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ABSTRACT

Nearly a decade ago, the Adult Migrant English Program (AMEP) introduced
a new outcomes-based curriculum framework, the Certificates in Spoken and
Written English (CSWE). The new curriculum brought about a major change
in the teacher’s role in the assessment of learners, as it requires teachers to assess
learner outcomes using teacher-developed and administered assessment tasks. The
introduction of an innovation of such scope as this requires careful planning.
According to a number of authors on educational change (Fullan 1991, 1998;
Wall 1996), key themes in the successful implementation of change include
the adequate provision of resources, the elaboration of needs-based professional
development programs and the setting up of collaborative work cultures.

This paper first describes the new curriculum and the impact on the teacher’s
role in assessment, then describes a collaborative project conducted by the
AMEP Research Centre that has sought to develop a bank of assessment tasks
and an accompanying professional development program for AMEP teachers.
The project will be described in the context of key themes and factors that are
seen to be crucial in the implementation of change.

Introduction
The Adult Migrant English Program (AMEP) provides English language
instruction to adult immigrants and refugees to Australia. The AMEP,
which has an annual budget of about $A100 million, is funded by the
Commonwealth Government and administered through the Department of
Immigration and Multicultural and Indigenous Affairs (DIMIA). The 
program currently provides up to 510 hours of English language instruction
to immigrants within the first three years of their arrival in Australia. In
1993 the AMEP introduced an outcomes-based curriculum framework, the
Certificates in Spoken and Written English (CSWE) (Burrows 2001). The
CSWE represented a clear move away from the previous ‘process-oriented,
individualised curriculum model’ of the 1980s (Hood 1995: 22). In making
the shift to an outcomes-based framework, the new curriculum sought to
introduce more consistency into the reporting of learner outcomes across
the different states of Australia, as well as to introduce more structure and
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an obvious sequence to the courses offered by the AMEP (Burrows 2001: 2).
Shortly after the introduction of the new curriculum framework with its

attendant implications for change to assessment procedures, the AMEP was
put out to public tender in 1997. According to Burrows, the tendering of
the AMEP introduced ‘open competition between the providers’ (Burrows
2001: 4). The new competitive environment placed greater pressure on
providers to be able to demonstrate the reliability of their assessment results
and reporting procedures. Provider performance is measured in terms of
learner outcomes, increasing therefore, the accountability of providers to the
funding agency (DIMIA) (Burrows 2001: 4).

The introduction of a new curriculum and assessment framework such
as this that depends on teacher-developed and administered tasks represents
a large-scale educational innovation. Central to the success of educational
innovation such as this is the acquisition by teachers of new skills and
knowledge (Fullan 1991). In order for this to occur, appropriate levels of
resourcing and professional development need to be integrated into the
planning of the change (Fullan 1991, 1998; Wall 1996).

This paper outlines the way in which key factors and themes in the 
successful implementation of change have been addressed in a long-term
collaborative project conducted by the AMEP Research Centre. The objec-
tives of the project were to develop a bank of assessment tasks and an
accompanying professional development program for AMEP teachers. First,
a brief overview of the curriculum and assessment framework is provided as
background to the project. Included in this first part is a description of a
program of research which identified problematic issues in the implementation
of the new assessment procedures. Then, some of the key themes and factors
in innovation theory will be briefly outlined in relation to various forms of
collaborative professional development used to develop an online assessment
task bank for the CSWE. Extracts from a series of interviews that were 
conducted with AMEP teachers to access their reactions to their involve-
ment in the project will also be included to provide the teachers’ perspective
on the project. Finally, an outline of the key principles for the on-going
maintenance and support for the project are identified.

