
these children’s foreign language growth. 
Unfortunately we cannot measure the 
exact impact of seeing (visualizing) them 
selves using English on their futures 
images of themselves as English 
speakers, but other research points to the 
importance of this aspect of the project, 
i.e. performance over practice (Gladwell, 
2008). Furthermore, the video artifacts that 
show a milestone in the students’ 
language-learning histories may also 
prove to be personally rewarding for the 
students themselves. 
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In the muddle of the 
data

Turning testing into 
healthy helping and 
the creation of social 
capital
Tim Murphey

Conventional tests are fine as far as they 
go, but I have always wanted more for the 
tests I made for my students. A few years 
ago I dared ask students to make test 
questions (Murphey, 1994) and then later 
to actually evaluate their classmates oral 
skills in response to set questions 
(Murphey 2001). The last few years I have 
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been experimenting with what I call 
tentatively “social testing” with the 
following three steps:

1. Students take a regular style test (for 
me it usually fill in the blank, short answer, 
and recalling information) and after an 
appropriate amount of time, they stop and 
give themselves and estimated score at 
the bottom of the test, say 70%.

2. Then I tell them to put away their pencils 
and erasers, and to take out a pen. They 
have 5 minutes (I usually lengthen it to 10 
to 20 minutes depending on how active 
they are) to ask any of the questions to 
anyone in the room and to write down their 
new answers on their tests. In order to 
make it as orally interactive as possible, I 
set a few more rules: they are not allowed 
to look at anyone's paper or show their 
own papers to anyone. If I want them to 
interact with more people, I tell them they 
can only ask one or two questions per 
person. If they want to erase an old 
answer, they simply draw one line through 
it with the pen. The change to ink allows 
the teacher to see approximately how 
much was answered with the help of 
others and how much was answered 
alone.

3.  I tell them that at the end of the 
collaborative time, they will give 
themselves a second % score for the new 
state of the test and hopefully they will 
have improved their tests a lot. Usually 
they are very interactive. I walk around 
reminding them not to look at others tests 
or show their own, to keep everything oral. 
(Sometimes I need to explain to them that 
copying does not help you learn. Whereas 
listening, writing, and thinking about it 
helps them to really learn and makes them 
interact with their partners.

Each time I do a test like this the students 
are in awe the first time. But after having 
done it and seen how much they learn 
from it and benefit from it, they end up 
loving it. The moment when a student 
wants to know the answers the most is 

likely to be on a test when trying to answer 
questions they don't know the answers to. 
And chances are the answers will be 
retained longer after learning them in an 
excited state (a hypothesis that needs 
verification).

Another thing I do at the bottom of the test 
is make three blanks, one is for their 
personal estimation of their score after 
individually answering. The second one is 
their new score after collaborating with 
others. And third one is a score that I give 
them after the test based on what I think is 
an appropriate score. For a final score 
they can be averaged if you like, or 
calculated with different weights as you 
wish. Invariably with my humble Japanese, 
I am raising the scores, but that may not 
always be the case.

I thought the first few years that this kind of 
test would only work one time a semester. 
Because if they knew they were always 
collaborative, that would probably reduce 
their studying. However, at least among 
some students, it may make them study 
even harder so they can help their 
classmates, as with the student below:

“Because I had taken a test (#1) in this 
class and I knew how we would do the 
test #2, I tried to remember as much as 
possible not only for myself, but for my 

classmates. Last time I took the test, I was 
helped by others with answers, very 

helpfully. So, I wanted to help my 
classmates more than I did last time. In 

Test #2 it was interesting. I felt as if I was 
already working with classmates during 

my preparations for the test, and that 
motivated me to study. Although it was not 
so many people that I could help with the 
quiz, I was glad to hear “thank you” from 

them and to see their smiles. Showing 
thanks to people really makes them 

happy." (UH)

Comments below are from students who 
were asked if they wanted to have a third 
Social test like the first two or no test. Two 
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thirds of the students said they preferred 
no test, while about a third amazingly 
wanted to have the test.

