence demonstration they took into con-
sideration in the final assessment. If a respondent did not specifically mention
the impact of the remote teaching period but described assessment methods in
numerous ways, it was considered a ‘normal impact. The results are depicted in

Figures 1 and 2 below.

Figure 1
The impact of the remote teaching period on the final assessment

2

B Not assessed / No grade given W No impact
B Considered if undecided between two grades m Smaller emphasis

m Normal impact
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Most respondents reported that the coursework and competence
demonstrations during the remote teaching period had at least some impact on
the final assessment of their students. Slightly more than 40% of the teachers
responded that they put less emphasis on the remote teaching period than the
rest of the school year. A slightly smaller group of teachers (37%) considered
student performance during the remote teaching period in the same way as
in regular contact teaching. Seven teachers considered student performance
during the remote teaching period only if they were undecided between two
grades. Three teachers reported that they did not consider the remote teaching
period in the final assessment of the language subject. It was also pointed out
that student performance during the remote teaching period was not evaluated
if the student had a special need for support (one response) and that, according
to regular practices and upon a guardian’s request, no grades were given for
students studying optional language curricula (one response).

The respondents used two points to explain their decision to give no or
a lesser emphasis to the remote teaching period. The remote teaching period
only covered a small part of the whole syllabus that was evaluated in the final
assessment (11 responses, ex. 1; all quotes translated by the authors), and they
could not be certain of who had completed the assignments that were turned
in (5 responses, €x. 2):

1) The remote teaching period was, after all, a short part of the whole stud-
ying time, not decisive. I did not really feel that it would have made
giving grades more difficult.

2) A lot of assessment work had already been done for the final assessment,
fortunately! During the remote teaching period, it was quite impossi-
ble to consider the written work in the final assessment. Because it was
possible that anyone had written them. Assessment was focused on oral
demonstration.

Example 2 demonstrates that the teachers tried to tackle the questions
related to the integrity of student performance by choosing the types of compe-
tence demonstration during the remote teaching period that were less likely to

be affected, such as oral demonstrations or tasks testing applied skills.
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Figure 2
Types of competence demonstration taken into consideration in the final assessment
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The types of competence demonstration taken into consideration in the
final assessment include returned assignments (24 responses), lesson partic-
ipation in remote classes (11 responses), and oral competence demonstration
(8 responses) (see Figure 2). Some respondents did not specify individual task
types but wrote that they used multifaceted competence demonstration as the
basis for giving assessment (such as written assignments returned on a learning
platform, active participation in oral discussion groups, etc.: 8 responses, ex.
3-4). Only five respondents mentioned that they had their students complete
either smaller or larger tests that they also considered in the final assessment.

3) I considered each student’s work regarding whether s/he completed
tasks on time, whether s/he was present and somewhat active in online
lessons (I held ‘Meet-lessons’ in smaller groups so that it was easier to
speak the foreign language). During remote teaching, I did not assess all
of the students’ work. Instead, I informed them beforehand what tasks I
would assess.

4) I followed students’ written work and its level, actively listened to and
guided small group work, and paid attention to progress in tasks on the

electronic platforms.

As Examples 3 and 4 demonstrate, the teachers tried to consider multi-
faceted competence demonstration in the final assessment.
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Discussion

This study examined how Finnish foreign language teachers perceived
their assessment and feedback practices during the remote teaching period in
spring 2020. The first two research questions asked about language teachers’
perceptions of their assessment practices and feedback practices. Based on the
results, most respondents felt that their assessment and feedback practices were
implemented successfully. However, the respondents’ views varied, and 25% of
the teachers (N = 39) considered assessment more challenging than before, while
44% (N = 69) considered it easy. Venildinen (2020) has found that according to
most teachers (47%), grading students during remote teaching was not differ-
ent compared to contact instruction, which agrees with our results. Our results
differ somewhat from Niemi and Kousa’s (2020) results as they reported that
teachers were worried about assessment, especially about the reliability of as-
sessment and the implementation of formative assessment. Nevertheless, Niemi
and Kousa (2020) also point out that, in general, teachers exhibited positive per-
ceptions of remote teaching. Many of the respondents in this study (37% of those
completing the final assessment of 9" graders) reported that they had completed
the assessment the same way as in ordinary classroom teaching.