Background
THE CERTIFICATES IN SPOKEN AND WRITTEN ENGLISH

The CSWE curriculum framework covers four proficiency levels
(Certificates I – IV). At each level there are between 13 and 16 language
competencies, expressed as can-do statements (for example, Certificate II,
Competency 3: Can demonstrate understanding of a spoken information
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text (NSW AMES 1995)). The competencies are described in terms of the
following components:

• The elements which describe specific skills and knowledge involved in
the performance

• The performance criteria which describe behaviours which must be
demonstrated for competency achievement

• The range statements which describe the conditions under which the 
performance takes place

• An evidence guide which describes the types of task which may be used
to elicit the performance.

Competency achievement is generally assessed by the teacher on the basis
of learner performance on a single assessment task. A range of sample tasks
are available in the CSWE for teachers to use as they are, or alternatively, to
use as models to develop their own tasks. Teachers rate learner performance
using a binary rating system whereby performance criteria are achieved or
not achieved. Award of a certificate depends on achievement of a specified
number of competencies for each certificate level.

The competency-based model was originally derived from vocational
training. The adaptation of the model to English language learning and
assessment raises questions relating both to the validity of the competency
specifications themselves, and to the consistency with which competency
assessments are administered (see Brindley 2000a for a detailed overview of
assessment in the AMEP). These issues identified by Brindley (2000a and b)
and Brindley and Slatyer (2002a) include:

• construct validity (to what extent can the subskills involved in the 
performance be explicitly described and do tasks elicit the specific skills
and knowledge described in the performance criteria?)

• generalisability (to what extent can inferences be made about future per-
formances from performances on a single assessment task and to what
extent are tasks administered for the same competency comparable?)

• comparability of assessments (are the tasks of equivalent difficulty and to
what extent can the results be interpreted in relation to a common set of
outcomes?)

• consistency of rater behaviour (to what extent do teachers agree on their
interpretation of the performance criteria and how consistent are teachers’
judgments of learner performance?)
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RESEARCH PROGRAM

In view of the issues outlined above, a program of research was undertaken by
the National Centre for English Language Teaching and Research (NCELTR)
to address these issues (Brindley 2000a; Burrows 2001). A series of four projects
was set up specifically to investigate the variability of teacher-developed
assessment tasks, given the central role of teacher-designed and administered
assessments in the new curriculum. The projects were designed to involve
teachers in the research process in order to enhance their skills and knowledge
on the one hand and to ensure that the application of the findings would be
relevant to current practice on the other (Wigglesworth 2000a). At the start
of the study, teachers were asked to provide exemplars of assessment tasks
for the study. The tasks were then administered by teachers in AMEP centres
around Australia under normal conditions for assessment.

It is beyond the scope of this paper to describe the findings of the projects
in detail (the reader is referred to Brindley 2000a; Brindley 2000b; Brindley
2001a; Wigglesworth 2000b; Brindley and Slatyer 2002b for detailed accounts
of the research). Briefly, the results indicated that changes in the task charac-
teristics, such as the amount of structure in the prompts in writing and speaking
tasks (Wigglesworth 2000b) or the item formats in listening tasks (Brindley
and Slatyer 2002b), and task conditions, such as the inclusion of planning
time for speaking tasks (Wigglesworth 2000b) or the speed of delivery for
listening tasks (Brindley and Slatyer 2002b), could influence the perfor-
mance of the learner and impact on their chances of success. Investigations
of rater behaviour indicated that raters differed in the way they interpreted
the performance criteria for writing tasks (Brindley 2000b, 2001a; Smith
2000) and were influenced by the interlocutor input in speaking tasks
(Wigglesworth 2000b).

It became apparent from the studies reported here that the success of
outcomes-based assessment systems such as the CSWE framework depends
heavily on the qualities of the assessment tasks developed by teachers. A
number of implications for the provision of support for teachers in the
AMEP can, therefore, be identified:

1 Assessment task design is a complex process requiring specialised skills.
Developing tasks for competency-based language assessment represents
an even greater challenge (Brindley 2000a).

2 In view of point 1, there is a need for a bank of trialled assessment tasks
which teachers can either use as they stand or as models for developing
new tasks (Brindley 2001b; Burrows 2001).