“Yes, because studying for quiz is hard, 
but thanks to quiz we can understand the 
class activities deeply. It means that quiz 
is good for us. That’s why I want to take a 

quiz.”(AK)

“I don’t want a test, but that’s OK if I do. 
Because if I do Tim’s quiz, I can memorize 

the activities of this class!” (AN)

“Yes I want your test because it is so 
much fun to talk a lot.” (YK)

In the end, I may be developing their 
altruism rather than testing their English 
(UH's comment above) and developing 
their ability to learn more socially rather 
than testing an isolated brain unconnected 
to others. Actually, I see both of these 
outcomes as far more useful than simply 
learning English. This is what might be 
called Value Added English, the learning 

and development of English through the 
learning of more important things that lend 
value to English (Murphey 2013a, 2013b, 
and the whole recent edition of the Journal 
of the Saitama City Educators). 

Another important thing students are 
learning is that they can go to their 
classmates for answers and help. In 
sociology they call this increasing your 
social capital (Bourdieu, 1986), but more 
importantly perhaps they begin to realize it 
exists! I move around the classroom and 
usually find that many students don’t know 
a particular answer very well and yet have 
not asked the quiet student in the corner 
who has it and so I announce, “If you need 
an answer to #6, go to Ana, she has it.” 
This usually makes Ana very popular for 
awhile and changes her into a valuable 
classmate to know. If no one knows a 
particular answer, it is interesting for me to 
note, but I will still give the answer to one 
or two students and tell the others they 
can get it from them. 
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Infusing testing with helping habits 
and socially networked learning
It is about time we acknowledged that our 
minds are no longer, if ever they were, 
isolated, independent, and individual 
entities, but rather our minds and our 
brains are interconnected and networked 
and work best with other minds in 
collaboration. Please read Cozolino's The 
Social Neuroscience of Education (2013) 
and Bache's The Living Classroom (2008) 
for more on this idea.

In the last "muddle," I wrote about Socially 
Intelligent Dynamic Systems (SINDYS) a 
framework that allows us to conceptualize 
groups of minds processing information 
about themselves and becoming more 
intelligent because they know about 
themselves individually and their cohort. 
The social testing described above fits 
very well within a SINDYS paradigm (Fig. 
1) as it involves a group learning from itself 
and sharing knowledge across previously 
artificially forbidden barriers within the 
context of testing. 

Finally, Vygotsky (1978) and Feuerstein 
(1979; 2002) both wrote about such things 
calling them “Developmental Testing” or 
“Formative Testing” and more recently 
“Dynamic Assessment”, insisting that 
intelligence is not fixed but forever 
changing depending on the environment 
and scaffolding abilities of cohorts. 
Feuerstein worked mostly with immigrant 
children following WWII in Europe:

The improvement Feuerstein witnessed in 
victims after they received extra 

psychological and educational attention 
made Feuerstein question current beliefs 

regarding the stability of intelligence. 
“What if, instead of measuring a child’s 

acquired knowledge and intellectual skills, 
the ability to learn was evaluated first? 
And what if intelligence was not a fixed 
attributed, measurable once and for all? 

What if intelligence can be taught and was 
in fact the ability to learn?”[3] (p. 10) It 

was at this point that Feuerstein broke 
away from the conventional thinking of his 

time. He elaborated new methods of 
evaluation as well as new teaching tools. 
Today this is what is known as Dynamic 
Assessment.[3] … (Wikipedia, August 9, 

2013)

Comparisons have also been made 
between Feuerstein’s theories and those 

of the Russian psychologist Lev Vygotsky. 
Vygotsky viewed a child’s interaction with 
the world as mediated by symbolic tools 
provided by the given culture. Like the 
social psychologist, Feuerstein gave 

further insight on cognitive functioning 
such as logical memory, voluntary 

attention, categorical perception and self-
regulation of behavior.[8] Feuerstein filled 

a theoretical gap with his theory of 
Mediated Learning Experience in which 

he assigns the major role to a human 
mediator. According to Feuerstein, all 

learning interactions can be divided into 
direct learning and mediated learning. 
Learning mediated by another human 

being is indispensable for a child because 
the mediator helps the child develop 
prerequisites that then make direct 

learning effective. (Wikipedia, August 9, 
2013)

