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Researching appropriate assessment 1

for low/pre-literacy adult ESL learners:
Results, issues and challenges
STEPHEN H MOORE – Macquarie University

ABSTRACT

This paper reports on a two-year research project, funded by the Department of
Immigration and Citizenship (formerly known as Department of Immigration
and Multicultural Affairs), which investigated the English language assessment
of low and pre-literacy adult English as a Second Language (ESL) learners in
Australia’s Adult Migrant English Programme (AMEP).2 The research involved
a nationwide survey of AMEP teachers who teach low/pre-literacy learners,
several first language (L1)-based focus groups and three case studies of individual
learners at that level. The data collected from these sources then informed the
development of an assessment technique grid (ATG), presented here, which
links the AMEP curriculum framework’s formal assessment tasks back to actual
classroom activity types commonly used in ongoing assessment. The ATG
provides a useful mechanism for systematising informal ongoing assessment
and laying a foundation for formal assessment tasks. The paper highlights
some of the key issues and challenges in researching language assessment at 
the low end of the proficiency scale; it also introduces the principal practical
outcome of this particular project.

Introduction
In recent years learners in the AMEP have increasingly come from back-
grounds with little or no literacy. This shift in learner profile has drawn
attention to the difficulties of assessment peculiar to this group due to such
matters as unfamiliarity with the written word as a semiotic system, unfa-
miliarity with the basic motor skills of writing, and lack of exposure to 
formal classroom instruction and assessment instruments. There has been a
perception amongst AMEP service providers and teachers, therefore, that
the needs of these learners are quite different from the typical needs of 
adult beginner-level learners, and that the way in which their language 
proficiency is assessed should be investigated more thoroughly.

The project’s goals included the following: (1) to discover which 
assessment task types work and which do not work for low/pre-literacy
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learners; (2) to discover how low/pre-literacy learners interpret assessment
tasks; (3) to produce practical recommendations for the appropriate 
assessment of the learners under study; and (4) to enable engagement with
academic debate in this area from an experiential basis. This last goal is
largely addressed through the writing of this article.

Assessment research of low-level adult ESL learners
There is a reasonable body of research dealing with low-level adult ESL
teaching, particularly in the Australian migrant context (for example,
Brindley 1984; Hood and Khoe 1990; Huntington 1992; Nichols and
Sangster 1996). There are, however, very few published accounts of language
assessment at low levels of proficiency. Indeed, of 92 entries in an AMEP
Resource Centre bibliographic register of ‘low-level and pre-literate learners’,
only one, Wakefield (1989), explicitly focuses on the assessment of low-level
learners. Even so, that account investigates Course in Spoken and Written
English (CSWE) I level, not pre-literacy learners.3

Ingram (1980) introduced the Australian Second Language Proficiency
Ratings Scale, subsequently transformed by Wylie and Ingram (1995, 1999)
into the International Second Language Proficiency Ratings Scale, which 
is used as an initial placement procedure in the AMEP. However, it is 
concerned with measuring proficiency rather than achievement in a 
competency-based curriculum. Brindley (2000) and Slatyer (2003) also
focus on assessment in the AMEP, but again not specifically at the low or
pre-literacy levels.

Burt and Keenan (1996) provide an account of assessment of migrant
learners in the United States; they note some key issues specific to adult ESL
learner needs, including cultural understanding and alternatives to formal
test assessment, and argue the case for any formal assessment instruments to
be complemented by informal assessment procedures. McKay (2006) draws
attention to the cognitive, social, emotional and physical growth of young
language learners and how each of these dimensions impacts on children’s
learning ability. While noting, as McKay does, that cognitive growth charac-
teristics (for example, attention span, systematic and logical reasoning,
problem solving) differ greatly between young learners and adults, it is clear
that non-literate adults with little or no schooling face significant cognitive
challenges in learning another language. Likewise, their lack of experience of
‘learning how to learn’ and of socialisation in a classroom environment, 
as well as lack of exposure to literacy in their first language, disadvantage
them vis-à-vis other learners in AMEP-type language programmes. Further
investigation of commonalities between young learner assessment and 
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pre-literate adult ESL assessment is clearly warranted, but is beyond the
scope of this article.

