           DEVELOPING COMPETENCY-BASED LEARNER ASSESSMENTS
SECTION I: Questions Teachers May Have

1.  What are the steps to developing competency-based learner assessment activities
 and what do they involve?

Assessment addresses the following questions (Wiggins and McTighe 2005
) that we will use as steps for an assessment task:

What is the learner supposed to learn/be able to do?

What is evidence of that learning?

What kinds of tasks will enable learners to provide that evidence?

How will the evidence be evaluated?

What will happen with the results?

2.  How will the steps to developing competency-based assessment activities help me in my job?

As a teacher, you bring many skills to your classroom, including knowledge of your students and an understanding of their needs.  You probably know instinctively how to prepare assessment activities and/or already have activities available from the textbook or other sources. Your goal within the competency-based approach is to ensure that assessment activities are competency-based.

Following the steps in this section will help ensure that the tasks you create are competency-based and can provide information both on learners’ progress and achievement, and on ways to modify learning and teaching to improve their learning.  This can improve learners’ results on the BEM and the Baccalaureate exams and make the daily classroom experience more positive.

3.  What are some resources or handouts that can help me use the steps to developing a competency-based learner assessment task?

Documents for this section overlap with documents from other sections on assessment:

· The  Algerian English Framework (AEF)

· The official syllabus and textbook bookmap

· Analysis of Activity Formats document in this section

· The section on  Rubrics in this manual

· The Assessment section in The Guide to the Curriculum 

· Excerpt from article  on student self assessment in this section

4. How could I start using the steps to develop a competency-based assessment activity? 

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 algeriatesol.org and ask around.)

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

You will use the year-end and unit (or sequence) objectives to create regular formative assessment tasks, using the textbook activities: selecting, adapting, supplementing, and rejecting as appropriate in order to get useful information.

5.  What are some useful guidelines I can use to follow the steps to developing a competency-based learner assessment activity?
To create a competency-based assessment activity, you can follow the steps generated from the Wiggins and McTighe (2005) questions that assessment addresses.  The questions are presented below with explanations for what to do at each step or stage.

What is the learner supposed to learn/be able to do?

In order to assess progress or achievement, teachers need to know what the learners are supposed to make progress toward or what they are supposed to achieve.  At the broadest or macro level, the AEF or Algerian course syllabus provides examples of year-end goals: the competencies.  At a more narrow or micro level the teacher creates specific objectives for each sequence and/or file to help the learner develop toward the competencies. 

Examples:
Long term goal for MS4 (from the AEF)

	The learner is able to sustain a short oral narrative (story, experience or event) or a description on topics of interest, as a series or sequence of connected points.


 Short-term goal for the end of a file

	The learner is able to give a short oral description on a familiar topic as a series of connected points.


What is evidence of that learning?
This question differs from the actual task instructions. It describes the successful performance of the learner in meeting the objective. What would the teacher see in order to determine that the objective had been met? It provides a bit more detail than the objective. However, if the objective is written well, they could be very similar.

Example of evidence for the short-term goal above:

	The learner gives a one-two minute presentation about a familiar topic (e.g. family vacation) in which he or she…

· Introduces the topic;
· Provides details;
· Gives a general conclusion;
· Uses appropriate and varied vocabulary and basic grammar.


What kinds of tasks will enable learners to provide that evidence?

There are many types of tasks that can be used to provide evidence of students’ learning.  The challenge here is to choose tasks that are appropriate to the evidence.  For example, the objective above builds toward the development of the Productive Speaking Competency.  Only by actually speaking can a student develop and demonstrate that competency. The short-term objective, therefore, requires an oral presentation.  This clearly dictates the type of task that will be needed: a “performance”- type task. 

There are various situations or contexts that could point to a task that allows the learner to provide the evidence needed to meet the objective. Here is one option.