I still need to think about the degree that 
my “social testing” could be called 
‘mediated learning experience’ or 
‘formative’  or ‘dynamic’ testing. I do know 
that the procedure is useful and enjoyable 
for most of my students. I most recently did 
this with a graduate school class in Hawaii 
about group dynamics and one student 
responded that it seem to help her 
languaging (Swain, 2006); “I found this 
opportunity really helpful and generous. 
However, besides the generous side of it, I 
found a potential for learning in sharing 
answers with my peers.  As my peers 
asked me questions about the test items it 
somehow stimulated my brain to recall the 
highlights of the chapters we have read.”

PeerSpectives Issue 10, Spring 2013                ! ISSN 2187-1191 

30



References
Bache, C. (2008). The living classroom: 
Teaching and collective consciousness. 
Albany: State University of New York. 

Bourdieu, P. (1986) The forms of capital. In 
J. Richardson (Ed.) Handbook of theory 
and research for the sociology of 
education (New York, Greenwood), 
241-258.

Cozolino (2012) The social neuroscience 
of education: Optimizing attachment & 
learning in the classroom. New York: W. W. 
Norton. 

Feuerstein, R., Feuerstein, S., Falik, L & 
Rand, Y. (1979; 2002). Dynamic 
assessments of cognitive modifiability. 
ICELP Press, Jerusalem: Israel.

Murphey, T. (1994). Tests: Learning 
through negotiated interaction. TESOL 
Journal, 3, 12-16

Murphey, T. (2001). Videoing 
conversations for self-evaluation in Japan. 
In J. Murphy and P. Byrd (Eds), 
Understanding the courses we teach; 
Local perspectives on English language 
teaching, pp. 179-196. Ann Arbor MI: 
University of Michigan Press. 

Murphey, T. (2013a). Adapting ways for 
meaningful action: ZPDs and ZPAs. In J. 
Arnold & T. Murphey (Eds.), Meaningful 
action: Earl Stevick’s influence on 
language teaching. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press. 

Murphey, T. (2013b). Value Added English 
through CBI and CLIL Journal of the 
Saitama City Educators (Volume 3, Issue 5 
pp 1-8) July 2013

Swain, M. (2006). Languaging, agency 
and collaboration in advanced language 
proficiency. In H. Byrnes (Ed.), Advanced 
language learning: The contribution of 
Halliday and Vygotsky (pp. 95-108).

Vygotsky, L.S. (1978). Mind in society: The 

development of higher psychological 
processes (M. Cole, V. John-Steiner, S. 
Scribner, & E. Souberman, Eds & Trans.). 
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press 
(original work published 1930-33).

PeerSpectives Issue 10, Spring 2013                ! ISSN 2187-1191 

31

Get involved!
PeerSpectives is looking for volunteers to join 
the team and help us to continue to improve 
the quality of the journal. If you would like to 

get involved you can help in one of the 
following ways:

- Readers - 

PeerSpectives caters to a wide readership, 
including novice and experienced educators, 
students, academics and classroom teachers. 
To ensure that the articles we publish can be 
appreciated by as many people as possible, 
and are of the highest quality, we need more 

Readers. Previous PeerSpectives authors are 
especially welcome. Readers review 

submitted articles, using their own knowledge 
and expertise to comment on the quality and 

content of the article.

- Copyeditors & Proofreaders - 

Do you have an eye for detail? Just as it 
takes a village to raise a child, each 

PeerSpectives issue requires many sets of 
eyes. 

If you are interested in both learning more 
about academic publishing conventions, and 
helping authors to share their ideas clearly 

and accurately among the wider community, 
join the editorial team.

For more information or to put your name 
forward, please email the editors at:

< peerspectiveonline@gmail.com >


