LEARNER ASSESSMENT

SECTION I: Questions Teachers May Have

1. What is competency-based learner assessment and what does it involve?

Competency-based assessment
 of students is focused on assessing how well students can use English in communicative situations and contexts, such as those described in the AEF. Therefore…

· Assessment should provide evidence of the learners’ progress and achievement in developing interactive, interpretive and productive competencies in English. 

· Linguistic and strategic competencies should be taught and assessed as supportive competencies: important in their ability to help learners use the primary competencies to exchange ideas and information.

This applies to diagnostic assessment done before courses begin in order to place learners; formative assessment done during courses and used to modify teaching, and summative assessment, done at the end of cycles (courses, middle school and high school).

In order for learners to take on the active role of users of English, they need to be active classroom learners of the language.  In competency-based assessment the learners are active:

· They use feedback from teachers and peers to make choices about how to better use and learn the language.

· They assess themselves and each other in order to improve. 

This kind of active learner requires that expectations be clear, so teachers will want to make sure learners are aware of the learning objectives and criteria:

· The long-term objectives that are the competencies (i.e. from the AEF and/or the official syllabus);
· The short-term objectives of textbook sequences and files that build up to the long-term objectives;
· The criteria for assessing learner performance on assessment tasks.
Support from the teacher may be necessary in order for information from the objectives and criteria to be useful to students as learners. Teachers will want to plan for time to guide learners through self- and peer-assessment, goal-setting and the development of language-learning strategies that will help them meet their goals. Learners will also need regular teacher feedback on their work in to give them useful information about how they are progressing toward the competencies and suggest how they can improve. This feedback will come from regular, ongoing formative assessment. These classroom practices will help learners take actions to improve their ability to use and learn English.

As mentioned above, competency-based assessment can be diagnostic, formative or summative.

· Diagnostic assessment: occurs prior to a course and is used to place the learner.

· Formative assessment: occurs during a course and is used to make choices about how to teach and learn in upcoming classes. 

· Summative assessment: occurs at the end of a cycle (e.g. end of the year, middle school and high school) and is used to assign a grade, rank or certificate.

In the Algerian context, most teachers need to develop skills to implement formative assessment during their courses. Formative assessment is the foundation of good teaching because it tells teachers how effective their teaching has been and gives them information about what and how to teach next.  Used well, it also tells learners where they need to improve and can help them make decisions about how to improve their learning. (Diagnostic assessment and summative assessment are beyond the scope of this manual.)
Formative assessment should occur many times during a course (e.g. daily). It provides teachers and learners with information about the learners’ progress in meeting the competencies by assessing of the learners’ ability to meet shorter-term communicative objectives. It involves any tasks or activities
 the learners may do that provide information to the teacher about what learners understand and can do, which the teacher then uses to make decisions about how to carry on teaching: 

· to reteach and/or provide more practice with certain parts of a lesson;

· to add more challenging material;

· to move on to new material. 
Formative assessment should be varied, so that the teacher and learners have a full and realistic view of student learning.  Some examples of techniques for formative assessment follow: 
Informal formative assessment 

· Teacher observations of students working together

· Teacher exchanging questions/answers with some/all 

· Student self-assessment

· Peer assessment 

· Use of rating scales or checklists by teachers and/or students

Formal formative assessment:  

· Written documents (e.g. letters, brochures, email)

· Papers (descriptive, narrative, persuasive)

· Quizzes or tests

· Performances (e.g. speeches, presentations, performed interviews or role plays)

· Listening or reading texts with questions

· Projects

The formal assessments above can actually be summative or formative. They are summative when the results are used to assign a grade and do not affect future lessons. They are formative when the results are used in making choices about what and how to teach next (e.g. whether to move on or reteach something). It is assumed in this manual that this is how they will be used. It is important for teachers to remember that simply carrying out an assessment task does not make it effective formative assessment. To be considered “formative”, the information learned from the assessment must be used to affect future choices about teaching and learning. 

In short:

· Teachers should have realistic short- and long-term learning objectives for learners.

· The teacher should regularly assess learner’ learning, using a variety of assessment activities.

· The teacher should plan and use assessment activities that assess not only what learners know, but also what learners are able to do as speakers, listeners, readers and writers.

· The teacher teaches learners to assess themselves and their peers so that they are aware of their progress and areas to work on.

2. How will competency-based assessment of my students help me in my job?

Competency-based assessment is helpful for many of the reasons that competency-based teaching is helpful. Primarily, students will probably be more motivated and successful when assessment is 
· Focused on progress and achievement in competency development;
· Linked to what was taught (language in context and language for communicative purposes) and how it was taught;
· Clear to learners in terms of what they can expect in order to be successful;
· Used to help students see what they need more work on and  what they have learned and can build on;
· Carried out in a variety of ways.
Formative assessment will help you by providing real-time feedback about how effective your teaching is. It will give you the information you need to make decisions about what to teach next and how to teach it to better meet learners’ needs so that your students can achieve more. 

