PROJECTS

SECTION I: Questions that teachers may have

1. What are competency-based projects and what do they involve?

Competency-based projects in the Algerian context are assessment tasks that occur at the end of a sequence or file and that provide learners with a (hopefully) real-life communicative situation and task within which to consolidate and mobilize the language previously studied. The parenthetical “hopefully” communicates that not all projects achieve a true communicative situation and task, nor do they provide the opportunity to consolidate and mobilize the learners’ language.  These two points, however, remain critical for an effective project, for the purpose of the project is to aid learners in developing language competencies, or the capacity to use the language independently in a range of situations that vary from the situations in which it was learned.
Projects can take many forms. The learners (individually, or in pairs or small groups) may produce physical products such as posters, brochures, recipes, a journal/diary, newspaper/newsletter, a blog or website, a story, an audio or video tape or a book.  They may also result in live performances, such as role-plays, interviews, debates, demonstrations, skits or lessons.  

Each project should be related to the content and topic of the sequence/file.  Further, and more importantly, the project should require the natural use of the new language presented in the sequence or file, so that the language can be demonstrated but is not forced. This last point is important because a number of the projects found in the Algerian projects appear to follow a content-focused design more appropriate for courses in history, literature, civics or science than to English language studies.  Teachers need to remember that the focus of their course is the development of English competencies in a range of contexts and situations.  

2. How will adapting projects to be competency-based help me in my work?

Projects put learners in active roles, and that involvement in their learning generally raises their interest and motivation.  Furthermore, projects are naturally interesting to learners because they get to use English to accomplish something, and the feeling of success that comes with accomplishment is generally motivating.  

The Algerian textbooks currently have projects either at the end of each sequence or the end of each file.  Why should you go to the trouble of adapting them to ensure they are competency-based?  

· They will be more relevant, and students will see how the projects help them work toward the competencies.  

· They will also be worth the time they take in class when they are helping students develop the competencies.  Many of the current textbook projects, though engaging, do not maximize the amount of English used and do not develop as strongly as they could toward long-term objectives.  Adapting the projects can make them more worthwhile for teachers and learners.

· Sometimes just a little adjustment to what is in the textbook can provide a robust learning and assessment experience that can benefit learning tremendously.

3. What resources or documents will be useful to me?

· The section in this manual on Textbook Adaptation (SARS);
· Any documents you have on SMART objectives, including the one-page document that is part of this section;
· The section in this manual on Developing Competency-Based Learner Assessments: the steps are the same for a project as for the activities described, though it should be noted that projects are considered tasks. (See previous section or Dictionary in the teacher section of algeriatesol.org for clarification of the terms “activity” and “task.”)

· http://www.eslcafe.com/search/Student_Projects/index.html : This is a page in the popular site Dave’s ESL Café. The page has links and short descriptions of many student projects to give you ideas, and your students may wish to read it and post their projects on it.

· www.topics-mag.com/call/blogs/ESL_EFL.htm: This webpage is written for teachers interested in setting up a blog, which is an easy online way to publish or share your students’ project work. Its information is appropriate for teachers with and without blog experience.

4. How should I start to make adjustments to the projects in my class to better implement competency-based assessment?
First, start by making SMART objectives for the unit and sequences that clearly support the development of the year-end competencies.

Next, evaluate how well the project in the textbook focuses on learners’ demonstrating knowledge and skills that meet the short-term objective (and move toward the competencies).  

Adjust the project so that learners… 

· Use more English (as opposed to simply visuals or charts): e.g. add or adapt sections to use more English, and consider rejecting or cutting parts that do not use English.

· Use English more for real communication: e.g. make interviews be in English or have a task related to them that uses a lot of English.  If the final product uses visuals, they may not require English, so ensure that learners spend the majority of their time explaining the visual rather than making it;
· Focus on the development of English language competencies (speaking, reading, writing, and listening) over process-related skill development (researching, making visuals, creating art, etc.) The process-related skills have a role, but learners should understand that most of their time should be focused on English;
· Participate actively and equally: e.g. their final grade could be affected by self- and peer-assessment of their participation in the project.

