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Potential integration of Diagnostic Language Assessment 
with Dynamic Assessment?
(Ableeva & Huhta, 2012; Anton, 2018; Leontjev, Poehner, & 
Huhta, in progress)

Vygotsky (1998): “determining the actual level 
of development [observations of independent 
functioning] not only does not cover the whole 
picture of development, but very frequently 
encompasses only an insignificant part of it”



Diagnostic Language Assessment

•Diagnostic Assessment (DiagA): Alderson (2005) -> distinct from ‘achievement’ or ‘placement’ testing; 
aims to identify learner strengths & weaknesses

•Jang & Wagner (2014) -> DiagA characterized: by (1) constructs to be measured clearly defined & 
specified, incl. sub-areas of knowledge/ability; (2) procedure should generate detailed feedback
pertaining to particular dimensions/sub-areas in need of improvement

•L2 DiagA elaborated through research programs since early 2000s, particularly work of Alderson & 
colleagues at Lancaster U. (e.g., Alderson, Haapakangas, Huhta, Nieminen, & Ullakonoja, 2015; Harding, 
Alderson, & Brunfaut, 2015; Harding et al., 2018)

DIALANG >> DIALANG 2.0

•DIALANG (Alderson, 2005): Includes assessment of five language ‘skills’: reading, writing, listening, 
structures (morpho-syntactic knowledge), & lexical knowledge

Multi-step procedure that included learner self-assessment (linked to CEFR descriptors), 
assessment, & feedback (advice) to learners re. how they can improve

https://dialangweb.lancaster.ac.uk/

http://wp.lancs.ac.uk/ltrg/projects/dialang-2-0/

https://dialangweb.lancaster.ac.uk/
http://wp.lancs.ac.uk/ltrg/projects/dialang-2-0/


Diagnostic assessment feedback



L2 DiagA

Huhta, Harsch, Leontjev, Nieminen (2023, forthcoming)

● Concerned with learners’ 

strengths and particularly 

weaknesses in the assessed 

L2 constructs

● Emphasizes clearly defined 

constructs (based on SLA 

research and/or research on 

e.g. reading)

● Provides detailed feedback to 

learners (and teachers) that 

can be acted upon



Zone of Actual Development (ZAD) and Zone of Proximal Development 

(ZPD)

Photo by Kristiina Halonen Photo by Alexandr Podvalny from Pexels

https://www.pexels.com/@freestockpro?utm_content=attributionCopyText&utm_medium=referral&utm_source=pexels
https://www.pexels.com/photo/blue-jeans-3036405/?utm_content=attributionCopyText&utm_medium=referral&utm_source=pexels


Dynamic assessment

Dynamic assessment (DA) is a framework in which 

teaching and assessment are interrelated parts of 

one educational activity aiming at identifying 

learners’ abilities in the process of maturing and 

pushing them forward.

● fully understanding learner abilities requires active 
intervention in development

● teachers and learners jointly carry out activities, 
teachers intervening as difficulties arise

● Sternberg & Grigorenko (2002): provision of 
mediation (prompts, models, feedback, leading 
questions) as learners encounter difficulty; eliciting 
verbalizations of learner reasoning; identification of 
underlying problems Photo by Kristiina Halonen



Mediating Prompts

mediation should be as explicit as necessary to support learner 

engagement, as implicit as possible to allow learner control, responsive 

to learner moves & needs, and development-focused rather than strictly 

task-focused (Poehner, 2018)

● an implicit ‘think more carefully’ message
● the location of the mistake narrowed down by means of bold 

highlighting
● a metalinguistic clue
● an example sentence containing the correct structure
● explicit explanation of the language feature and overt correction

(Poehner & Leontjev, 2020)



Resultant Diagnosis of Development

● how much and what kind of instruction needed to bring 
ZPD into ZAD (bring potential future into present)?