The reason as to why so little research has been undertaken in the low-
proficiency area of adult language assessment is not entirely clear. However,
one can easily see that issues of validity and reliability are problematic at this
level. It is a major tenet of language testing (see, for example, Bachman and
Palmer [1996] and Hughes [2003]) that assessments be valid (that is, 
concerned with testing that which you think you are testing, and nothing
else) and reliable (that is, concerned with obtaining a similar performance
from a candidate on a similar test in similar circumstances).

Validity in communicative language testing involves sampling the 
‘language use domain’ of the real world. Assessment tasks are developed that
are in some way representative of that domain. For a highly proficient 
language learner, the assessment tasks are likely to appear to be highly
authentic and to closely reflect the real world of language use. As one moves
down the proficiency continuum, it is arguably more difficult to maintain
such authenticity of appearance (that is, face validity) and interaction, as
well as the integrity of a communicatively oriented theoretical construct.
For beginners, whose ability to communicate in the new language is 
seriously limited, what constitutes valid language sampling may need to be
set at an atomistic, pre-clausal level of analysis. For example, the assessment
of beginners might need to focus on the recognition of ‘minimal pairs’, 
contrastive adjectives, subject–verb agreement, matching simple structures
with functions and so on, in place of any measurement of communicative
ability (for example, the ability to respond appropriately to questions 
spoken by an unknown interlocutor in an unfamiliar context).

Pre-literate learners, even further down the proficiency scale than 
‘beginners’, do not know how to hold a writing implement or how to write
letters or words of a consistent size, or how to write them on the lines of
lined paper. Thus, the question arises as to whether assessing these enabling
skills should also form part of the language proficiency continuum (that is,
as valid items), at least for literacy learners (as opposed to oral language
learners). In favour of this view, the language ability construct put forward
in Bachman and Palmer (1996) includes strategic competence as part and
parcel of language ability, and this would seem to include ‘enabling skills’.
As a point of interest, these skills are not presently formally assessed in the
AMEP curriculum, but a good deal of pre-literate learners’ 510-hour
English language entitlement is spent learning and practising them. The
achievement of these skills is recognised as a valid step in the chain of events
that comprise literacy development, so it would seem to be desirable to assess
them as they develop and give learners recognition for this achievement.
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As will be discussed below, many pre-literate learners are refugee
migrants who have arrived on humanitarian visas and who come with 
traumatised backgrounds. Although they appear to do their best at studying
English, many are forgetful or have not developed skills for ‘learning how to
learn’ and how to build on their knowledge base. As a consequence, many
pre-literate learners perform erratically and achieving reliable assessments of
their language abilities is difficult. Another complicating feature of language
assessment affecting reliability of results relates to the ‘test wiseness’ of 
the learners. Doing any kind of assessment requires an understanding of the
rules of the game and, in the case of low/pre-literacy learners with little 
formal schooling, this can be a difficult hurdle to overcome. Furthermore,
and related to this matter, is the difficulty of giving assessment instructions
that do not themselves rely on literacy skills.

Another possible reason why there appears to have been little research
undertaken on the assessment of low-level learners may be that they have
historically constituted a relatively small proportion of the whole ESL
learner population. Where resources are scarce, they tend to be channelled
toward the majority. Thus, the focus on researching the assessment of mid-
and higher-level proficiency has been a natural corollary of this situation.
Another plausible explanation is that these learners may be taught at schools
that are well removed from researchers’ normal ‘stomping grounds’.

Teacher views of low/pre-literacy assessment
In 2005 the author conducted a nationwide survey of AMEP teachers
through a paper-based questionnaire instrument designed following best
practice (Dornyei 2005; Lloyd 2005). The questionnaire was peer-reviewed
but not trialled prior to administration. The survey was directed at teachers
who were currently teaching low or pre-literacy learners, or who had done
so recently. Forty completed questionnaires were returned to the researcher,
representing a reasonable sample of opinion from every part of Australia.
The teachers were asked in open-ended questions to identify (1) how they
typically assessed this profile of learners, and whether they formulated 
different assessment tasks for learners from different language groups; 
(2) which type of assessment task worked (and why); (3) which type did not
work (and why not); and (4) their main problems or concerns regarding
assessment issues for this level of learner.

