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Connecting assessment with the ELP and the common reference levels



Introduction

The European Language Portfolio (ELP) enables learners to self-assess their language skills and describe their own language knowledge and to compare them with reference levels recognised throughout Europe.  Self-assessment is a key component of the ELP, since it serves not only the ELP's information function, but also its support function.  At the same time, to prove its worth in "directed" areas of language teaching/learning, the ELP must also allow for the needs and objectives of teachers and educational institutions, which naturally include assessing learners' performance.  This kind of assessment is moreover officially provided for in the ELP. For instance, the Swiss version seeks to assist teachers, schools and training organisations to appraise and document performance and to situate final examinations and internal or external certificates or diplomas in relation to the Council of Europe's reference levels.  The ELP is also of importance when devising examinations. A school or a training organisation accordingly has to determine its profile on the basis of the ELP, so as to achieve transparency vis-à-vis a large target audience and make its services offer and examinations comparable with others within a vast European framework.

But how can tests and assessments be made transparent and comparable with the common reference levels while, one is tempted to add, remaining feasible, that is to say compatible with the resources at teachers' disposal?


The answer given by the Common European Framework of Reference (CEFR) can be summed up as follows: Activity descriptors and proficiency descriptors should also be used for assessment purposes. Such descriptors indeed provide starting points for assessing communicative language activities or attainment of a common level of proficiency. They can accordingly be of use in answering the two fundamental questions posed in assessment matters, i.e.: 
1) What is being assessed? 
2) How is a performance interpreted? 

The first question involves describing or specifying the content of tests and examinations in terms of objectives (WHAT), whereas the second concerns the criteria used to interpret a performance and determine, on the basis of that interpretation, that a learning objective has been attained (HOW WELL).

The CEFR descriptors can accordingly be used to describe test objectives while facilitating the development of assessment criteria.  In addition, the scales (reference levels) and their descriptors, established as standards, can supply information for the development of "marking scales" used to rate attainment of a given learning objective.
We propose to bear in mind these two questions - WHAT and HOW WELL - and also different types of assessment in examining the use of the two kinds of descriptors for assessment purposes. In so doing, we closely follow the CEFR (chapter 9).


Specifying tasks for a communicative assessment (all types of activities)

Global specification

To produce a global specification for a communicative assessment (all types of activities and all levels of the CEFR), the descriptors of the communicative language activities are used (at each CEFR level).  For example, if the intention is to test written production at level B2, one need but select a sample of representative types of discourses (constituting as many stages in the examination) from among the descriptors for this level and this type of activity. This sample, which is moreover a factor of validity, could be drawn from the ELP, as can be seen from the following example, based on the B2 level checklist in the Swiss version of the portfolio:

"Written production" ELP sample:
	Can write summaries of articles on topics of general interest.
Can discuss a topic in a composition or "letter to the editor", giving reasons for or against a specific point of view.

Can write a short review of a film or a book.
Can express, in a personal letter, different feelings and attitudes, and can report the latest news, making clear what he or she considers the important aspects of a specific event.

Alternatively, with the same aim in mind, use could be made of the CEFR sub-categories.  A sample for testing oral expression could, for example, cover the CEFR sub-categories: "Conversation, Informal discussion (between friends), Sustained monologue: describing experience, Sustained monologue: putting a case, Goal-oriented co-operation".  This range is not merely representative; it also guarantees that several kinds of skills will be used. 


Detailed specification

To produce a more detailed specification or description for a communicative assessment of this kind, reference could in addition be made to other metacategories, such as context of language use (including domains in particular) and the texts and tasks referred to in chapters 4 and 7 of the CEFR.  Moreover, an activity descriptor itself often contains information of relevance to these metacategories, above all the type of text, its characteristics and the theme of the communication.  

