Initial assessment
Initial assessment provides the means for you and your learners to arrive at a mutually acceptable and realistic starting point. As you plan how to do this, bear in the mind the following suggestions.
· Identify the most crucial things you need to find out about learners at the start of their programme.
· Work out how to structure the process so that learners provide the information and the insights that you need to begin to plan learning.
· Find ways to make the process accessible to people who aren't fluent in written and/or spoken English, to people with disabilities and sensory impairments and to newcomers.
· Organise any support necessary for these potential learners.
· Keep the arrangements as straightforward as possible.
· Make sure learners don't feel threatened by the experience: give it the human touch!
· Work out how to maintain confidentiality where this is an important factor.
In some subjects or disciplines, you may find it necessary to start gathering information from learners before you actually meet them. This applies in Sport and fitness disciplines, for example, where learners' state of health is a factor in how you work with them.
How to do it
Prompting learners to reveal the sort of information you need about their prior learning and about how they view themselves as learners requires more than an unstructured conversation. Here are two ways to provide structure.
Use an alerting tool
An alerting tool draws out from learners information about:
· their current knowledge and skills
· their capacity to work out how to apply prior learning; and
· the emotional aspects of learning: for example, how they feel about having to apply their knowledge and skills in various social contexts.
Alerting tools can be a useful element in taster sessions where the aim is to interest potential learners in further study.
The process:
. Mention a few sample tasks to each individual learner. These should relate directly to the proposed area of study.
. Have some questions ready, along the following lines:
. Would you feel confident about doing this?
. How would go about … ?
. Would you be able to have a go at … ?
. How would you rate yourself at … ?
. Have you got any experience of … ?
· The learner may then actually go on and do the tasks if he or she feels confident enough to try.
Using a placing tool
A placing tool allows you to identify where learners have reached the limit of their current knowledge or expertise. This enables you to place them on a course at an appropriate level, or to cater for his/her needs more effectively within a mixed level group. The diagnostic assessment tools used in literacy and numeracy are examples of placing tools.
The process:
· provide a range of tasks that get progressively harder and/or more complex; and
· ask the learner to work through them until he or she can go no further.
If you are a Subject Learning Coach, make sure you discuss this process with your colleagues. It's important to maximise opportunities for assessment for learning.
See separate document for some examples of initial assessment
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