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The assessment process is not necessarily linear in nature. 

Throughout the course of conversation with the learner, you 

will have access to information that relates to any number of 

aspects of the assessment, or that may have been overlooked 

previously. You should be prepared to deal with information 

as it arises in the normal course of conversation, and not 

become concerned if the assessment process appears to 

Experience has shown, however, that the diagram shown on 

the previous page reflects an effective and thorough 

assessment interview. 

 

The assessment interview normally takes between an hour 

and an hour and a half to complete, depending on the type 

of activities used, and the learner's needs. 

 

Introduction 
The purpose of the introductory phase of the assessment is to help the learner feel more 

comfortable, and to ensure that both the learner and assessor are in agreement about what is 

about to take place and why. In general, the following information should be covered. 

 Introduction of the assessor, and the organization he/she represents. 

 The purpose of the interview: what you're about to do and why. 

 Learner's control of the process: the learner has the right to ask question and refuse to answer 

any questions that are uncomfortable, as well as to refuse to participate in assessment 

activities. 

 Confidentiality: Who will have access to the information generated from the assessment and 

why, as well as what the information collected will be used for. 

 Need to Make Notes: why this is important, and their confidential nature. 

 Cost: who will pay for the assessment, if there is a fee for the service. 

 

Biographical 

Information 
The biographical information is useful for a number of reasons. 

 Streamlines the intake process when the learner gets to the appropriate program. 

 Provides contact information. 

 Reviews relevant information that provides ideas about current skills. 

 Maintains program accountability. 

 

 

The biographical information may include 

 Contact Information: name, address, phone number, caseworker's name, etc. 

 Academic History. 

 Employment History. 

 

 
1 See also Literacy Skills Assessment Project: Final Report. Project READ Literacy Network. 1995. Pp 12-25. 

Goal-Directed Assessment: An Initial Assessment Process (Ministry of Training, Colleges and Universities, 1997) 

outlines the process for conducting an initial assessment using a learning outcomes approach. 
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 Barriers to Participation: e.g. childcare, transportation, disabilities, etc. 

 Transferable Skills. 

 Statistical Information: e.g. age, gender, income source (if you collect these). 

 

Here are some questions that will provide you with a clearer picture of the learners background, 

and perhaps, some general information about his/her communications, numeracy and self-management/ 

self-direction skills. 

 
Academic History 

 When and where did you last attend school? 

 What grade/level did you achieve? 

 Have you had any other formal education? (e.g. work-related courses, courses offered by the 

community). 

 Have you participated in any informal learning opportunities? (e.g. volunteer training, clubs, 

hobbies). 

 What did you enjoy most about school? What did you do well in? 

 What did you enjoy least about school? What subjects did you have trouble with? 

 What is your favorite/ least favorite memory of school? 

 Which did you find you had the most trouble with? Tests? Homework? Paying attention in class? 

Memory? What made this difficult? 

 Why did you leave school when you did? 

 

Employment History 
 How did you learn to do the jobs you have been hired to do? 

 Do you find it more helpful to have someone show you how to do something, or to figure it out 

by yourself? 

 What was easiest about your last job? Most difficult? 

 How often did you need to use reading and writing skills at work? How were they used? 

 How did you manage to do your jobs with limited reading and writing skills? 

 Did your employers know that you had trouble with reading and writing? If not, how did you 

manage to keep it a secret? 

 

Goals 
Goal setting is a pivotal activity in a learning outcome approach. A learner's long and short-term 

goals form the basis for all training plan and curriculum  

development, and the tasks required for goal achievement provide 

opportunities for demonstrating progress. 

 

A referral assessment is one of a number of opportunities that a 

learner has to articulate goals. Some learners will have set very 

concrete goals, and merely need to know where their skills lie on a continuum. Are they sufficient to enter 

a high school credit or college program, for example. Other learners recognize that they will need to 

improve their basic skills in order to achieve the next step of goal achievement, and want to find a 

program that is suited to their needs and learning preferences. 