However, in our context, it is above all the proficiency scales that will constitute a source of information for a) identifying the relevant linguistic, sociolinguistic and pragmatic competences, that is to say what skills those sitting an examination are expected to be able to utilise, and b) devising items (test components or questions) or phases of a communicative assessment.  The following example, where we have supplemented the activity descriptors with proficiency components, serves to illustrate this. Some of these additions may contribute to the development of items or phases, others may simply clarify the objective of the examination.  
	Can write summaries of articles on topics of general interest, following standard layout and paragraphing conventions. (< Orthographic control B2).
Can discuss a topic connected to his or her own field or very general matters in a composition or "letter to the editor", giving reasons for or against a specific point of view, while expanding and supporting his/her main points with relevant supporting detail and examples (< Range of vocabulary B2; Thematic development B2).

Can write a short review of a film or a book, while varying formulation to avoid frequent repetition and using complex sentences (< Range of vocabulary B2 and General linguistic range B2).

Another method of producing a detailed specification for an examination is to "explode" a descriptor, i.e. break it down into its implicit constituent parts, for example by clearly identifying its individual phases.  For instance, in the case of a "letter to an editor", apart from established letter-writing conventions, the following phases could be identified:  
	subject matter
explanation of the problem and supply of relevant details
expression of the reader's viewpoint and arguments
conclusion.


The CEFR itself gives a good example of explosion of the activity descriptor: "Can ask for and provide personal information". This descriptor can be broken down into: "I can introduce myself; I can say where I live; I can say my address in French; I can say how old I am, etc." and "I can ask someone what their name is; I can ask someone where they live; I can ask someone how old they are, etc." (9.2.2.1).


The same procedures can be applied to devise items for reception tests: taking receptive activity descriptors as a starting point, sub-categorisation or explosion processes can be used to identify the phases of the activity, and the description of these phases can be supplemented with the relevant competences. 
The following is a rough example.

Activity: 
	Can understand the main points in short newspaper articles about current or familiar topics. (Reading, B1, Swiss version of the Portfolio)
Relevant proficiencies: 
	Shows good control of elementary vocabulary but major errors still occur when expressing more complex thoughts (CEFR, Vocabulary control, B1).
Is aware of, and looks out for signs of, the most significant differences between the customs, usages, attitudes, values and beliefs prevalent in the community concerned and those of his or her own community (CEFR, Sociolinguistic appropriateness, B1).
Can reasonably fluently relate a straightforward narrative or description as a linear sequence of points (CEFR, Thematic development, B1). 
Can identify unfamiliar words from the context on topics related to his/her field and interests. Can extrapolate the meaning of occasional unknown words from the context and deduce sentence meaning provided the topic discussed is familiar (CEFR, Identifying clues and inferring, B1).


The exercise of developing items or phases and identifying aspects of relevant proficiencies with a view to describing an examination shows that detailed specification (WHAT) and interpretation (HOW WELL) are closely related. 


To sum up

Specifying WHAT
Global specification: prepare a sample of activities taken from the ELP and/or the scales for communicative language activities set out in the CEFR (Chapter 4).
Detailed specification (items, phases, competences): updating of the metacategories "contexts, texts, tasks" (CEFR, Chapters 4 and 7), use of activity sub-scales (Chapter 4), proficiency scales (Chapter 5), and the explosion technique.



Interpreting performance


Teacher- or self-assessment of "real" tasks/activities

The activity descriptors for a given level can be used for teacher-assessment or self-assessment of communicative language activities or genuine real-life tasks. This assessment is either continuous or summative. Interpretation is based on a detailed picture (impression) of linguistic skills developed so far; this means that it is the probable success of a given activity that is judged (action-based approach). In this type of assessment, the preferred form of presentation of the descriptors is a checklist. The checklists in the Swiss version of the portfolio constitute examples.
Certain proficiency descriptors were included in the Swiss Portfolio's checklists due to the fact that, as stated in the CEFR (9.2.2.1), experience shows that the consistency with which teachers and learners can interpret descriptors is enhanced if the descriptors describe not only WHAT the learner should do, but also HOW WELL (to what quality standard) it should be done. 
A grid could be used for the same purpose. The self-assessment grid in the language passport is a typical example. 


