

ATTACHMENT E


Chapter 3

What Does A Well-Structured EFF Performance Task Look Like?
Agreeing what a well-constructed task should include and being able to construct one is not of course the same thing. As the EFF Assessment Team reviewed the data submitted by practitioners after April, 2000 we tried to determine what factors had an impact on how well the tasks practitioners constructed worked for teaching and assessing. The factors we paid especially close attention to included 

· which EFF Standard each task was meant to address;

· the “level” of learner(s) engaged in the task;

· the teacher’s description and rating of the task; and 

· the description of learner performance of the targeted Standard along each dimension, and how that performance compared to the requirements of the task.

Based on this analysis we developed the following four criteria for defining and rating well-structured EFF Performance Tasks.  A well-structured Performance Task for an EFF Standard 

1. has sufficient focus on the Standard and its Components of Performance that it is possible to use the task to describe learner performance on the targeted Standard.

2. has a meaningful purpose for the learner(s) beyond that of simply practicing the targeted skill.

3. has “immediate use” value to the learner(s) OR high “transfer” value that is explicit to the learner(s).

4. is defined specifically enough that it is possible to accurately and reliably determine the knowledge base requirements for both the skill and the subject involved.

In this chapter, we discuss these criteria in detail, including what we hope are useful examples from the data – both to clarify the point, and also to provide some guidance in developing new, or retooling already used, teaching/assessment activities so that they represent well-structured EFF Performance Tasks. The data examples here have been selected specifically to illuminate the particular criterion under discussion.

1. A well-structured Performance Task for an EFF Standard has sufficient focus on the targeted Standard and its Components of Performance that it is possible to use the task to describe learner performance on the targeted Standard.

Let’s look at some tasks from the data that address the EFF Standard Convey Ideas in Writing.

a) a task with sufficient focus on the targeted standard: 

In an advanced ESL class, the instructor reported on this task focused on the standard Convey Ideas in Writing: 

“Write a formal letter addressed to a person in authority, expressing dissatisfaction with a current situation or policy.” 

The purpose of this task was for learners to identify and reflect on an issue of serious concern to them in their current work or school situation, and then to persuade someone to change a policy related to that issue. 

In order to carry out this task successfully, learners needed to engage in a series of activities, some of which called upon other EFF skills as well as Convey Ideas in Writing. For instance, in addition to mastering enough of the vocabulary, content knowledge and strategies of writing to complete the task, learners 

· practiced  by reading, discussing, and brainstorming a response to a newspaper article about an issue that was controversial for them (Read with Understanding); 

· developed, clarified and expressed to the appropriate person a position on an important issue (Advocate and Influence); and

· used word processing for drafting and revising (Use Information and Communications Technology). 

Nevertheless, this teacher made sure that the instructional task focused primarily on developing the knowledge and skills necessary to Convey Ideas in Writing, documenting the requirements of the task and being able to describe her learners’ mastery of the Standard’s Components of Performance in terms of

· concepts of audience and purpose;

· brainstorming;

· creating outlines;

· the parts and format of a business letter;

· appropriate sentence structure, grammar and punctuation;

· clearly expressed main idea and supporting details;

· seeking and using feedback – drafting and revising.

b) a task that needs work so that it sufficiently focuses on the targeted standard: 

Meanwhile, in a multilevel (ABE/GED) group of welfare-to-work learners, a task was developed around the standard Convey Ideas in Writing:

“Create a scrapbook about the agency’s Cultural Fair, based on surveys and reflective writing.” 

The purpose of the task was to encourage other students in the agency to plan and participate in next year’s Fair. This sounded like a very interesting idea, but in further specifying the task, the teacher was unable to explain how the task would require learners to address each component of the standard Convey Ideas in Writing. Nor could she detail the writing-related knowledge required for the task beyond “new vocabulary words.”

The actual implementation of the task, as it was documented, required several steps:

· creating survey questions;

· administering the survey;

· taking pictures;

· deciding which pictures to use;

· compiling the scrapbook;

· presenting the book to new students and asking for their feedback.

