

ATTACHMENT E


Introduction: Why Focus on Performance Tasks?

This Guide is designed for participants in the current phase of the EFF field development process, to help you to construct the EFF performance tasks and collect valid learner performance data that will enable us to build a performance continuum for each of the EFF Standards. We believe it also will be useful to other practitioners, who have been integrating elements of Equipped for the Future into their teaching and program design, as well. 

The 16 EFF Standards are at the heart of Equipped for the Future. While the purposes, the role maps, the common activities create the context, defining what adults need to be able to do, the Standards provide the content, defining what adults need to know in order to meet those daily responsibilities. Each standard definition is made up of 4-5 components of performance. Each component is a critical part of the process of actually using the skill to accomplish goals and purposes: that is, it is hard to use the skill well if you are not able to carry out each one of these components of performance. 

The explicitness of these Standard definitions has been extremely helpful to practitioners working with skills that we don’t usually teach – interpersonal and decision-making skills, for examples. However, practitioners have found it a little more difficult to work with standards focused on traditional literacy skills. Because the EFF standards focus on application of skills and knowledge, they define a slightly different range of underlying knowledge and skills than more traditional definitions of these literacy skills. For example, the EFF Standard Read with Understanding adds a focus on choosing strategies appropriate to the reading purpose, self-monitoring comprehension, and integrating new knowledge with prior knowledge – the cognitive strategies associated with use of information gained from reading – to the traditional list of reading skills (phonemic awareness, etc.). This means that using the EFF standards for instruction requires practitioners to make a difficult, because subtle, shift in what and how they teach when they are teaching.

Over the course of the three rounds of field development that have focused on using the standards we have evolved an approach to teaching and assessment based on well-structured performance tasks. These tasks blend EFF’s emphasis on real world performance (learner purpose, context of adult roles) with a carefully targeted focus on the Standard (including all the components of performance) and the four dimensions of performance. We think that tasks like these provide a sound basis for constructing EFF-friendly lessons. There are several reasons for this.

· First, EFF performance tasks are authentic performance tasks that teachers develop based on the broad learning goals of their students. Recent research by Purcell Gates (NCSALL, in press) has found a strong correlation between changes in literacy practices outside of school and what she has defined as the degree of authenticity of learning tasks. 

· Second, since EFF performance tasks require learners to apply the skill they are learning, they tend to be more cognitively complex than tasks constructed simply to provide practice. Students must actively construct new knowledge, learning to draw on higher order strategies to solve problems, plan a course of action, and make judgments and decisions. 

· Third, constructing performance tasks that are challenging but not too hard for students requires teachers to pre-assess learner competence and plan lessons/learning activities that give the students an opportunity to develop the range of knowledge and skills specifically required to carry out the performance task. 

In sum, well-constructed EFF Performance Tasks are carefully planned instructional activities that require learners to address all the Components of Performance of an EFF Standard in tasks that are meaningful for them. Such Performance Tasks are powerful teaching strategies because they rise out of students’ expressed purposes and goals for learning and are targeted to address the knowledge and skills embodied in the Components of Performance for the EFF standards relevant to those goals.

Well-structured Performance Tasks are also a vehicle for standards-based assessment.

In order for us to validly and reliably state what adults know and can do as a result of EFF instruction (and so, to be accountable to the various customers of the system), we need to link activities meant to measure knowledge and skill development to instruction as directly as we can, and to use assessment strategies that mirror the instructional strategies that are regularly used with students. Well-structured Performance Tasks are an important vehicle for aligning instruction and assessment with each other and with the EFF Standards. They help us focus all parts of the cycle of planning and implementing instruction, assessing results, and evaluating effectiveness on what adult learners – the primary customers of our system -- need to know and be able to do to carry out their important, everyday role-related activities.

Sri Ananda’s monograph How Instructors Can Support Adult Learners Through Performance-Based Assessment (NIFL, 2000) provides an excellent introduction to performance-based assessment “as part of a comprehensive system aimed at measuring student performance relative to challenging content and performance standards.” This handbook is based on the principles laid out in Ananda’s publication, and is intended as a companion piece. Its purpose is to guide practitioners, step by step, through developing performance tasks that can be used for a variety of purposes -- identification of students’ strengths and weaknesses for diagnostic and planning purposes, curriculum development, and assessment for reporting purposes. 
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