Assessing performance in terms of levels of proficiency

To assess or rate performance in terms of levels of proficiency, that is to say to judge the generalisable competences evidenced by a performance, it is possible to use the scales for the descriptors of aspects of competence (CEFR, Chapter 5), which are transformed into assessment criteria. That entails deducing aspects of communicative language competence from a performance. Such aspects are shown in table 3 of the CEFR - qualitative aspects of spoken language use. The table itself naturally draws on the scales of competence in Chapter 5.  By helping to transform personal, subjective impressions into reasoned judgments, such scales of descriptors can facilitate the introduction of a reference framework common to all the members of a panel of examiners.

The CEFR moreover warns against including communicative activity descriptors among the criteria communicated to an examiner for rating performance in a written or oral test if the intention is that the results should be stated in terms of proficiency levels attained. This is because, to reflect proficiency, an assessment must focus not on any particular performance but should rather seek to judge the generalisable competences evidenced by that performance.



Comments

We would like to conclude by reiterating a distinction drawn by the CEFR between assessment of achievement and assessment of proficiency (9.3.1)
	Achievement assessment is the assessment of the attainment of specific objectives - it concerns what has been taught. It accordingly relates to the week's or month's work, to the course book or the syllabus. Achievement assessment is course oriented. It represents an internal viewpoint. 

Conversely, proficiency assessment is an assessment of what someone can do or knows in terms of real-world ability. It represents an external viewpoint. 

Teachers have a natural tendency to be more interested in achievement assessment, which gives them feedback on their teaching. Employers, education authorities and adult learners tend to be more interested in proficiency (or performance) assessment, which is an assessment of outcomes, of what the person can actually do..

The advantage of achievement assessment lies in the fact that it is close to the learner's experience. That of proficiency assessment is to enable everyone to see where they stand, as the results are completely transparent.

According to the CEFR, two observations can be made with regard to the assessment of linguistic and communicative tasks: 1) If the tasks are based on an appropriate known syllabus, giving the learner the opportunity to show what he/she has achieved, above all if the number of tasks is limited, the assessment is highly achievement (rather than proficiency) oriented. The results of such an assessment are accordingly scarcely generalisable, but there are good educational reasons for adopting this approach.  2) If, on the other hand, the tasks, which are known in advance and accordingly achievement related, test practical language use in relevant situations and aim to offer a balanced picture of emerging competence, the assessment has a proficiency angle. 


The CEFR invites users to state "the way in which the assessment of achievement (school-oriented, learning-oriented) and the assessment of proficiency (real world-oriented, outcome-oriented) are balanced and complement each other in their system and the extent to which communicative performance and linguistic knowledge are assessed".



Workshop 1

In Workshop 1 the participants will be asked to develop a test for assessing oral expression  (including oral interaction and production). The end result will be incomplete, since the practical, technical and procedural aspects are not taken into consideration.  The focus will be on specifying the test's content in terms of objectives. What will be assessed? Participants will be asked to describe the content of their test in terms of objectives by making appropriate use of the ELP, the activity scales and sub-scales (chapter 4 of the CEFR) and the proficiency scales (chapter 5), as well as of the techniques for breaking down a descriptor, also bearing in mind the concept of a sample (different types of discourse) and the difference between achievement and proficiency.

The test will be developed in two separate phases:
	Phase 1: Two participants specify the content for level A1, two others A2, two others B1, and so on, up to C2. 

Phase 2: The participants who specified the content for A1 and A2 group together to discuss the two levels, in order to adjust and refine the results, even if that means revising their initial summaries of content. The same procedure is applied for levels B1 / B2 and C1 / C2. On completion of this phase, the groups of four participants (A1/ 2, B1/2, C1/2) exchange photocopies of their work. 


Workshop 2

The participants will be given copies of the specifications used in the context of the Swiss research project "Transparency in foreign language assessment" Swiss Framework Research Project, Schneider / North, 1993-97 ; NORTH B. & SCHNEIDER G., Scaling descriptors for language proficiency scales. Language Testing 15/2: 217-262 (1998). in order to design and utilise video tests to assess learners' oral performance. These videos were moreover one of the stages in the development of the scales of descriptors in Chapters 3, 4 and 5 of the CEFR. Participants in the workshop will first acquaint themselves with the suggested activities and the communicative language competences deemed relevant by the specifications. They will then use an oral assessment grid and a rating grid to rate some of the video-recordings of performances in terms of levels of proficiency. They will also consider the possibilities for giving candidates more information to help them interpret their marks and enable them to plan their learning activities in the light thereof ("Comments" section on the rating grid).  After exploring  the assessment tools used in the Swiss project the participants will be encouraged to take one last look at their own summaries and possibly put some finishing touches to their outputs as the final stage of Workshop 2.