Teachers reported mixed views on all of these questions. Some favoured
ongoing assessment procedures over formal assessments; a few favoured no
assessments at all at this level. Others favoured the assessment of ‘learning 
to learn’ strategies, including attending class regularly and on time, main-
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taining a file of class handouts and so on. One explanation for this wide
variety of views is that teachers seem to adapt their assessment procedures
according to the particular cohort they are teaching. Thus, if a cohort
prefers a more formal testing environment, then the teacher may provide it.
Another plausible explanation is that there is no obvious ‘best practice’ for
assessing this level of language learner.

In fact, the only issue in which a clear majority of respondents voiced
the same opinion concerned ‘unrealistic expectations’ being placed on 
teachers to achieve progress at a rate that simply could not be attained. This
concern of the teachers helps explain why the aims of this research project
(derived in a principled way from the expressed needs of service providers)
seemed not to be particularly relevant to the actual needs of teachers of
low/pre-literacy learners (as expressed through their participation in the 
project). For example, many teachers expressed the view that at the low level
of proficiency, teaching and learning were far more pressing issues than
assessment. It may be the case that initial support for the investigation of
the assessment of low/pre-literacy learners was fuelled by the hope that it
might shed light on the relationship between good pre-literacy teaching and
learning outcome achievement. In particular, many teachers at this level
may worry that because their learners cannot progress quickly, this will
(unjustly) be taken as an indicator of an under-performing teacher (and give
cause for not re-employing them). Fuller details of the teachers’ responses
are provided in Moore (in press).

Researching learner views
In 2005 the author conducted four focus groups of low/pre-literacy AMEP
learners. The first three were held in Perth and targeted three different 
L1 groups: Tigrinya, Arabic and Dinka. The fourth focus group was held
several months later, in Toowoomba, and sought to probe more deeply into
the learner views of Dinka speakers. The focus groups, designed and 
convened according to appropriate practice (Greenbaum 1998; Krueger 
and Casey 2000; Puchta and Potter 2004), were aimed at eliciting learner
thoughts about English language assessment. The learners were asked 
to provide feedback on (1) the extent to which they felt their teachers’
assessments were valid and reliable, (2) the assessment tasks they liked 
(and why) and (3) the assessment tasks they did not like (and why not). Due
to the limited availability of different L1 learners, the focus groups varied
from between three and eight participants and a professional interpreter.
The meetings were not audio-recorded, but the researcher took notes and
followed a semi-structured interview format.
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The learners did not express strong opinions about their language 
assessment – perhaps due to a lack of clear understanding about the notions
of validity and reliability, and a lack of awareness about when they were
actually being assessed as opposed to taught – but all felt that this was 
an issue for the teacher to decide according to the teacher’s training and
expertise. Moreover, the learners were happy to accept whatever the teacher
chose to do in terms of assessing their language progress. Fuller details of the
focus group responses are provided in Moore (in press).

REFUGEES AS RESEARCH SUBJECTS

It is well known that refugee migrants to Australia have suffered severe
trauma in their lives. Not only does this impact on their ability to concen-
trate in a language classroom setting, but it also affects their ability and 
willingness to interact with others in their new environment. As a case in
point, many refugee learners hesitated to sign the ‘Information and
Consent’ form (required for the research to meet ethical standards) prior to
participating in focus groups or case studies. Their instinctive reluctance 
to sign something so culturally unfamiliar and, in their view potentially
dangerous, was entirely understandable and indicative of how different these
subjects are to others participating in language research.4

When the interpreter was explaining the purpose of the research, the
prospective focus group participants appeared somewhat mystified. They
seemed to struggle with the very notion of research in general, let alone 
language assessment research in particular. (Indeed, the researcher felt
almost equally embarrassed to be asking the focus group members about a
topic which, in the context of traumatised migrants, hardly seemed to merit
the importance it was being given.) This project found that some refugee
learners were suspicious about the motives of the researcher. They seemed
perplexed that the focus of the research could be about language assessment
and felt that it must really be asking about how satisfied the learners were
with their teachers.