5. What guidelines can I use to implement competency-based projects in my class?
The project should…

· Require learners to draw on and mobilize their pool of language skills, not dictate specific language to use;

· Generate natural use of the target language;

· Demonstrate the learners’ progress and achievement in developing toward the language competencies;

· Be of high interest to the learners, letting them express themselves and communicate ideas and information about topics and issues that are of interest to them;
· Exercise learners’ imagination in designing the form and content of the product; a
· Require learners to use their intellect in furthering their understanding of the project’s content.

Let’s look at each point.

____________________________________________________________________
The project should require learners to draw on their pool of language skills, not dictate specific language to use.

Projects differ from selected-response and brief constructed-response tasks used by teachers at other times in the file, because they do not test one or two specific language targets. Projects call on learners to mobilize the language they have studied in class in order to complete a real-life communicative task.  They provide a situation in which learners can integrate what they have learned so that they deepen their understanding and skills.

Projects should mimic real life as much as possible in order to provide evidence of the learners’ progress and achievement in developing the competencies. A competency is the ability to act using a range of skills and knowledge in various situations that may differ from those in which they were learned. Learners will be prepared to use English effectively in real-life situations by drawing on and manipulating what they have learned in school. Real-life situations do not require English speakers to use particular language structures or lexis.  They require learners to mobilize and manipulate what they know in order to express their ideas and the information and messages that the situation calls for.  

In the SE1 textbook, Unit 3, the project has four tasks with positive characteristics:

· Design a questionnaire

· Conduct an interview

· Collect data and interpret results

· Write a report analyzing the results and drawing a conclusion

The tasks do not state what language the learners must use.  They are also tasks that mimic real life and expect learners to draw on their entire pool of language: they decide the focus of the survey, create survey questions using any language they wish, and report the results following a format that leaves actual language up to the learners.  

The focus of each task is on communicating meaning to an audience other than the teacher for a purpose other than a grade. 

· The questionnaire is designed for the group to be interviewed.

· The interview is designed to learn something interesting.

· The data collection and interpretation of results are in order to create a report.

· The report is created for a peer group and will be ranked against other reports to see which is best.

Creating a “real” purpose for carrying out each task also mimics real life because it asks learners to mobilize their language with a focus on communicating for a reason, and not simply to generate linguistically accurate language.

____________________________________________________________________
The project should demonstrate the learners’ progress and achievement in developing toward the language competencies.

Though, as stated above, the project should mimic real life by not requiring particular language structures or lexis, at the same time it should generate a need for the use of the target language -- those structures and lexis covered in the sequence/s.  The assessment rubric for the project will not list specific structures or lexis, but will indicate expectations for the general range and degree of the learners’ development.

 The SE1 Unit 3 task is neatly aligned with the activities from the unit, so it is natural that the target language from the unit would be used.
____________________________________________________________________
The project should demonstrate the learners’ progress and achievement in developing toward the language competencies.

Learners use and demonstrate skills in a variety of areas when carrying out a project, individually or in small groups: task comprehension, research and note taking, content, organization, listening, reading, writing and speaking competencies, lexis, grammar, language strategies (i.e. to communicate and to learn better),  and, if working in groups, the ability to work with others positively and actively.  The question for teachers is how to ensure that a project highlights the learners’ language competency development while encouraging study and group skills.  The projects in the Algerian textbooks vary in their focus on language competency development: some clearly integrate the content and target language from the file into the project, while others provide a task that is connected to the file by topic, but does not clearly focus on the development and demonstration of language competencies.  

For example, in the SE1 textbook, the Unit 3 activities generally lead up to the project. They address reported speech and direct quotes in interviews; how to interview, collate data and draw conclusions; and using graphs and statistics to report. 
The project should be of high-interest to the learners by letting them express themselves and communicate ideas and information about topics and issues that are of interest to them. 