A variety of skills are needed to take these steps; however, only the first – creating survey questions – has any apparent writing component. So it is not surprising that the descriptions of learner performance in the data make almost no mention of writing, despite the fact that this task was meant to address the EFF Standard Convey Ideas in Writing.

c)  how to insure that a task includes sufficient focus on the targeted standard: 

For the example cited above, there might be two courses of action. The teacher may decide that the task as planned simply does not require enough writing to be useful as a task that addresses all of the components of the EFF Standard Convey Ideas in Writing. Or it may be that the task as planned is more appropriate to one or more other EFF Standards (Observe Critically? Advocate and Influence?). 

To check this, teachers and learners need to look at the Components of Performance for each targeted Standard, and decide whether the task as planned requires learners to address all of those components – no matter what else the task involves! If the task does address all of the components of the targeted Standard, then it will be possible, and important, to document learner performance on the targeted Standard within that task. 

Perhaps, then, the task would be 

“Observe, and document in photographs, what you think are the most interesting aspects of the agency’s Cultural Fair with the goal of encouraging others to attend it” (Observe Critically).

A second option would be to revise the planned task so that writing is its primary activity. To do so, the teacher and learners might focus on writing the survey questions that will be used to gather information from participants in the Cultural Fair about what they enjoyed and how the Fair might be improved. Further, the information they gather might be subsequently used to write a flyer urging students to attend next year. 

Here again, teachers and learners will need to pay close attention to the Components of Performance for the EFF Standard Convey Ideas in Writing. Does the task now require learners to address all the components? What will learners need to know and be able to do (what vocabulary? content? strategies?) in order to successfully carry out the task? What kind of instructional activities will the instructor plan to build that knowledge and practice those skills? Etc. 

Such a task might be “Develop and administer a written survey of participants in the agency’s Cultural Fair, in order gain information about improvements that might increase participation in next year’s Fair.” In this case, the task still requires multiple skills (Read with Understanding, Speak so Others can Understand) but the primary focus of planning, teaching and assessing is squarely on Convey Ideas in Writing.

2. A well-structured Performance Task for an EFF Standard has a meaningful purpose for the learner(s) beyond that of simply practicing the targeted skill.

The concept of “meaningful purpose” is at the heart of EFF. Remember that EFF started as a response to the National Adult Learning Goal (Goal 6 of Education Goals 2000); that the “4 Purposes” came from adult learners who wrote about what this goal meant to them in their roles as citizens, family members and workers; and that all subsequent work on EFF has been focused on helping adults develop the knowledge and skills they need to achieve these purposes. 

There is a good reason for building performance tasks around meaningful purpose. Such authentic tasks help break down the barrier between school and out-of school contexts. Both the subject matter and structure of the task support application of the skill in real situations. In addition, these skills are, by and large, more cognitively complex than learning activities designed to simply practice a skill. They require the learner to engage with the material, to try to make sense of it in some way, in order to perform the task. As a result, the learner “owns” the knowledge and skill in a way that prepares the student for use in real life contexts outside of school.

Let’s consider some tasks meant to develop learners’ ability to Read with Understanding.
a) a task with clear “meaningful purpose” 

Two teachers working with a “mixed level” group of adults in an Even Start program are focusing on both Family Literacy and Employment Preparation. In their planning for instruction focused on the standard Read with Understanding, the teachers choose a task that focuses on an issue of importance to the learners as parents and workers:  “Read an article about a childhood illness, identify critical information in the reading (i.e., symptoms, causes, treatment and prevention), and share that information with other class members.” 

The most obvious “meaningful purpose” for this reading activity relates to the fact that the learners here are all parents – and the task allows them to use reading to increase their own, and each others’ ability to provide for the safety and physical needs of their children. 