Another factor impacting on the research was that refugees are often
aligned with ethnic, religious or political factions from their homelands, and
this is unlikely to be apparent to a researcher. The effect of this is that
research participants might align their responses with those of other faction
members, rather than giving their own personal views. (The issue of factions
is further compounded when an interpreter is involved in relaying informa-
tion between interviewer and interviewee, as the notion of being ‘neutral’
may not exist in the eyes of participants.) Similarly, some evidence was
found of the practice within a focus group of participants deferring to the
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eldest male’s view, even if it did not align with the views of all (or any) 
of the other members. Contained within this practice were the practices of
females deferring to males and the young deferring to the old.

Another important issue with focus groups at this level was the difficulty
of eliciting answers for open-ended questions (for example, about preferred
assessment tasks). Such questions were often met with prolonged silences,
which were eventually filled by the researcher suggesting various possible
responses. By contrast, questions that provided some scaffolding for answers
(for example, through listing alternatives) seemed easier to answer but may
have overlooked genuine participant preferences or supporting reasons.

A final matter to highlight concerning refugees is their vulnerability 
to ‘bad’ news from their home countries, which can easily affect their 
attendance at language centres. (This issue impacted directly on the data
collection of the fourth focus group in this project: the sudden death of 
a political leader in Sudan meant that very few target learners attended 
class during one of the project’s data collection phases. Thus, rather than
collecting data from three groupings of ten individuals arranged by gender,
age and proficiency, only one small, mixed grouping of six individuals was
available and willing to participate.)

To sum up, the collection of data from focus groups comprising refugee
learners is fraught with difficulties not common to other groups of research
participant. Accordingly, the validity and reliability of responses may be in
doubt, for the reasons outlined above.

THINK ALOUD PROTOCOLS AND LOW/PRE-LITERACY LEARNERS

In addition to the learner focus groups, three individual case studies were
held in Perth, with one learner drawn from each of the three targeted 
language groups. Each learner was asked to perform three tasks5 and report
(through a think aloud protocol [TAP] in their first language) what they
were thinking as they performed each task. The purpose of this exercise was
to attempt to discover ‘how low/pre-literacy learners interpret assessment
tasks’ (one of the formal aims of this Special Project Research Programme
Project) by gaining first-hand knowledge of learners actually performing
pre-CSWE assessment tasks. An interpreter sat with the learner and 
encouraged him to speak aloud in his L1 as he performed the tasks. The
performances were audio recorded. It was hoped that the data collected
would shed light on how different learners from different language back-
grounds approached pre-CSWE tasks, which aspects of these tasks were
found to be difficult and why they were perceived to be difficult.
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These individual case studies were unsuccessful in providing any useful
information about how individual learners approached formal assessment
tasks at the pre-CSWE level. Indeed, during the collection of the data it was
obvious to the researcher that each learner was struggling to perform the two
assessment tasks, and all were very hesitant about ‘thinking aloud’. Despite
encouragement from the interpreter to say aloud what they were thinking,
the learners did not say much and what they did say was a patchy blend of
their L1 and English. The interpreters’ interventions to ‘speak what you are
thinking’, when persistent, may have been felt to be badgering, stressful and
unhelpful. Even though the tasks were not a test, the conditions may well
have seemed as though they were. The tape-recorder, though necessary,
might also have created even more psychological pressure on the subjects.

Once TAP recordings are made, an English translation and transcript are
necessary for the researcher to analyse. Here, again, it can be very difficult 
to find suitable translators: of the three TAPs in this project, only one 
(in Arabic) was eventually rendered into an English transcript; no suitable
and willing translator could be found for Tigrinya or Dinka TAPs. In any
case, the transcript of the Arabic-speaking learner’s TAP revealed almost
nothing that the researcher could discern in terms of how the learner had
approached the task, nor how the task might be appropriate or inappropriate
for the learner.