Oral Assessment Grid


RANGE 
ACCURACY 
FLUENCY 
INTERACTION 
COHERENCE 
C2 
Shows great flexibility reformulating ideas in differing linguistic forms to convey finer shades of meaning precisely, to give emphasis, to differentiate and to eliminate ambiguity. Also has a good command of idiomatic expressions and colloquialisms. 
Maintains consistent grammatical control of complex language, even while attention is otherwise engaged (e.g. in forward planning, in monitoring others' reactions). 
Can express him/herself spontaneously at length with a natural colloquial flow, avoiding or backtracking around any difficulty so smoothly that the interlocutor is hardly aware of it. 
Can interact with ease and skill, picking up and using non-verbal and intonational cues apparently effortlessly. Can interweave his/her contribution into the joint discourse with fully natural turntaking, referencing, allusion making etc. 
Can create coherent and cohesive discourse making full and appropriate use of a variety of organisational patterns and a wide range of connectors and other cohesive devices. 
C1 
Has a good command of a broad range of language allowing him/her to select a formulation to express him/ herself clearly in an appropriate style on a wide range of general, academic, professional or leisure topics without having to restrict what he/she wants to say. 
Consistently maintains a high degree of grammatical accuracy; errors are rare, difficult to spot and generally corrected when they do occur. 
Can express him/herself fluently and spontaneously, almost effortlessly. Only a conceptually difficult subject can hinder a natural, smooth flow of language. 
Can select a suitable phrase from a readily available range of discourse functions to preface his remarks in order to get or to keep the floor and to relate his/her own contributions skilfully to those of other speakers. 
Can produce clear, smoothly flowing, well-structured speech, showing controlled use of organisational patterns, connectors and cohesive devices. 
B2+





B2
Has a sufficient range of language to be able to give clear descriptions, express viewpoints on most general topics, without much conspicuous searching for words, using some complex sentence forms to do so. 
Shows a relatively high degree of grammatical control. Does not make errors which cause mis-understanding, and can correct most of his/her mistakes. 
Can produce stretches of language with a fairly even tempo; although he/she can be hesitant as he or she searches for patterns and expressions, there are few noticeably long pauses. 
Can initiate discourse, take his/her turn when appropriate and end conversation when he / she needs to, though he /she may not always do this elegantly. 
Can help the discussion along on familiar ground confirming comprehension, inviting others in, etc. Can use a limited number of cohesive devices to link his/her utterances into clear, coherent discourse, though there may be some "jumpiness" in a long contribution. 
B1+





B1
Has enough language to get by, with sufficient vocabulary to express him/herself with some hesitation and circumlocutions on topics such as family, hobbies and interests, work, travel, and current events. 
Uses reasonably accurately a repertoire of frequently used "routines" and patterns associated with more predictable situations. 
Can keep going comprehensibly, even though pausing for grammatical and lexical planning and repair is very evident, especially in longer stretches of free production. 
Can initiate, maintain and close simple face-to-face conversation on topics that are familiar or of personal interest. Can repeat back part of what someone has said to confirm mutual understanding. 
Can link a series of shorter, discrete simple elements into a connected, linear sequence of points. 
A2+





A2 
Uses basic sentence patterns with memorised phrases, groups of a few words and formulate in order to communicate limited information in simple everyday situations. 
Uses some simple structures correctly, but still systematically makes basic mistakes. 
Can make him/herself understood in very short utterances, even though pauses, false starts and reformulation are very evident. 
Can answer questions and respond to simple statements. Can indicate when he/she is following but is rarely able to understand enough to keep conversation going of his/her own accord. 
Can link groups of words with simple connectors like "and, "but" and "because". 
A1
Has a very basic repertoire of words and simple phrases related to personal details and particular concrete situations. 
Shows only limited control of a few simple grammatical structures and sentence patterns in a memorised repertoire. 
Can manage very short, isolated, mainly prepackaged utterances, with much pausing to search for expressions, to articulate less familiar words, and to repair communication. 
Can ask and answer questions about personal details. Can interact in a simple way, but communication is totally dependent on repetition, rephrasing and repair. 
Can link words or groups of words with very basic linear connectors like "and" or "then".  