● focus shifted from the product of prior learning to the
processes of abilities now forming 

● teaching and assessment as dialectically related parts of the 
process (Feuerstein et al., 2010)



DiagA & DA: Some Possibilities

•DiagA: constructs & sub-constructs informed by theory of language proficiency (or specific 
aspects of it such as reading or writing), tied to descriptors & scales

- high or low ability in specific domains?

- Mediation & ZPD -> more than one level on scale simultaneously (ZAD vs. ZPD)?

• Granularity of abilities, specificity of constructs/ sub-constructs
- ZPD for language? For reading comprehension? For sub-areas (e.g., deducing voc. 
meaning from context)? Even smaller (discourse markers)?  [Granularity or Generality of 
ZPD]
- Differing degrees of responsiveness to mediation (large ZPD or small ZPD)

•Instructional plans individualized for learners but informed by ZPD & not ZAD
•Need for continued cooperation w/ teachers; understanding of ZPD to continue to monitor 
progress, introduce challenges (& mediation) necessary to provoke development



DD-LANG: Dynamic-diagnostic language assessment – a 

conceptual and practical innovation in foreign language 

assessment

funded by the Academy of Finland and University of Jyväskylä 1.9.2022 – 31.8.2026

THEORETICAL AIM: to extend previous applications of dynamic and diagnostic 

assessment by integrating them in a complementary manner

EMPIRICAL AIM: to investigate how combining dynamic and diagnostic 

assessment may impact learning and teaching of English in the Finnish upper 

secondary schools, including how students and teachers prepare for the the final 

Matriculation Examination (ME)



Design

● Longitudinal intervention (pre-post control group design)

● QUAN: measures of reading and writing; QUAN/QUAL: questionnaires about practices 

and beliefs; QUAL: interviews; classroom observation; training sessions and 

discussions with teachers (informed by Vygotskian praxis)

● Experimental group: dynamic-diagnostic assessment and go through the enrichment 

programme in the Revita system (the U. of Helsinki) and the classroom

● Teachers in the experimental group will be trained in the use of diagnostic dynamic 

assessment

● Control group: Revita system but without mediation

● Students tested at the beginning and end of the study (also in the middle); students’ 

and teachers’ beliefs and views about learning, teaching, and assessment are studied

https://www.helsinki.fi/en/projects/revita-language-learning-and-ai/about-the-project


We asked Matriculation Examination item writers and 

raters: what does this item assess? 

What significant past experience does the narrator mention?

● Having a public post

● Teaching classes

● Sitting an exam

● Discourse markers

● Recognising cues

● Associations

○ Synonyms

● Keywords in surrounding text

(Grabe & Yamashita, 2022)



Matriculation Examination: Writing



Matriculation Examination Writing

(The Matriculation Examination Board, 2017, p. 16; our translation)

(Leontjev & Pollari, 2022, p. 174)



DD-LANG: Dynamic Diagnostic Assessment of L2 Abilities

Diagnosis of Development must be concerned with ZAD and ZPD Not just dynamic 

implementation of 

a diagnostic test 

but further 

diagnosis of ZPD



Learner training based on the DD-LANG learner profiles

● Online system Revita
● Classroom (Group-DA)

○ Praxis with teachers
○ Training in the use of DA
○ Based on information teachers receive about their 

learners

https://www.helsinki.fi/en/projects/revita-language-learning-and-ai/about-the-project


The team

Luke Harding & Tineke 
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Yaru Meng (Jiaotong U.)
Marta Antón (Indiana U.)

Ari Huhta, Dmitri Leontjev, Pirjo Pollari, 
Asko Tolvanen (U. Jyväskylä)
Roman Yangarber, Raili Hildén (U. Helsinki) 
Anu Halvari (National Agency)

Matthew Poehner (Penn State)
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Remi van Compernolle (Carnegie M.)
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Kiitos!

Thank you!

More details:

dmitri.leontjev@jyu.fi

ari.huhta@jyu.fi

WWW: http://r.jyu.fi/DDLANG_en

mailto:dmitri.leontjev@jyu.fi
mailto:ari.huhta@jyu.fi
http://r.jyu.fi/DDLANG_en
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