 

Still others are less clear about their long-term goals, but realize that they need to improve their reading, 

writing and math skills in general. These learners are often hesitant about articulating long-term goals, 

since their achievement of these goals seems too far in the future to even consider. There is also a small 
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group of learners whose goals may not be directly related to upgrading skills, but who still understand 

that participation in an LBS program is a necessity. All LBS agencies require that learners either have, or 

be willing to set concrete goals as a condition for participation in the program. When a learner comes to a 

referral assessment with no goals, or goals that are unclear, the assessor can help facilitate goal setting by 

explaining its importance in the learning outcome approach to basic skills acquisition, and by asking 

questions that can generate some preliminary ideas. 

 
In order to help the learner articulate goals, the assessor might use one or more of the 

following questions. 

 How do you think improving your basic skills will help to make changes in your life? 

 Do you have any ideas about the future? What do you see yourself doing in a year from now? 

 5 years? 

 What kinds of reading, writing or calculating tasks will you need to be able to do in order to find 

a job? Get along better in your daily activities? 

 If you've considered going back to school, what kinds of reading, writing and math do you think 

you'll have to do, in order to get the level of education that you want? Are you confident about 

your ability to do these things? 

 What do you do now that might be easier for you, if you could read, write and do math better? 

 

Another way to help the learner articulate goals is to use the checklist discussed in the next 

section (Conducting Assessment Activities). Learners with low literacy skills often have 

difficulty thinking of things that they could read or write, or things that they might need to 

calculate. Discussing the activities on the checklist may give the learner some ideas about 

the things that they might like to do. 

 

If neither of these activities generates ideas, the assessor can reassure the learner that he/she 

will have an opportunity to develop long and short-term goals once they are enrolled in an LBS 

program. You might suggest that the learner think about some possible goals before he/she 

attends the first interview with the program staff. 

 

 
 

By this point in the interview, you should already have a rough idea of what level the learner is 

functioning in, when it comes to communications and numeracy. To help you further pinpoint 

the learner's skills, it is useful to ask the learner to name some everyday activities where he/she 

uses communications and numeracy skills. For the original assessment project, we developed 

checklists for reading, writing and math which have proven useful in encouraging the learner to 

think about the skills he/she already has. Adults who avoid reading and writing are often 

unaware that they actually do use these skills in their daily activities. Reminding them about 

things they can already do is a good way to highlight their strengths and boost their self-esteem. 

 

The checklists (found in Appendix 3: Forms and Checklists) have been redesigned and can be 

photocopied and completed by the learner who already has some literacy skills (this is a good 

way to begin assessing their skills as well). Alternatively, the assessor can use the checklist as a 

 



list of suggestions to help the learner think about his/her current skills. The checklist is not by 

any means exhaustive, and it can be modified to suit the assessors needs. 

 

During the discussion of reading, writing and math activities that the learner can already do, it 

is useful to try and pinpoint some of the learners specific strengths and weaknesses with regard 

to specific skills, such as decoding and reading strategies, and more specific problems with 

writing and math. With this type of information, the assessor can fine tune the assessment 

activities selected, focusing on those areas that require more in-depth exploration. With this 

information, the assessor can ask the learner to complete specific questions in a reading activity 

or ask the learner to pay particular attention to some aspect of writing that is of interest when 

producing a writing sample. 

 

For example, during a discussion with the assessor, Rudy states that he generally understands 

what he reads, but often has trouble decoding big words. The assessor might ask Rudy to read 

a passage of text aloud, so that he can demonstrate his difficulty with decoding, even though 

the conditions listed for that reading level suggest that the passage can be read silently. In 

addition, Rudy might orally answer comprehension questions, and spend more time 

demonstrating his ability to make inferences, draw conclusions and make judgments based on 

the text. 

 

How the assessment activities contained in this package are used is at the discretion of 

the assessor, and should be tailored to suit the needs of the learner. It is not always 

necessary to use the activities precisely as they appear. 