Grilles de classement

Nom du candidat / de la candidate: …………………………………………………………………………..

niveau
étendue
correction
débit
interaction
cohérence
Remarques: 
C2
C2
C2
C2
C2
C2

C1
C1
C1
C1
C1
C1

B2+
B2+
B2+
B2+
B2+
B2+

B2
B2
B2
B2
B2
B2

B1+
B1+
B1+
B1+
B1+
B1+

B1
B1
B1
B1
B1
B1

A2+
A2+
A2+
A2+
A2+
A2+

A2
A2
A2
A2
A2
A2


A1
A1
A1
A1
A1
A1




SWISS FRAMEWORK RESEARCH PROJECT - ENGLISH

VIDEOS

These guidelines are intended to give a clear picture of the kind of thing we want. You don't have to follow them exactly - the idea is to get a balanced sample. Exploit your own and the learners ideas, and what comes up in the situation. Some suggestions for activities are given for each level. Your own ideas will probably be better, and will certainly be more relevant. Again the detail is to show you the kind of thing we need; you don't necessarily have to use the topics suggested.

In order to get video samples which are representative of learners' competence we need two samples for each learner - one prepared, one unprepared. 

	"Prepared" here means they have thought about what to say - and may even have a piece of paper with a few key words on it to help their memory. It does
NOT mean a  rehearsed speech


"Unprepared" here means that the learners are asked to react spontaneously and discuss something together.


In order to get comparability between samples, it would help if all recordings follow more or less the same pattern with a pair (or group of three):

Each recording should ideally have two separate phases - in one continuous recording:

Phase 1:	Prepared; 	Monologue	Description
Each learner in turn describes something (choice of subjects, dependent on level)
	The other learner is encouraged follow and to ask questions
(about 2-3 minutes)

Phase 2:	Unprepared;	Dialogue	Discussion
The learners discuss or converse over something  (choice of subjects, dependent on level)
(about 5-10 minutes)

Some technical points

	Check that the microphone works.
	Don't move the camera; set it up/hold it so that both students are "on camera" all the time so you can see their faces. This means in practice: Focus the camera on the chairs the learners will be sitting on, the chairs should be facing each other, but also partly facing the camera.
	The teacher  should be sitting in but slightly apart from the group off camera to act as a (passive) interlocutor for the Phase 1 monologues.



Teacher role

Try to set it all up so that
	the learners realise they are supposed to talk to each other;

you won't need to intervene during the activity except:
(a) in Phase 1: to start them off, and then to pass the turn  from Learner A to Learner B (if necessary);
(b) in Phase 2: to explain activity, and give materials;
	stay "in the group (but off-camera) in Phase 1, but withdraw slightly in Phase 2 so they don't draw you in to the discussion.



SWISS FRAMEWORK RESEARCH PROJECT - ENGLISH

VIDEOS

POSSIBLE ACTIVITIES

Lower Secondary School / Elementary


PHASE 1	Possible Topics for Description Monologue:

People:		A favourite person:	- appearance
					- where do they come from?
					- what do they do?
					- why do you like them?
					- how did you meet them?/find out about them?

Places:		Your home:		- how big is it?
					- how old is it?
					- where is it?
					- what do you like about it?
					- what do you do not like about it

Pets:		Your pet:		- what's he/she called?
					- what is he/she?
					- where and when did you get him/her?
					- what kinds of things does he/she eat?
					- what do you like about him/her?
					- tell a story about something he/she did!

PHASE 2	Spontaneous, unprepared discussion

Tell them there are three topics they can talk about.
Give them the card (actually A3 paper) on the same theme as the Phase 1 description.
Tell them they can move onto the other topics if they want to - and put the cards face down beside them.