Assessment commonly has a “washback effect” in which the assessment dictates what teachers spend time on in their class.  If teachers are focused on year-end competencies and plan shorter-term objectives that build toward these competencies, their formative assessments should focus on the learners’ development of the capacity to use English. The washback in this case, is extremely positive.

3. What are some resources or handouts I can use to help me use competency-based assessment in my classes?

· The AEF to get a clear idea of what competencies look like
· The official syllabus for the year and textbook bookmaps, to help adjust the AEF to fit the current Algerian context (prior to the adoption of the AEF and creation of textbooks aligned with it)

· The sections in this manual related to assessment: Developing Competency-based Learner Assessment, Rubrics and Projects
4. How could I start to use competency-based assessment in my classes? 

The first step is identifying year-end competencies for your students.  You can use the AEF and adapt the competencies you find there to fit your context: the textbook, the entry level of the students, the year-end exams and the BEM and Baccalaureate.  (Your colleagues and inspector may already have competencies you can use, so check the teachers’ section on algeriatesol.org and ask around.)

Next, you will want to create SMART communicative objectives for the file you are working on that can coordinate with the other files to develop the learners’ interactive, interpretive and productive capabilities in English. 

You can use the year-end and unit (or sequence) objectives to create regular formative assessment tasks using the textbook activities: selecting, supplementing, adapting, and rejecting them as appropriate.
5. What are some useful guidelines I can use to help me use competency-based assessment in my classes? 

Each day, as you plan your lessons, you’ll want to state clear, SMART communicative objectives that you can use to generate formative assessment tasks. For more on steps to creating an assessment task, see the sections on Developing Competency-based Learner Assessment, Rubrics and Projects.

The following guidelines are taken from Assessment section in the Guide to the Curriculum. (The full document is available on the teachers’ section of algeriatesol.org under Curriculum.)  The Guide to the Curriculum document includes a sample unit that demonstrates, among other things, various types of assessment.  These are explained more deeply in the Assessment section of the Guides for each year MS1 – SE3.

Guidelines for teachers

1.  The teacher has realistic short- and long-term learning objectives for learners. 

The Algerian English Framework is a guide for teachers, but it should be adapted for their particular learners.  They can use the AEF to devise realistic objectives for their learners.  Realistic objectives are ones that learners can successfully meet. Success builds confidence and confidence builds improvement.

2.  The teacher regularly assesses learners’ learning, using a variety of assessment activities.

When planning a unit, consider different ways to assess the target abilities and knowledge.  See comments above about using a variety of assessment activities.

3.  The teacher plans and uses assessment activities that assess not only what learners know, but also what learners are able to do as speakers, listeners, readers and writers.

In the past, assessments tended to assess what learners knew about the language rather than what they were able to do with it.  As a result, knowledge of grammar and vocabulary took priority, and learners did not learn how to speak, interpret or write the language.  Through assessment activities that assess their abilities as speakers, readers, writers and listeners, learners will be motivated to improve their skills.  

4. The teacher teaches learners to assess themselves and their peers so that they are aware of their progress.

In the past, assessment was solely the domain of the teacher in order to determine a mark.  Assessment for learning means that teachers support learners to become more and more independent.  Learners know they have learned something when they no longer depend on others to tell them whether they are doing something correctly or not.  

SECTION II: Questions Inspectors May Have

1. What role does competency-based assessment play in my observation visits to teachers?

During the pre-observation meeting you may ask the teacher what he or she wants the learners to be learning during the lesson. You can also look at the lesson plan objective for this.  Looking over the lesson plan, you can look for activities that will allow learners to demonstrate their knowledge and skills; you can also check to see that the teacher has planned to observe the learners’ progress and achievement and provide feedback to the learners.  If there is not a clear task or activity in the lesson, it may be possible to work with the teacher on adding an informal assessment to the plan. In feedback you can ask the teacher what he or she will do with the results of the observation or assessment, and guide him or her in using the results to modify teaching and learning choices.

While observing the lesson, you can look for demonstrations of learners’ understanding and skills that the teacher can use as formative assessment.

Using the following guiding questions in your post-observation feedback will reinforce the large role competency-based formative assessment plays in the observation notes you take during the lesson and in your work with the teacher in discussion after the lesson:

· What do I want my students to learn?

· How will I (and they) know they have learned it?

· How can I help them learn better?

In helping the teachers develop more competency-based teaching skills, you’ll want to guide them in developing their abilities to…

· State clear, SMART objectives for their lesson – and link them to short and long term goals;
· Evaluate how well the learners met the objectives based on evidence that the teacher observed (this is where your discussion of assessment comes starts);
· Decide what the learners need next, based on the information gathered from the assessment (either formal or informal formative assessment).
You will also want to work with teachers during observation visits on their abilities to meet the Teacher Competencies for assessment.  You’ll want to talk to them, following the guidelines for observation notes and feedback (see the section on Teacher Observation in this manual) to figure out what is most important to them and what they feel they need to work on in terms of assessment, and use that as a starting place.  Some examples are: stating communicative objectives that are linked to short and long term goals for competency development; including more informal formative assessment (observations of students working together; question/answer between teacher and some/all students; student self- and peer-assessments or checklists; discussion. 