Regarding feedback, the respondents felt that they had given feedback and
commented on their students’ progress regularly. The results differ from Tsagari’s
(2016) results as our study showed that the majority of the teachers were capable
of implementing formative assessment (namely feedback) into practice in remote
teaching. However, the amount of feedback during the remote teaching period
changed from the usual. The results show that teachers gave less oral feedback
(either somewhat or considerably for 58% of respondents) but more written feed-
back during the remote teaching period than in normal circumstances (either
somewhat or considerably, for 78% of respondents). In the study by Venildinen
(2020), many teachers (48%) perceived it to be more difficult to give feedback in
remote teaching, whereas 28% of the teachers did not find any difference. In our
study, a larger percentage of teachers reported changes in their feedback practic-
es. Teachers have reported in prior studies that their workload increased during
the remote teaching period (Ahtiainen et al., 2020; Niemi & Kousa, 2020; OA]J,
2020); one reason for this could have been the time used to provide increased
written feedback. Further, the results show that general upper secondary school
teachers gave the least feedback to their students. However, this finding was not
surprising because earlier research has established a lack of feedback in general
upper secondary courses (e.g., Makipad & Ouakrim-Soivio, 2019). As supportive
feedback is focal in online teaching (Simons et al., 2020), we recommend that
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teachers critically examine their feedback practices in online teaching and pon-
der whether they could be enhanced.

The third research question asked how realistic and reliable language
teachers perceived the final assessment of 9" graders. The teachers in our study
seemed unanimous that the grades of the g®-grade final assessment were re-
liable and comparable to the previous years. This finding contradicts those of
Ahtiainen and colleagues (2020), who report that teachers were instructed to
lower the assessment criteria or not to lower students’ grades in some schools.
However, it is noteworthy in our study that while teachers unanimously con-
sidered the final assessment in the 9™ grade to be reliable, their responses con-
sidering the reliability of assessment in general during remote teaching were
mixed. For example, some teachers commented in the open-response items
that assessing student performance was challenging when assignments were
turned in remotely and that it was possible to cheat. In the final assessment of
the ninth graders, this challenge was easier to deal with since the remote teach-
ing period only covered a small part (the last two months) of the whole syllabus
under assessment and, therefore, the teachers had already done a fair amount
of assessment by the time remote teaching was launched.

The fourth research question dealt with the issues that the teachers fo-
cussed on in the 9™ graders’ final assessment. Most teachers gave at least some
weight to their students’ coursework and competence demonstrations in the fi-
nal assessment during the remote teaching period. Slightly more than one-third
of the respondents considered student performance during the remote teaching
period in the same way as in regular contact teaching, while about 40% consid-
ered it but with a lesser impact. The types of competence demonstration taken
into consideration in the final assessment varied between the respondents. The
most common competence demonstration considered for the final assessment
was the assignments that students turned in. Furthermore, many teachers paid
attention to their students’ lesson participation and demonstrations of oral
competence. Only a small minority of the respondents had used either smaller
or larger tests, which is likely due to the concern that some expressed about not
knowing who completes the test or whether other cheating would be involved.

Conclusions

The results obtained here have implications for developing assessment
and feedback practices in online teaching. First, as most respondents in this
study were satisfied with their assessment and feedback practices during the
remote teaching period, it would be important to share best practices. It also
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became apparent that teachers did not always consider their students’ language
skills comprehensively for assessment as some felt oral tasks were too difficult
or not feasible to carry out in online teaching or were uncertain of who had
completed the written tasks. Furthermore, some teachers experienced chal-
lenges in providing online feedback. Giving written feedback was also tedious,
and it had increased teachers’ workload. Therefore, in-service training should
emphasise how to provide multifaceted and clear feedback in online teaching.

Second, due to the high amount of online teaching and all the experi-
ence gained during the Covid-19 pandemic, it can be speculated that online
teaching will be more popular than before, even after the pandemic is over. As
assessment is an integral aspect of teaching (Taras, 2005), the art of providing
high-quality assessment and feedback, even in online teaching, should be in-
corporated into the teacher education syllabus and practised alongside in-class
assessment and feedback.

Several caveats need to be noted regarding the present study. First, our
participants cannot be taken as a representative sample of Finland’s whole for-
eign language teacher population. The participants do not nationally represent
Finnish language teachers at all educational levels well, as almost half of them
live in the metropolitan area of Helsinki, and nearly all the participants were
female. Concerning types of school, the number of participants from voca-
tional schools or adult education and training was relatively low. Furthermore,
teachers who are active on social media might have been inclined to answer
the questionnaire more easily as they could have come across the invitation
more effortlessly than those who received only an e-mail. In general, in the
type of questionnaire that respondents can self-select whether to respond, it is
expected that those who feel strongly about it, either positively or negatively,
will participate (Dewaele, 2018).

Despite the caveats mentioned above, this study has successfully demon-
strated how language teachers perceived their assessment and feedback prac-
tices during the remote teaching period in Finland in spring 2020. Neverthe-
less, further investigations are needed to examine how students have perceived
teachers” assessment and feedback practices during the remote teaching period.
Specifically, more research is needed to assess whether students felt that they
received sufficient, appropriate, and supportive feedback for suitable tasks, how
reliable assessment was from their perspective, and whether they could demon-
strate their language competence in multifaceted ways.
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