TAPs have become widely used in language research as a means of 
probing how and why research subjects do what they do when performing 
a task (for example, Cohen 1987; Green 1998; Gass and Mackey 2000). 
By recording the TAP, there is a record, which can subsequently be analysed
and referred to by both the researcher and the subject (in the case of ‘stimu-
lated recall’). TAPs used in language-learning contexts often involve the use
of L1 in addition to L2. Thus, the TAPs are further complicated by the
interplay of two languages, both in performing the task and, simultaneously,
in speaking what one is thinking while performing it. Some subjects 
find speaking what they are thinking as quite strange and difficult, while
others are able to do it almost effortlessly. For low/pre-literacy learners, it is
important to have an interpreter present to ensure that the subject is abiding
by the TAP. However, for uncommon languages, the interpreters themselves
may not have a relevant qualification or may not be officially accredited as
interpreters; thus, the quality of their work is unknown.

While the case study approach using a TAP was valid on theoretical
grounds, in practice it proved beyond the abilities of the three subjects in
question. Indeed, if anything, it provided further evidence of the challenges
of assessing language proficiency at the low/pre-literacy level.
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SYSTEMATISING ASSESSMENT PRACTICE:
THE ASSESSMENT TECHNIQUE GRID

Let us now turn our attention to the principal practical outcome of the
appropriate assessment research project, the assessment technique grid
(ATG). In spite of the difficulties noted above in collecting and analysing
the data, the findings from the teachers’ survey and learner focus groups 
led to the development of an ATG, consisting of a grid and an extendable
list of assessment activity types (see Appendix). The grid highlights the
range of input-types and response-types that teachers may use for ongoing
assessment purposes. Rather than representing a new way to assess low/pre-
literacy learners, the grid is more a tool for systematising what many AMEP
teachers are already doing in terms of ongoing, informal assessment 
practices.6 The notion of a grid came to light because it could systematise 
a number of assessment techniques that could contribute to or lay a founda-
tion for appropriate assessment tasks. In other words, teacher inputs could
be articulated to learner outputs (that is, response types) by reference to the
skills required by the model assessment tasks of the eight current pre-CSWE
learning outcomes.7

As previously mentioned, the grid was developed as an alternative to the
initial project goal of developing more pre-CSWE tasks. Feedback from
many AMEP teachers suggested that there was a lack of guidance concern-
ing those tasks suitable for informal assessment and those tasks suitable for
formal assessment. In fact, much assessment at this level is related to using
different ‘technique’ types rather than different ‘tasks’. Although the 
technique–task distinction is artificial (that is, techniques are still a type of
task), it is a useful premise for separating what takes place in good teaching
practice from what is required in teacher reporting. A task here refers to an
activity that is formally recorded in writing and which matches pre-CSWE
curriculum specifications (that is, it fits one of the eight pre-CSWE learning
outcomes) and is reported to various stakeholders. A technique here refers to
a teacher-generated activity that is labelled under one of seven ‘activity-type’
headings (for example, matching, copying, ordering and so on) but is not
prescribed to the extent that it is actually a formal ‘task’, and is only used to
provide feedback to the teacher. Techniques can be used for ongoing, 
informal assessment, whereas tasks are a more formal assessment instrument.

The ATG was piloted at two sites in mid-2006 to enable interested pre-
CSWE teachers to judge its usefulness. Feedback from about a half-dozen
teachers indicated that in addition to providing clear linkages between
teaching and assessment practices, the ATG made a useful contribution in
their lesson planning and classroom activity management. For example, one
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teacher reported that the grid was helpful as an indicator of the level of 
variety and novelty being demanded of her learners. Indeed, one of the
strengths of the ATG is that it is a flexible tool that can be modified to suit
an individual teacher’s needs, whether in dealing with ongoing assessment
or planning lesson activities.

To sum up, the ATG serves several purposes: (1) to systematise ongoing
assessment for low/pre-literacy learners; (2) to link assessment techniques
with pre-CSWE learning outcomes and assessment tasks; (3) to link teacher
input types with learner response types; (4) to allow teachers more flexibility
in how they assess pre-CSWE learners; and (5) as a pedagogical tool to help
teachers plan series of lessons.