2. What should I keep in mind when I am planning workshops to support teachers in using competency-based assessment?

As they work on creating assessment tasks, it is important that teachers be able to create SMART communicative objectives that develop toward the year-end competencies.

In the competency-based approach, the objectives of the English language course, which build toward the year-end competencies, are the starting place for assessment.  In training workshops, you may want to begin the assessment workshop with a focus on SMART communicative objectives.

Principles and practices

Adult learning is most effective when the material draws on their experience and knowledge; is relevant to them; is goal-oriented; and involves them.  Workshops on assessment may serve teachers best if …

· Inspectors have clear workshop objectives linked to the Teacher Competencies that they share with the teachers;

· Inspectors include a form of assessment on teachers’ ability to meet the objectives;

· Teachers share their ideas of what assessment is;

· Teachers share what kinds of assessment have worked for them in the past that told them clearly what learners were learning in English;
· Teachers say what they want to know or be able to do better regarding assessment;

· Teachers share their challenges regarding assessment;
· Teachers are actively involved in a) analyzing assessment tasks, b) figuring out what makes effective assessment, c) revising and creating assessment tasks for their textbooks.

· Teachers receive feedback on their progress during the workshop from inspectors and/or from self- and peer-assessment, modeling what you are asking them to do with students.

· The workshop incorporates the needs of the teachers – addressing their challenges and what they said they wanted to know at the beginning, even if these were not originally planned into the workshop.

What does an activity actually assess?

One challenge for teachers is identifying exactly what learners are demonstrating they know and can do as they carry out certain tasks and activities.  If teachers assume that a task has learners demonstrate X, but the learner is really being asked to demonstrate Y, the teacher is not able to get accurate assessment information. To address this challenge in workshops, inspectors can provide practice in identifying what is being assessed in a variety of tasks from different stages of the lesson. Inspectors can use examples of activities from the textbook and from the lesson plans and activities found on the Algeriatesol.orgwebsite.

Competency-based, Formative and Summative Assessment

There are different types of assessment that you will want to cover in your workshops with teachers:
Competency-based: assessment that focuses on development toward the competencies;
Formative: regular and varied assessment during class that the teacher uses to modify and improve future classes, including ways of making end-of-file assessment (which might otherwise be summative) become formative.

Summative:  end-of-year exams and the BEM and Bac exams that occur at the end of classes. 

When you begin planning your workshop, you may want to clarify objectives that address all types of assessment, and which objectives you have for individual types. For example, in all types it is important that the assessment task be linked to the year-end competencies.  Only formative assessment, however, requires that the teacher use the assessment to inform or shape future teaching and learning.  You will want to be clear about which type of assessment you are working with and which aspects of assessment you want teachers to develop skills in.

In addition to the three types of assessment above, you may also find it useful to address self- and peer-assessment; while they can be powerful tools, teachers may not have the attitude or skills needed to successfully implement them, so spending time working with teachers in those areas can be rewarding.
Glossary of Assessment Terminology

	Term
	Purpose
	Actions
	Example

	Evaluation
	To learn how effective a course was (and adapts the course to improve it in the future).
	Collect information about the course.  
	Look at results from tests and assessments that took place during the course and at the end of the course. Compare to other sections of the same course.

	Assessment
	To get a deep understanding of what a learner knows, understands and can do in English. 

Diagnostic: use the information to place students.

Formative: use the information to inform teaching and learning to better meet learner needs.

Summative: use the information to determine learner achievement and give a grade, rank or certificate. 
	Collect and analyze information about learners’ knowledge and skills from varied sources over time; use the information to make choices about future teaching.
	Use and analyze (with learners if at all possible) multiple types of tasks and activities that demonstrate learners’ knowledge and ability to use English.

	Test
	To understand what a learner knows, understands and/or can do regarding one aspect of English.

(A test is part of the larger concept of assessment.)
	Have learners carry out a set of activities or tasks related to one aspect of English, such as a lexical set (vocabulary) or a language structure (grammar).
	Selected response activities: e.g. multiple-choice, true/false, matching.
Constructed response activities: e.g. fill-in-the-blank, comprehension questions, transforming grammar or lexis, identifying mistakes.


� See Glossary at the end of this section for definitions of terminology: evaluation, assessment, test.




















� Activity: A general term to mean work done in the classroom, for example, filling out a form, writing a paragraph describing someone, debating an issue or answering questions about a radio program. There are many types of activities. One type is the “task.” See definition below.


Task: A task is an activity that involves learners in comprehending, manipulating, producing or interacting in the target language while their attention is focused on mobilizing their language to exchange meaning, and in which the intention is to convey meaning rather than to manipulate form. The task should also have a sense of completeness, being able to stand alone as a communicative act in its own right with a beginning, a middle and an end. (Adapted from Nunan, David. ”Task Based Language Teaching in the Asian Context: Defining ‘Task’”. Asian EFL Journal online. Sept 2006. <www.asian-efl-journal.com/sept_06_hom.php>
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