But there is further “meaningful purpose” here as well. These adult learners are not only caring for children; they are also preparing to enter/reenter the workforce. They need to find and utilize quality daycare, and they need to avoid absenteeism and lateness on the job, if they are to obtain and persist in employment. Reading to understand children’s health issues can help them to make good decisions about when a child can go to daycare and when a child needs to stay home, or even go to the hospital – and to plan ahead so that lateness or absenteeism on the job can be avoided. 

So this task focuses on developing the skills and strategies that are central to Read with Understanding in the context of a very important real-life purpose that addresses the roles of Family Member and Worker).

b) a task that needs work so that its “meaningful purpose” is clear:

 A teacher is working with a multi-level (ABE/GED) group, some of whom are sponsored by JOBS and “Dislocated Worker” funds. This is the task planned for the class: “A Reading handout . . . regarding the Constitution and the Census . . . a handout of questions based on the reading and a handout of the apportionment of the population in relation to the number of representatives elected into office . . . (to) apply their comprehension, analysis and information-gathering skills.”

The subject matter here was timely. Further, the teacher asserts that working together in small groups to carry out this task will emphasize community responsibility (encouraging others to complete the census). This purpose, however, is not explicit in the construction of the task. In fact, while the subject matter clearly has relevance to the learners’ lives, the construction of the task does not focus on the “use value” of the reading, but on practicing reading subskills: “The purpose of the task is to allow students to develop and practice their skills for comprehension...being able to answer the questions, comprehension, vocabulary, and other reading skills (skim, scan, predict the content, etc.).”

While these reading skills and strategies are very important to master, the practice can be accomplished as well in carrying out a reading task that has explicit and intentional use value for the students. For example, the purpose here could be to “Read information on the impact and issues of census participation, as preparation for attending a local town meeting on the subject. Identify three key points that you could use to help your neighbors make an informed decision about participating in the Census.”

Another teacher is working with a mixed-level class, consisting of folks placed from low-level Adult Basic Ed to GED Prep, in a “welfare-to-work” context. To focus on Read with Understanding, she decides to engage the learners in this task: “Read a series of editorials from local newspaper, and answer questions about learners response to the writer’s opinions; look at purpose and aim of the editorial writer, and our options about response to the article.” According to the teacher’s report, the purpose of this task was to

“stretch readers to new areas of subject matter...challenge opinions, long-held beliefs . . . listening to others that we don’t agree with...comprehension of vocabulary, format and new idea process.”

Again this seems to be a case in which the teacher’s focus was primarily on what the students were going to learn (both about reading and about the subject matter) and not so much on how the students were going to use what they learned. It is not unusual, or wrong, for teachers to want their students to challenge themselves with new ideas or to examine their long-held assumptions. And teachers often try to anticipate what will interest students, based on what they know about them. In this case, the teacher chose the topic for reading in this way: “the subject matter of the editorial was unwed mothers in our society (which is most of my students), so the subject was clearly within their realm of experience.” 

One can infer a number of ways in which this assignment could be structured to relate specifically to learners’ purposes for seeking literacy education – coping with stereotypes about unwed mothers; dealing with the special problems single mothers have in raising their children and supporting their families, etc. Thinking about these issues upfront assures that the task is one that not only gives students the opportunity to build and practice skills but to use these new skills in a way that is clearly related to their specific learning goals or the broader framework of carrying out their roles as family members, worker or citizens.

c) how to establish a purpose that is meaningful to learners: 

How can teachers decide what are “meaningful purposes” for performance tasks? As in the first example above, they can look at the program context (family literacy and employment preparation in the example) and have discussions with learners about the most pressing issues they face in reaching their goals for participation in the class. But even if programs/classes are not structured around such a context, teachers and learners can still do explicit goal-setting together. The components of the EFF Framework can be useful here; for instance, many EFF instructors report that the EFF Role Maps help them to work directly with learners to identify the knowledge and activities that are most important to the learners in their adult roles. Furthermore, learners may already have very real and important reading tasks to do in their lives (information from school about their children; community bulletins about low-income housing; health and safety manuals at work).  In working with such documents, the meaningful purpose will be obvious!