 

Based on the learner's stated goals, and some preliminary judgments about the learner's general 

level of proficiency, the assessor should be able to determine what kind of assessment activity is 

most appropriate, and what level of activity will be comfortable for the learner. During the 

interview, the assessor will have noted the domain(s) that the learner is most interested in 

working on, and will have some idea of what level the learner is currently performing at. This 

information should guide the selection of activities, as should the amount of time available for 

completing the tasks. 

 

Experience has shown that it is best to choose an assessment activity that has the following 

characteristics. 

 Has general interest for the learner and/or a relevance to the learner's goals. 

 Be as authentic (real life) as possible. 

 Be complete enough to demonstrate a wide variety of skills, but brief enough to complete within 

the allotted time. 

 Is at a level that is slightly higher than the learner's current skill level. Choosing an activity that is 

too easy will not show where the learner is having difficulty, while choosing something too 

challenging will be frustrating for the learner. Choosing something only slightly challenging will 

allow you to observe the learner's strengths, as well as affording you an opportunity to assess how 

the learner deals with problems (e.g. word attack skills and other reading strategies). It is 

important to inform the learner that you are aware that the activity might be a little difficult, and 

explain the reason for it. 

 Covers the domains and skills that the learner has indicated he/she would like to improve. (e.g. If 

the learner is most concerned about writing, then choose a writing activity. If the learner states 

that he/she is not interested in numeracy, then you do not assess those skills). 
 
The assessment activities contained in this manual have been designed with these 



characteristics in mind. Following the completion of the assessment activities, the assessor 

reviews the results with the learner, focusing on the learner's strengths, and being sensitive 

with suggestions for improvement. 

 

 

 

 
During this phase of the interview, the assessor focuses on the kind of learning environment 

that best suits the learner's needs. If time permits, this might include learning styles, as well as 

preferences.
2
 Learning preferences might include any of the following. 

 One-to-one tutoring, small group, classroom setting. 

 Time of day, days of the week when the learner is available for learning. 

 Preferred frequency and duration of learning times. 

 Barriers to participation such as child care or transportation needs, as well as challenges (hearing, 

vision, mobility issues, etc.). 

 
 

 

 
Learners have the right to be fully informed about available programs, their entry requirements 

areas of specialization, teaching methodologies, settings and waiting lists. Based on this 

information the learner and assessor together can make a decision about referral to the 

appropriate program. 

 
 
 

Once an appropriate program is selected, the assessor may make a referral with the learner's 

permission. This can be done in a number of ways. 

 The assessor can contact the program, and request an intake appointment for the learner, while 

the learner is present. 

 If the contact person for the program is not available, the assessor can request that the learner be 

contacted directly to set up an appointment. 

 The assessor can provide the learner with contact information so that he/she can make an 

appointment independently. 

 
 
 

The referral report is a detailed record of the information collected and the observations made 

during the assessment interview.
3
 It includes 

 contact information; 

 listing of long and short-term goals; 

 academic history; 

 employment history; 

 
2 Experience shows that an in-depth exploration of learning styles can be somewhat time consuming, and may be more 

thoroughly covered once the learner reaches the program to which he/she is being referred. However, it is possible to 

make observations about learning styles during the normal course of conversation, and these can be noted to help 

guide the LBS practitioner. 

3For an example of the assessment report, see Appendix 4: Forms and Checklists. 
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 description of current skills in reading, writing, speaking/listening, numeracy and 

self/management/self direction as applicable; 

 barriers to participation; and 

 recommendations and action plan. 

 

Since the referral assessment is merely a snapshot of a learner's performance at a given moment in time, it 

is not appropriate to affix an LBS Learning Outcomes Level to it. Rather, the referral report should 

indicate the level at which the learner was assessed, and give a detailed description of the learner's 

performance at that level. The description will indicate the learner's strengths and weaknesses at that 

level, and provide guidelines for training plan, curriculum and demonstration activity development for the 

practitioner. Assigning a level will require more than one demonstration of skills, in a variety of settings 

and using a number of authentic demonstration activities developed specifically for the learner, and based 

on his/her goals. 