3 The provision of professional development and assessment materials is
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essential for the AMEP to be able to support its clients with high quality
educational programs (Brindley 2001b).

Factors and themes to consider in implementing
educational innovation
The scope of an innovation such as we have described above, involving the
adoption of a new curriculum which impacts on the role of teachers and
requires acquisition of new skills, should be subjected to rigorous planning
and extensive consultation with stakeholders during the initial stages. Fullan,
in his comprehensive treatment of change in general education, identifies
four phases in the process of change: initiation (Phase I), implementation
(Phase II), continuation (Phase III) and outcome (Phase IV) (1991: 48). The
whole process can be quite lengthy and what happens in each phase will
inevitably impact on subsequent phases. What Fullan stresses is that change
is a process, not an event, that goes beyond the simple formulation of an
idea. Fullan describes what should occur during the planning of each of the
four phases and outlines the factors that can impact on the change process,
such as the quality of the innovation, access to information, attitudes of the
community, et cetera. The sorts of questions which should be addressed at each
phase are stated in view of the impact the change may engender at all levels:
student, teacher, principal, administrator, and community (Fullan 1991).

Central to the success of innovation is the need to present a coherent
picture of the change to the people involved: ‘one of the most fundamental
problems in education today is that people do not have a clear, coherent
sense of meaning about what educational change is for, what it is and how it
proceeds’ (Fullan 1991: 4). Fullan (1998) links the necessity of what he
describes as the phenomenology of change or the subjective meaning of change
(that is, how the individual experiences change rather than how it was
intended by the initiator) to the conditions and processes necessary to motivate
and sustain the innovation. The phenomenology of change is frequently omitted
from the process and often lies at the heart of failure (Fullan 1991: 4).
‘Meaning of change on the part of each and every participant is the sine qua
non of effective change … people must be engaged in a process of altering
their behaviour (skills, practices) and beliefs (rationale, understanding) vis-à-vis
new directions. It is only when individuals find themselves experiencing a
process of redoing (behaviour) and rethinking (beliefs) that we can expect
quality innovations to have their desired impact’ (Fullan 1998: 255).

Fullan’s theory of innovation describes a complex web of themes and
introduces the factors impacting on change during the four phases of the
process. Each of the multiple factors that Fullan defines can be ‘unpacked’
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into many more, depending on the individual circumstances of the locus of
the change (Fullan 1991). Many of the themes and factors are clearly relevant
to the change brought about by the implementation of the CSWE. However,
three themes are manifestly crucial to the success of the implementation.
These interdependent themes have come to prominence through the research
projects described above. They are: (a) provision of resources, which should be
identified and planned for in the initiation phase (Phase I), (b) the acquisition
of new knowledge and skills, and (c) the encouragement of collaborative
work cultures (Fullan 1991).

PROVISION OF RESOURCES

Adequate resources to support teachers during the innovation and continuation
phases of change are crucial in ensuring success (Fullan 1991). ‘Resources
concern the accumulation of and provision of support as a part of the change
process. Just because it is a good and pressing idea, doesn’t mean that the
resources are available to carry it out’ (Fullan 1991: 64). The resources necessary
for the proper implementation of the change should ideally be planned for
in the initiation phase. However, if this hasn’t occurred the innovation can
still be successful if adequate resources are provided during subsequent
phases (Fullan 1991).

ACQUISITION OF SKILLS AND KNOWLEDGE

In the allocation of resources for the implementation of an innovation, it is
essential that adequate resources be made available for ongoing professional
development. For teachers, ‘educational change involves learning how to do
something new. Given this, if there is any single factor crucial to change, it
is professional development’ (Fullan 1991: 289). In the context of the new
curriculum and assessment framework in the AMEP, due to the strong focus
on outcomes, teachers have a changed role with regard to assessment. The
CSWE has placed greater pressure on teachers to increase their knowledge and
skills in assessment. They are now expected to develop or select appropriate
assessment tasks, administer the tasks, rate their learners’ performances and
report on learner outcomes (NSW AMES 1995). Brindley, in his overview
of assessment in the AMEP concludes that ‘A continuing commitment to
professional development on the part of both educational authorities and
teachers themselves will be required to ensure that the assessment system
provides high quality information to all stakeholders’ (Brindley 2000a: 35).