The other examples above, then, can be re-focused on a purpose that is real-life and meaningful to learners by

· working with learners to identify meaningful topics for reading (i.e., “Read a series of editorials about the impact of recent welfare changes on single mothers,” “Read information on the impact and issues of census participation, as preparation for attending a local town meeting on the subject.”), and

· encouraging learners, as part of the instructional plan, to consider what they can do with what they learn (i.e., “decide on one thing about the issue that you still need to learn more about,” “write a brief summary of the reading to share with others who attend the meeting.”)

3. A well-structured Performance Task for an EFF Standard has “immediate use” value to the learner(s) for the targeted skill and subject matter, OR the task has high “transfer” value that is explicit to the learner(s).

One of the ways we can determine if a task has meaningful purpose is to examine the extent to which it has immediate use value or high transfer value for the learners. Asking the questions “will learning how to perform this task help a student outside the classroom? Is the task structured to facilitate transfer to other applications?” as you plan learning activities helps keep the focus on what adults need to be able to do to meet their goals. 

Now let’s look at some task examples from the field development data that focused on the EFF Standard Speak so Others can Understand.

a) a task that has both immediate use and high transfer value: 

In an intermediate level ESOL class that focuses on welfare-to-work and employment preparation, a teacher developed this performance task: “Speak to the manager of a Super One grocery store to obtain permission to tour his store, after organizing, writing and practicing in class a role-playing dialogue.” The teacher reported that most of the learners had been in an American grocery store before, and had purchased food, but were too intimidated to ask anyone there a question, much less a person “in authority.” Thus the need to “speak so that others can understand” was immediate, and the use of the skill in this task carried some immediate benefits for the learners.

Furthermore, the task has high transfer value for these learners. It allowed them to consider what they need to know and do in order to communicate effectively with someone in authority – whether in a grocery store, on their jobs, or in a variety of other practical, everyday situations. The dialogue aspect requires flexibility and judgment, as in any such situation where we can not be sure of how the listener will respond.

b) a task that needs work so that its immediate use or transfer value is clear:

In a mixed level ESOL welfare-to-work class setting, the teacher reported on the following task: “Preparing a speech about their country to be given in class using accepted modes of speech preparation.” The teacher went into great detail about the importance of sharing information about one’s country and heritage with others, and about how the task addressed a number of the EFF Common Activities. The stated purpose of the task was “for speakers to communicate information, create interest, stimulate listeners to find out more, and in some cases to make listeners want to travel to their country.”

However, the task here is a formally prepared speech and presentation, and there is no indication in the data that there is any immediate need among the learners to use the skill Speak so Others can Understand in this form in their lives. Further, skill transfer is interpreted as “sharing what the learners learn through their research” rather than as applying all the components of performance of Speak in new and more complex situations.

c) how to build in immediate use and/or transfer value to a performance task: 

When it comes to “immediate use value,” teachers and learners need to discuss what is going on in their lives right now that requires them to “speak so that others can understand.” Once again, the key activities in the EFF Role Maps provide a good jumping-off point for learners to talk about the daily activities (or big one-time events!) that require them to communicate clearly in speech. For ESOL learners who are involved with the INS, for instance, a task of immediate use value might be: “Give a one-minute (minimum) presentation to the class, in English, in which you talk about why you have come to the United States and why you wish to stay.”

As for transfer value, teachers and learners need to work together to make it real and explicit as part of any effective learning activity. According to data from a teacher in another welfare-to-work context, one learner was aware of the value of a speech to her classmates because she was about to start a job in which she would have to make large-group presentations on domestic violence. So for her the task might be “Give a one-minute (minimum) presentation to the class, in English, in which you suggest three ways to assist a woman who is experiencing domestic violence.” 

Other learners in that particular class looked at the EFF skill wheel and determined that Speaking so that others can understand was fundamental to success in some of the other standards that they were most interested in (Solve Problems , Resolve Conflict.):  “... we will have fewer problems and resolve them better if we have this skill...” These learners then went on to develop their own speaking tasks. (Some of this data is found in Section 7, Example 7.)