 

When writing the referral report, keep the reading audience in mind. Copies of the report will be available 

for the learner, and with the learner's permission, for the LBS practitioner and for the person who made 

the referral for assessment. Neither the learner nor the referring person are likely to be familiar with the 

language of the LBS Learning Outcomes Matrix. The report should be written in a way that describes the 

learner's performance, but is still clear enough for the "uninitiated" to understand. 

 

The learner's written permission is required to release information to the LBS program and referring 

agency. A release form should identify the learner, the agency to which he/she is being referred and any 

other party to whom the information will be released. The assessor should ensure that the learner 

understands the document, and ask that the document be signed and dated by the learner. It is also 

important to explain to the learner why the information is being released, and to whom.
4
 

 
 
 
 

The assessor should follow up with the agency to which the learner was referred to find out if the referral 

was an appropriate one, and if the learner has been enrolled in the program. This information as a means 

of evaluating the effectiveness of the referral, as well as for purposes of accountability. 

 

At Project READ Literacy Network, follow-up is done with learners at the end of the month in which the 

referral was made, and then again 3 and 6 months after referral, to see if the learner is still enrolled. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
4 A sample release form can be found in Appendix 4: Forms and Checklists. 
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Assessment Interview Guide 
1. Introduction 

 Introduction of the assessor 

 The purpose of the interview 

 Learner's control of the process 

 Confidentiality 

 Need to Make Notes 

 Cost 

 

2. Biographical Information 
 
Contact Information 
Academic History 

 When and where did you last attend school? 

 What grade/level did you achieve? 

 Have you had any other formal education? (e.g. work-related courses, courses offered by the 

community). 

 Have you participated in any informal learning opportunities? (e.g. volunteer training, clubs, 

hobbies). 

 What did you enjoy most about school? What did you do well in? 

 What did you enjoy least about school? What subjects did you have trouble with? 

 What is your favourite/ least favourite memory of school? 

 Which did you find you had the most trouble with? Tests? Homework? Paying attention in class? 

Memory? What made this difficult? 

 Why did you leave school when you did? 

 
Employment History 

 How did you learn to do the jobs you have been hired to do? 

 Do you find it more helpful to have someone show you how to do something, or to figure it out 

by yourself? 

 What was easiest about your last job? Most difficult? 

 How often did you need to use reading and writing skills at work? How were they used? 

 How did you manage to do your jobs with limited reading and writing skills? 

 Did your employers know that you had trouble with reading and writing? If not, how did you 

manage to keep it a secret? 

 Barriers to Participation. 

 Transferable Skills. 

 Statistical Information. 
 
 
  



3. Goals 
 What brings you in for an assessment now? 

 How do you think improving your basic skills will help to make changes in your life? 

 Do you have any ideas about the future? What do you see yourself doing in a year from now? 5 

years? 

 What kinds of reading, writing or calculating tasks will you need to be able to do in order to find 

a job? Get along better in your daily activities? 

 If you've considered going back to school, what kinds of reading, writing and math do you think 

you'll have to do, in order to get the level of education that you want? Are you confident about 

your ability to do these things? 

 What do you do now that might be easier for you, if you could read, write and do math better? 

 

4. Assessment Activities 
 Use checklist as a guide 

 Select appropriate assessment activity 

 Review outcomes 

 

5. Learning Preferences 
 One-to-one tutoring, small group, classroom setting 

 Time of day, days of the week when the learner is available for learning 

 Preferred frequency and duration of learning times 

 Barriers to participation such as child care or transportation needs, as well as challenges 

(hearing, vision, mobility issues, etc.) 

 

6. Program Information 
 Complete information about available programs 

 Let the learner decide 

 

7. Referral 
 The assessor can contact the program, and request an intake appointment for the learner, 

while the learner is present. 

 If the contact person for the program is not available, the assessor can request that the 

learner be contacted directly to set up an appointment. 

 The assessor can provide the learner with contact information so that he/she can make an 

appointment independently. 

 

8. Referral Report 
 Details of the assessment 

 Copy for learner, LBS agency and referring agency 

 Learner's written permission 

 

9. Follow-up 
 1, 3 and 6 months after referral 

 Effectiveness of assessment 

 Accountability 
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