COLLABORATIVE WORK CULTURES

School cultures are traditionally individualistic where teachers keep to them-
selves and do not work together (Fullan 1991). However, it is in schools where
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collaborative work cultures are in place that the most successful integration
of innovation has been observed. ‘Teachers can work together in an environ-
ment of trust where they solve problems and introduce improvements 
collectively’ (Fullan 1998: 257). In the context of the AMEP, collaborative
work cultures can assist teachers in finding the subjective meaning of the
innovation through the sharing of ideas, beliefs and materials (Fullan 1998). In
addition, the provision of resources of high quality that correspond to teachers’
needs must be set up collaboratively to involve the participation of teachers
on whose experience and knowledge of the teaching/learning environment
we rely (Brindley 2001c).

Responding to change: a collaborative project in assessment
In order to address the issues of consistency and comparability that we have
described earlier and to respond to the change factors outlined above in a way
that will ensure success, a further project was undertaken with two main aims:

a) to develop a bank of trialled assessment tasks as a readily available
resource for teachers

b) to create a program of professional development that would provide
assistance to teachers in assessment task design.

In order to ensure the collaborative nature of the process a National
Working Group was set up consisting of teachers in the AMEP and staff
from the AMEP Research Centre. The National Working Group meets for
workshops a few times a year at different stages in the task development
process: task design, modification following piloting, preparation for the
national trialling of tasks, et cetera.

THE ONLINE ASSESSMENT TASK BANK

The need expressed by teachers for more resources to be able to cope better
with the added burden of assessment in the CSWE was identified by
Malcolm (2001: 14). In his report on a national review of the CSWE, 20 per
cent of teachers were reported to have made negative comments about the
amount of assessment and ‘most teachers … find assessment difficult, in
that it is time consuming and burdensome’. Many teachers requested more
accompanying materials for assessment including a bank of assessment tasks
(Malcolm: 2001).

The aims of the assessment task bank were threefold:

• to provide a set of trialled tasks which could be calibrated for difficulty

• to provide exemplars for teachers to use as a model for designing their
own tasks
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• to increase awareness of assessment task design amongst teachers so they
can develop their own tasks.

The National Working Group develops the assessment tasks, answer
keys and procedures. Teachers are encouraged to submit tasks that can be
evaluated by the National Working Group, trialled and then included in the
task bank. This encourages a sense of ownership of the resource on the part
of teachers and ensures that the task bank tasks are consistent with the course
content and needs and interests of teachers and learners in the AMEP.

The web platform was chosen for delivery because of its accessibility and
flexibility. The AMEP is widely delivered in centres around Australia, with
many teachers working in remote locations. The Internet allows teachers
access no matter where they are located and, in addition, the Web provides
flexibility for upgrading the content of the task bank. This medium also
allows for immediate feedback from users.

PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT IN ASSESSMENT MATERIALS

Consistent with the observed need for professional development in assessment
task design for teachers (Brindley 1998; 2001b; 2001c) and with Fullan’s
(1991, 1998) recommendations, a range of materials for professional devel-
opment in assessment task design has been developed, to be incorporated in
the assessment website alongside the task bank.

The professional development materials aim to:

• provide the resources for teachers to be able to acquire the skills and
knowledge necessary to develop and administer their own assessments
which achieve an acceptable degree of consistency

• develop a collaborative work culture for the development of assessment tasks

• devolve responsibility for task development and professional development
to members of the National Working Group and eventually to other
teachers, through the transfer of knowledge and skills in assessment.