For planning well-structured performance tasks, teachers and learners can turn to the EFF Content Framework. Specifically, the EFF Common Activities are designed both to provide a common focus for instruction and to help learners to see the potential transfer value of skills and abilities across roles. 

4. A well-structured Performance Task for an EFF Standard is defined specifically enough that it is possible to accurately and reliably determine the knowledge base requirements for both the skill and the subject involved.

In the previous discussion of criteria 2 and 3, we indicated a number of ways for teachers and learners to plan tasks together that will carry meaningful purpose and real value for learners. Once the task has been determined, the teacher can specify what the learners will need to know (about the subject and the skill) in order to accomplish the task. 

Looking closely at the “what” (subject matter) and “how to do it” (process) of a Performance Task ought to allow us to reliably identify its knowledge base requirements; if it doesn’t, then the task is probably not specific enough and needs to be revisited. 

a) a task with specific definition of process and subject matter: 

A teacher works with intermediate-level ESOL learners in a welfare-to-work/employment preparation class. The standard they are focusing on is Speak so that Others can Understand, and the task that they pursue is this:

 “to describe to the other students in our class the steps involved in a process -- to make, do, or repair something.” 

The purpose of this task is to help learners to feel comfortable in speaking in such a way that others will understand how something is done, whether on the job or in other important settings.

The teacher carefully documents what this task needs to look like as it is carried out: 

· the task will involve a “how-to” process; 

· the process must have a minimum of five steps; 

· the students will research the process, organize its steps, write it out in correct grammatical English, have the writing corrected, and practice speaking what is written with other students;

· monitoring of performance will involve practice sessions, peer feedback, and use of a performance rubric.

As a result of this specificity in the subject matter and process of the performance task, the teacher is able to be very detailed in describing the knowledge required for the task:

Vocabulary: “Moderate store of vocabulary but some new and unfamiliar terms. Many process words like first, second, next, between, after, before, approximately, and direction words ...”

Content: “Students may choose an area they are familiar with but they have to organize the information and present it to the class”.   (Note that the process analysis is, itself, the primary content.)

Strategies:  beyond the process analysis, “...cause and effect, understanding of content and form, using new materials in new ways.”

b) a task that needs work so that its process and subject matter are specifically defined: 

A teacher who wanted to focus learners on the EFF Standard Read with Understanding developed this task: 

“Read two articles on a topic of the learner’s own choosing from newspapers, magazines, or the internet, and write a report which summarizes what was learned in the reading.” 

Here the learner is allowed to choose a topic of interest to her, and the task description indicates that she will need to show mastery of some relatively low-level reading strategies. Encouraging learners to pursue topics that interest them is certainly a healthy impulse! However, the teacher provides very little information about the vocabulary, content knowledge or strategies required. 

Without a clear sense of the subject matter or process that the learner will pursue, it is not surprising that the teacher has difficulty in reliably identifying what the learner needs to know and be able to do in order to accomplish this task. How, then, will she decide what needs to be taught? learned? assessed? A well-structured EFF Performance Task needs to be very clear in its process and subject matter in order to be equally clear in its Knowledge Base requirements.

c) how to specifically define process and subject matter so that Knowledge Base requirements can be accurately and reliably determined: 

We can take an example from another teacher who developed a similar, but much more specified, task. Here, the task was to make a spoken presentation on a topic of general interest to the learners:

 “Using the State Labor Market Information System, research and present to a class of your peers information on a job that interests you.” 

The choice of an oral presentation task related to learners’ belief that strong speaking skills will assist them in their jobs and help them address other EFF Standards (such as Resolve Conflict, Solve Problems). The subject matter was job-search information from a specific source that can be reviewed for its knowledge base requirements. The process of the task involved on-line research, preparation of the presentation, presentation of reports to peers, and sharing of the successes and challenges encountered in the research process. Armed with this information, the teacher was able to be much clearer about what vocabulary, content knowledge and strategies the learners would need to accomplish the task. 
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