	Part 1. Create a poster for a family vacation that includes pictures and short text to

· Get the audience’s attention (the audience is a group of peers);
· Give reasons for taking this vacation and others;

· Give a description of the vacation;
· Conclude with an idea to encourage people to choose the vacation. (The purpose of the poster is to persuade your peers to choose your vacation as the best.)

Part 2. Orally present the poster to a small group for a minimum of one minute and not more than two minutes.

· Introduce the topic;
· Provide details;
· Give a general conclusion;
· Use appropriate and varied vocabulary and basic grammar.
Part 3. Each group will vote on the best family vacation, which will then be presented to the whole class by the group.


This task is considered a “performance-based performance task.” See the excerpt from the Assessment section of the Guide to the Curriculum found in this section of the Inspector Manual, Types of Assessment for a brief overview of the three general categories of tasks types followed by a task typology.  See also the document Analysis of Activity Formats in this section for a table of activity formats that address each skill (reading, writing, listening and speaking) and discuss the pros and cons of each type when used for assessment.

Once you have decided on an activity you will want to evaluate whether it has the characteristics of a good assessment activity.

Valid

A valid activity assesses what it is intended to assess.  For example, an assessment that is intended to assess speaking competency must involve learners speaking the language. Using a written format would not be valid because a person’s ability to write does not provide information about his or her speaking ability.

Geared to learning targets

Instruction is geared toward learning targets: assessment is aimed at finding out how well the learners are achieving the targets.  The learning targets address the competences (interpretive listening/reading, interactive speaking, and productive speaking/writing), so assessment should address each of the competences.

Fair

Assessment assesses what has been taught.    If an activity assesses something other than what has been taught, it is unfair to the learners and not an appropriate assessment of their learning.  At the same time, there can be novelty in assessment; for example, when assessing speaking competence, it is possible to put learners in a novel situation that requires them to use what they know.  As long as the situation is one that allows them to use what they know, the assessment is considered fair.

Fairness also means that learners know what they are supposed to do when they are assessed.  If learners are given instructions that they don’t understand, and therefore are unable to perform according to the instructions, the assessment is not fair.  

Varied

Assessment takes a variety of forms so that there is a variety of information to build a comprehensive picture of a learner’s knowledge and abilities with respect to the competences.   Learners have different strengths and weaknesses.  Different assessments will allow them to perceive those strengths and weaknesses. Variety means variety of modes (speaking, listening, reading, writing), variety of genres (written, oral, visual), variety of participation styles (individual, interactive), variety of formats (role-plays, fill in the blank, short answers).  If only one type of assessment is used, it favors learners who do well on that type of assessment. 

Ongoing

Assessment should occur at regular intervals during units and at the end of units, in addition to designated exam periods.  Ongoing assessment provides ongoing feedback to teacher and learners about the learners’ ability and progress, and thus helps to improve their learning on a continuous basis.

Involves learners

Assessment should involve learners so that they can benefit from it.  Learners should understand how they are being assessed and should review the results of assessments so they can learn about their strengths and weaknesses and find ways to improve. By being involved in assessment, learners become more able to assess themselves, more self-reliant and more confident.
How will the evidence be evaluated? 

There are three suggested ways to evaluate the evidence: numbers, narrative comments and rubrics. They can be used alone, or can be combined. The way you choose to evaluate the learners’ performance on the task will depend both on the type of task and on which type of information will best help the students learn what they did well and what they need to improve. See the following section, What will happen with the results?, for more on this.

Evaluating with numbers

A numerical rating is commonly used for selected-response tasks, such as multiple- choice, and for controlled constructed-response tasks such as fill-in-the-blanks or providing the correct answer. Each correct answer is given a percentage value based on a numerical value out of a total number. For example, if the total number is 10 and each correct answer is worth 10 points, then 6 correct answers out of 10 is 60%.

Evaluating with narrative comments

Narrative comments are commonly used to assess performance tasks and participation. They may include any or all of the following:

· Brief comments

· A statement of whether the student has met the learning target

· A summary of strengths and areas to improve.