Homes:		What makes an ideal home?  What is important?
		- where it is? (town/country, buses & trains, shops)
		- how big it is - the whole place, the rooms?
		- old/modern?
		- garden?
		- modern bathroom?

Holidays:	What kind of holidays are best?	- holidays on the beach
		Why?				- adventure holidays, trekking etc.
						- walking in the mountains

Pets:		What kinds of pets are best?	- cats?
		Why?				- dogs

SWISS FRAMEWORK RESEARCH PROJECT - ENGLISH

VIDEOS - POSSIBLE ACTIVITIES

Intermediate

PHASE 1	Monologue:  Two possible themes: (A) Homes; (B) Holidays 

A: Homes	Describe your flat or house 
		- How big is it?
		- How old is it?
		- What do you like about it?
		- What do you not like about it?
		- What would you like to change about it?

		- How long have you been there?
		- Why did you move there
		- Where did you live before?

B: Holidays	Describe your last holiday:
		- Where did you go?
		- How long?
		- Did you meet any people?
		- What did you like about it?
		- What did you not like about it?
		- Would you go again?

		- Where did you go a year earlier?
		- Which holiday was best? Which place did you like most? Why?

PHASE 2	Spontaneous, unprepared discussion

Tell them there are three topics they can talk about. 
Give them the card (actually A3 paper) on the same theme as the Phase 1 description  
Tell them they can move onto the other topics if they want to - and put the cards face down beside them. 

Homes:		What makes an ideal home?  What is important?
		- where it is? (town/country, buses & trains, shops)
		- how big it is - the whole place, the rooms?
		- old/modern?
		- garden?
		- modern bathroom?

Holidays:	What kind of holidays are best?	- holidays on the beach
		Why?				- adventure holidays, trekking etc.
						- walking in the mountains
Pets:		What kinds of pets are best?	- cats?
		Why?				- dogs?

SWISS FRAMEWORK RESEARCH PROJECT - ENGLISH

VIDEOS

POSSIBLE ACTIVITIES

Upper Secondary School /Upper Intermediate-Advanced



PHASE 1	Possible topics for description monologue:

- Summarise, relate the story of and give opinion about a film, book, documentary etc.
or
- Describe a complex subject (own choice), and give opinion about it - developing an argument by giving reasons in favour of or against a particular point of view.
or
- Give a detailed account of an experience, describing feelings and reaction


PHASE 2	Spontaneous, unprepared discussion

may very well develop naturally from Phase 1.
or
Use the cards (see here below) 
Instructions to learners:
	The idea is to discuss a topic, or series of topics, together.

Take 4 or 5 cards each
Pick one or two you would like to talk about; if you don't like any of them - take another 4 or 5 from the pack.
Decide who is going first.
Learner A reads or shows his/her card to Learner B - and starts off the discussion
When the discussion comes to a natural end, Learner B reads or shows his/her card, and starts off the discussion.
When that topic comes to an end - Leaner A starts off again on a new subject. 
etc.

Cards
If women rules the world, it would be a better place.
Mandela is right to take the National Party into his government.
If there were no religions there would be no wars.
Pets should not be allowed in city centres - and especially not in parked cars.
Can animals be happy? Are they happier than we are?
Should people be forced to lead healthy lives (smoking, drinking etc.)
This 1970s "hippie look" is simply horrible!
Dangerous sports like Formula 1 racing should be stopped.
Should there be a 50% quota for women in the  Bundesrat/Conseil fédéral?
Should Switzerland join the EU (European Union)?
Should Switzerland send soldiers on UN peace-keeping missions?
Football is the best sport.
Everybody should be able to cook - well!
Alcoholism is a bigger danger than drug addiction. Holidays on the beach are boring; on an adventure holiday you discover yourself.
Living in the town centre is better than living in the country.
A car is a necessity.
Swiss drivers are worse/better than French/German drivers.
The Swiss music scene is dead. All the good groups are the same as ten years ago.
The problems of the Third World would be solved if they didn't have so many children.