All the materials for professional development in assessment task design
(for example checklists for evaluating tasks, guidelines for developing tasks,
et cetera) have been informed by the research process with input from the
language testing literature and the National Working Group. Wigglesworth
stresses the importance of linking research and professional development.
By involving teachers in the research process they develop a clearer under-
standing of the issues being investigated, which they can then apply to their
teaching practice. ‘Teachers can relate to these findings at the practical level
because (they) feed directly into classroom learning and enhance their
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understanding both of assessment practice in general and CSWE assessment
in particular’ (Wigglesworth 2000a: 60). Interview data from members of
the National Working Group on their involvement in the project support
this view: ‘Participants in workshops really valued the combination of (the)
research with the practical aspects of what we teachers have to offer’ (National
Working Group 2002).1

In addition to helping teachers acquire skills and knowledge in assess-
ment, the professional development workshops have provided a forum for
discussion of assessment issues. Much of the feedback on the CSWE from
the national review identifies areas of ambiguity in the curriculum (Malcolm
2001: 12–13). The difficulties in interpreting the curriculum have also been
observed during the National Working Group meetings and professional
development workshops with teachers. Much of the discussion in the work-
shops centres on the meaning of competencies, defining text types and the
interpretation of individual competency specifications. Members of the
National Working Group confirmed the importance of sharing knowledge
in their interviews: ‘I’ve got a far greater knowledge of text types and the
impact that the text types have on learners’ (National Working Group 2002).
In addition, discussion focuses on how to develop tasks which comply with
the competency specifications and how to produce language samples that
meet the required performance criteria. The possibility of sharing experience
helps teachers to find solutions to problems and clarify ambiguities in the
curriculum. Once again the importance of this collaboration is exemplified
in the data collected in the National Working Group interviews: one of 
the most valuable aspects of the project would be … ‘the opportunity to
meet with people around the country and see what everybody’s doing and
how they’re doing it and know we all share the same problems’ (National
Working Group 2002).

Maintaining the resource
As the process of change in the AMEP enters the continuation phase (Phase III)
of Fullan’s model, we need to be able to ensure that the resources (website
and professional development programs) can be sustained. An on-going
financial commitment from the funding agency (DIMIA) has consolidated
the partnership between the stakeholders: Research Centre, AMEP providers,
teachers and government in the provision of an essential resource.

The AMEP Research Centre’s response to the needs of teachers in 
professional development in assessment task design and in the provision of a
bank of assessment tasks is focused on three key principles (Brindley and
Slatyer 2002a):
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• partnership between the research centre, the educational institutions,
teachers and government for the provision of a mutually acceptable
resource

• devolvement of responsibility for professional development to institutions
and teachers through a program of collaborative workshops

• sustainability of the program through a commitment from stakeholders
to give on-going support to the project.

The above principles are consistent with the three themes in innovation
theory that have been identified as crucial in the successful implementation
and continuation of the CSWE: provision of resources, acquisition of new
skills and knowledge, and the building of collaborative work cultures. The
next phase of the project will focus on devolvement of responsibility for task
development to members of the National Working Group and ultimately to
teachers once they have acquired the necessary skills.

Conclusion
The project described above is a response from the AMEP Research Centre
to an observed need for resources and professional development to enable
teachers to cope better with the requirements of the new curriculum and
assessment framework. In addition to the provision of assessment resources
and a professional development program, the AMEP Research Centre has
endeavoured to promote collaborative working environments for the devel-
opment of assessment tasks, consistent with the recommendations of Fullan
(1991). As Fullan points out, ‘developing collaborative work cultures …
clearly helps reduce the professional isolation of teachers, allowing the codi-
fication and sharing of successful work practices and the provision of support’
(Fullan 1991: 84).

NOTES

1 Interviews were conducted with members of the National Working Group during
the September 2002 task design workshop. Extracts cited are from unpublished data.
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