For example, after watching student presentations, teacher may write brief comments about what was observed, state whether the student has met the learning objective, and write a summary of strengths and areas to improve. Learners may also write narrative comments about their own performance.

Adding narrative comments to a numerical score can make the information much more useful to learners.  For example, teachers could look at the types of questions learners did or did not respond to correctly and write a brief summary of the students’ strengths and areas to improve. Alternatively, learners could be asked to assess their answers and write their own summaries.

Evaluating with Rubrics

Rubrics are commonly used to assess performance tasks such as essays, letters, posters, presentations and interviews. A rubric is composed of a matrix of

· Characteristics of the task being assessed (e.g. organization, fluency, pronunciation,  vocabulary usage and grammatical accuracy in the case of an oral presentation); 
· Ratings along three to five levels, e.g. excellent, good, adequate, needs improvement.

Rubrics are often used along with short narrative comments, and they can be used by teachers, students and peers.  Teachers should distribute rubrics at the same time they give an assignment is given. (For more about writing and using rubrics, see the section on Rubrics in this manual.)

What will happen with the results?

A distinction is sometimes made between assessment of learning and assessment for learning. 

· Assessment of learning: determines how well a learner can do or has done something. 

· Assessment for learning: helps learners identify their strengths and weaknesses so they can build on their strengths and improve their weaknesses.

Assessment of learning is important. However, if the results are used only to determine a mark for each learner, the assessment does not provide any feedback to the learner about what he or she needs to improve. Learners need to know the results of assessments and what they show about their learning. 

Ways of sharing with learners

First, share expectations or purpose of the assessment task, e.g. tell the learners what it is assessing and how they will be evaluated.  (Optionally, negotiate this with the learners. See the article Student-directed Assessment in ESL/EFL: Designing Scoring Rubrics with Students by David Litz: <http//iteslj.org/Lessons/Litz-StudentDirectedAssessment.html.>)

Next, ensure that the way of evaluating the learners’ performance provides feedback on their strengths and areas to improve. Remember that there are three ways to evaluate evidence or learner performance: numerical rating, narrative comments and rubrics.  These can be combined so that a teacher can add useful comments to a selected-response test with a score, or give learners the chance to reflect on and identify their strengths and areas to improve.  In a multiple-choice test, the teacher could provide an answer key and ask learners to identify their mistakes and make note of the correct answer, then analyze the results to evaluate their strengths and areas to improve.

Narrative comments may contain questions to the learner that the learner then answers and returns to the teacher.  Ideally, narrative comments would be discussed with the learners, but in a large class this may not be realistic.  

As noted above, rubrics, which can provide a great deal of detail for learners on their performance, can be improved by adding teacher comments summarizing strengths and areas to improve and/or making suggestions or clarifications for learners to help them improve.

SECTION II: Questions Inspectors May Have

1. What role do the steps for developing an assessment activity play in my observation visits to teachers?

The steps will be useful in two ways:

· You can use them to help teachers who are struggling to create competency-based assessment activities in their classes.

· Your understanding of what is involved in creating a good assessment activity will help you determine how well the assessment activities the teacher uses support the development of learner competencies.

2. What should I keep in mind when I am planning workshops to support teachers in using these steps?

It is important that teachers be able to create SMART communicative objectives that develop toward the year-end competencies as they work on creating assessment activities.

The information in this section on steps for creating a competency-based assessment activity is deeply integrated with the other sections on assessment.  You will want to recycle information that has been presented in them and/or preview information that will be coming.

It is essential that teachers apply their learning about creating assessment tasks, so you will want to provide ample practice in your workshops, with chances for the teachers to give and get feedback on their work.

� Much of this section was taken, adapted or expanded from the Assessment section of The Guide to the Curriculum.


� 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. The intention is to convey meaning rather than to manipulate form. (Adapted from Nunan’s definition in 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> )





� McTighe, J. and S. Ferrara. (1998). “Assessment approaches and methods.”  In Assessing Learning in the Classroom.  Washington, DC: NEA.
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