Conclusion
The investigation of appropriate assessment of low/pre-literacy learners
reported in this article was undertaken at the request of AMEP service
providers. The project initially sought to provide AMEP teachers with valid
and reliable formal assessment tasks, thereby extending the range of available
pre-CSWE-level tasks. When the reality of just how low a level of English
language proficiency these learners possessed became apparent (based on
evidence provided by teachers and learners), the project was adapted to better
meet their needs, namely in systematising ongoing, informal assessments. As
a result, an assessment technique grid was developed and matches teacher
input options with learner response options, all in relation to the eight 
existing pre-CSWE assessment task types. The grid enables teachers to 
better manage the variety of ongoing classroom assessment through tracking
patterns of usage of a wide range of assessment techniques. The distinction
between ‘formal’ and ‘informal’ assessment tasks at low/pre-literacy profi-
ciency level is somewhat artificial, and has more to do with the reporting 
of assessment results than with the nature of the assessment activities 
themselves. Nevertheless, the research reported in this paper found informal
assessment, with its continual feedback to teaching, as being more appropriate
for low/pre-literacy learners than formal, end of unit assessments.

Of equal importance to the development of the assessment grid is the
contribution this project has made to identifying issues and challenges related
to researching the assessment of very low levels of language proficiency.
Rather than simply repeating the fact that very little research in this area has
ever been published, some of the key factors explaining this gap in the liter-
ature have been set out, and relevant issues have been raised in this article. It
is hoped that this paper will be helpful in guiding any further language
research undertaken of low/pre-literacy adult learners.
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NOTES

1 The term ‘appropriate assessment’ should not be confused with the term ‘alternative
assessment’, which deals with the well-established body of non-traditional testing
methods such as portfolios and peer- and self-assessment. See Brown and Hudson
(1998), McNamara (2001) and Tsagari (2004) for accounts of alternative assessment.

2 This project, ‘Appropriate assessment for low/pre-literacy AMEP learners’, was a
Special Project Research Programme conducted through the AMEP Research
Centre in 2005–06, and was funded by the Department of Immigration and
Multicultural Affairs (which, in 2006, became the Department of Immigration
and Citizenship). The present article draws from the project’s official research
report (Moore in press).

3 CSWE is a four-level competency-based curriculum framework used nationwide
in the AMEP.

4 Macquarie University has detailed ethical guidelines dealing specifically with issues
relevant to the researching of refugees.

5 All the tasks were taken from the pre-CSWE curriculum documents. The warm-up
task, used to familiarise the learner with the TAP procedure, was Module A,
Learning Outcome 3 (Can demonstrate understanding of alphabetical order). 
The two tasks formally used were Module A, Learning Outcome 4 (Can read
social sight words and signs) and Module B, Learning Outcome 4 (Can complete a 
simplified formatted text).

6 For a more detailed account of how teachers might use the ATG, refer to
NCELTR’s Professional Connections website: www.nceltr.mq.edu.au/pdamep/

7 The grid format and extendable activities list are similar to test specifications, and
are compatible with Bachman and Palmer’s notions of ‘task’ and ‘characteristics’.
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Extendable list of relevant activity types for pre-CSWE learners

Learning outcome

1. Matching A 01 Can demonstrate recognition of alphabet 

– sounds to letters/numbers and numbers.

– upper case to lower case A 04 Can read social sight words and signs.
(vice versa)

– same letters from different fonts
– letters to words
– numbers to words
– words to objects (incl. colours)
– words to image/realia/symbols

2. Copying A 02 Can write alphabet and numbers.

– letters
– words
– numbers
– signs/symbols

3. Ordering/sequencing/grouping A 03 Can demonstrate understanding of 

– numbers alphabetical order.

– letters
– words (alphabetically)

4. Responding to B 01 Can respond to simple instructions.
commands/instructions

– classroom talk
– other

5. Role-play B 02 Can respond to short conversational 
(incl. telephone interaction) exchange.

– teacher/student
– student/student

6. Responding to B 03 Can provide basic personal information 
questions/providing using spoken language.
information

– personal information
– classroom information
– daily life information

7. Gap-filling B 04 Can complete a simplified formatted text.

– word completion
– form filling
– phrase/sentence completion
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