Teachers know intuitively and through experience that learners are most interested and motivated when they are expressing themselves and communicating about what interests them. This is authentic communication. 

Sometimes the teacher knows that a project will be of interest to all learners. At other times, the teacher will want to adapt a project to better meet learners’ interests or to provide choices to meet the varied interests of the group.
Many projects allow learners to focus on what is of interest to them within boundaries: creating interview questions; designing a brochure; writing a review of a place, movie, book or song.  Learners can have the freedom to choose aspects of the topic or the topic itself.

The project should exercise learners’ imagination in designing the form and content of the product; and

The project should require that learners use their intellect in furthering their understanding of the project’s content.

The first Guiding Principle of the Competency-based Approach in The Guide to the Curriculum states that English is a tool for communication that enables learners to make connections with the world and communicate something about one’s self, community and country to others.  For learners to be fully prepared as global citizens, they need the language skills, cognitive capacities and knowledge of the world that will support them in exchanging thoughts, ideas and information with others.  Projects are a wonderful way to prepare them for this when they provide choice, require creativity and demonstrate new content knowledge through the use of English.

And for the teachers’ sanity, some final advice:

Keep the projects simple enough that you can manage the pieces: offering support and giving feedback while the learners are working; organizing ways of presenting the final product or presentation; and assessing.  

In particular, START SMALL AND SIMPLE.  If you get a great idea that is complicated, begin by implementing just one part first, and build up slowly over the year until you are comfortable putting all the pieces together.  In this way, those of you who have grand ideas will be able to succeed in carrying them out, while those who are more intimidated by large ideas will be able to see a way to approach a more complicated project in a doable way.

SECTION II: Questions that inspectors may have

1. What role do competency-based projects play in my observation of teachers in their classes?

The day of your classroom observation may or may not be devoted to a unit or sequence project.  The lesson you observe, however, may well be connected to a project, whether it be a brief one or a longer one.  The project is an effective way to end a series of interconnected lessons so that learners can demonstrate their ability to meet the short- term objective and develop toward the longer-term competencies.  It can be important and fruitful for you to ask the teacher to discuss how the lesson you observed coordinates with the others in the series to build the knowledge and skills required in the project.  This is a concrete way for you to address the short- and long-term objectives of the course.

2. What should I keep in mind while I am planning workshops? 
Teachers need to actively practice SARS with projects and evaluating projects. 

They would benefit from seeing both effective projects and less effective ones. You don’t have to go out and find spectacular projects from other sources; you can use the ones in the texts.  Some are good – show these – and make simple adjustments (e.g. adding a rubric; increasing the amount of English used to communicate; decreasing the focus on non-English parts) to improve them.  You could use the comparison of more and less effective projects to elicit a rubric for an effective project with the group. Next, you might have the teachers work in groups to SARS a project and use the rubric to evaluate it and others. 

The teachers will be at different places in terms of their interest and skill in improving the projects they use in class.  Some will be motivated to create new projects entirely; some may want to employ technology such as video, audio, computer word processing (e.g. class newspapers) or even the internet (e.g. blogs, webpages); some will have or feel they have very little time to devote to SARSing the projects in the textbooks.  You can make a chart to find out what the teachers know and want to.  You will also want to ensure that you keep your workshop aimed at the appropriate level of interest, teacher time, and technology so that you do not lose some teachers by presenting too much that is beyond their readiness or interest.

You may find it useful to address the fact that the textbook explains projects in a way that is more appropriate to content classes (history, language arts, literature, social studies) than to English for Speakers of Other Languages.  In English classes the “content” is the language – which is developed using content, but for which learning content in history, social studies, science, etc. is not the purpose.  Development of language competency is the purpose of the language course. 

� This could be made to generate more language (and possibly interest) by having learners interact more personally with the booklets: compare themselves to the information in the report; report on several interesting facts they learned from the survey; discuss whether they agree with results, and other questions that require personal involvement with the reports and mimic the kinds of thoughts and discussions we might have after reading this kind of material in real life.
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