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OALCF - 3 LEVELS OF PROFICIENCY

Is supplemented 
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descriptors in 
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OALCF & ESSENTIAL SKILLS (ES)
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Essential Skills 
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The levels relate to the task, not the learner.
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WHAT IS 
ASSESSMENT 
IN LBS?

Assessment gathers information about a learner’s 
knowledge, skills, behaviours, and abilities. It forms a 
critical part of everyday activities in a literacy 
program, as decisions are made on the best way to 
meet learners’ needs. Assessment includes a range of 
approaches from informal procedures to 
standardized tests. Assessments are conducted at 
intake, during programming, and when learners 
complete the learner plan.

LBS Service Provider Guidelines 2016 (May 31, 2019)



Stage of Assessment in LBS Questions to ask...

Initial Assessment Does the learner need to upgrade their literacy and 
essential skills?

Ongoing Assessment Is the learner making progress while they are in the 
program?

Exit Assessment Has the learner acquired the skills they need to move on to 
their next step?
What is the next step?



THE CURRICULUM FRAMEWORK 
SUPPORTS:

•Deciding on appropriate placements for learners in an LBS program

•Developing assessment tools to evaluate learners progress

•Monitoring and assessing performance



CASE STUDY: JACK

•Jack was recently laid off after working 
in a factory for 15 years. He 
was referred to a literacy program 
through and Employment Services 
provider.

•Jack is interested in becoming a 
welder. He has decided that he wants 
to complete his high school diploma 
first.



CASE STUDY: JACK

In order to transition to credit classes, Jack needs to work 
on improving his abilities in a number of competencies. In 
particular his program will focus on:

•B2 Write continuous text
•C3 Use measures

Based on Jack needing 
his skills to be at 

approximately a level 2 
in order to move into 

credit classes.



OALCF TOOLS 
RELATED TO 
ASSESSMENT

Selected Assessment 
Tools: http://www.tcu.gov.on.ca/eng/eopg/publicati
ons/OALCF_Selected_Assessment_Tools_Mar_11.
pdf

Foundations of 
Assessment: http://www.tcu.gov.on.ca/eng/eopg/pu
blications/OALCF_Foundations_of_Assessment_M
arch_2011.pdf

Assessment Tool Evaluation 
Form: http://www.tcu.gov.on.ca/eng/eopg/publicati
ons/OALCF_Assessment_Tool_Eval_Form_Oct_1
1.pdf

http://www.tcu.gov.on.ca/eng/eopg/publications/OALCF_Selected_Assessment_Tools_Mar_11.pdf
http://www.tcu.gov.on.ca/eng/eopg/publications/OALCF_Foundations_of_Assessment_March_2011.pdf
http://www.tcu.gov.on.ca/eng/eopg/publications/OALCF_Assessment_Tool_Eval_Form_Oct_11.pdf


SELECTED ASSESSMENT TOOLS
The tool is organized by four aspects of 
literacy learning:

Skills Tasks

Practices

Changes 
in 

learners’ 
lives



INTAKE ASSESSMENT TOOLS



ONGOING ASSESSMENT TOOLS



EXIT ASSESSMENT



E S S E N T I A L  
S K I L L S  
A S S E S S M E N T S



In an Essential Skills (ES) context, an assessment can refer to the assessment of 
an individual’s skill levels, or it could refer to the assessment of the skills required 

to succeed at a specific task. 

The Essential Skills assessment should be a starting point to:

• skill development,

• identifying whether one’s skills meet the requirements of an occupation or 
training goal, or 

• to identifying the steps that need to be taken in order to successfully meet 
goals.



ES ASSESSMENT VS. 
TRADITIONAL ASSESSMENT

Require a purpose 
for taking the test

1
Measure the skills a 
learner has when 
they are "doing" 
something

2
Use test items that 
are authentic 
materials from a 
workplace

3
Measure current 
skills

4
Test items in 
Reading. Document 
Use Numeracy and 
sometimes Writing

5



PURPOSES FOR USING AN ES 
ASSESSMENT IN LBS

Verify skill level for success in a technical or job specific trainingVerify

Provide a starting point for career explorationProvide

Confirm skill levelsConfirm

Boost confidenceBoost

Determine if skill level is suitable for a specific occupationDetermine



The test taker should be provided with the following details: 

• the purpose for testing

• an overview of what the assessment is testing

• the directions for completing the assessment

• when and how the results will be communicated

GOOD ASSESSMENT PRACTICE



IRT IN FORMAL ES ASSESSMENT

Classical Test Theory (CTT) is a 
traditional approach where all 

questions in a test have equal weight. 
CTT focuses on the test score. "How 
well did the test taker do? How many 
questions were answered correctly?"

Item Response Theory (IRT) is the 
process used in scoring formal ES 

assessments where the score provides 
an estimate of the respondent's ability 
to answer the questions at different 
levels of complexity correctly. IRT 

focuses on individual test items. "What 
level of difficulty did the test taker 

perform at?"



ITEM RESPONSE THEORY (IRT)

• IRT points relate to proficiency levels and the complexity of a task. Every item 
on the assessment is assigned an IRT score that reflects the complexity level of 
the task and the test taker’s proficiency level required to successfully complete 
that task.

• An IRT approach is used in Essential Skills Assessments. 

• Individuals can see the increase in their proficiency levels and the increase is 
reflected on the International Adult Literacy Survey (IALS) 500 point scale 
which uses an IRT framework.



IRT RESPONSE PROBABILITY

• The IRT scoring method used in formal ES assessments was established by the IALS. In IALS, the 
scale point (0-500) assigned to each item, in each domain, was the point at which respondents with 
a desired level of proficiency would have a given probability of responding correctly to the item. In 
IALS, an 80 percent probability of a correct response was the desired level of ability. 

• This means that when a respondent with a particular scale score completes tasks at a certain point 
on the IALS scale, there is an 80 percent probability that he/she will respond correctly. 

• The rate of probability (RP) 80 was chosen for formal ES assessments in part because it matches 
the RP used by IALS, but also because of the belief that completing a workplace task correctly less 
than 80% of the time is not an acceptable level of competence for a productive worker. 



RESPONSE PROBABILITY Source: Douglas College ES 
Assessment, Interpretation, and 
Application Module 4



E S S E N T I A L  S K I L L S  
A S S E S S M E N T S
U N D E R S TA N D I N G  C O M P L E X I T Y



FOUR MAIN FACTORS AFFECTING 
COMPLEXITY OF A TEST ITEM OR TEST 
QUESTION
• Type of Match (TOM): locate, cycle, integrate, generate 

• Type of Processing (TOP): identify, sort, define/describe, narrate, summarize, 
compare/contrast/explain, justify, persuade 

• Type of Requested Information (TORI): nouns, actions and qualifiers, action qualifiers, status 
conditions, relational conditions, generalized conditions 

• Plausibility of Distracters (PoD) 



TYPE OF MATCH (TOM)

Locate

Cycle

Integrate

Generate



FACTORS AFFECTING COMPLEXITY
TYPE OF REQUESTED INFORMATION (TORI)

Nouns Actions and 
qualifiers

Action 
qualifiers

Status 
conditions

Relational 
conditions

Generalized 
conditions



FACTORS AFFECTING COMPLEXITY
TYPE OF PROCESS (TOP)

Identify

01
Sort

02
Define/describe

03
Narrate

04
Summarize

05
Compare/contra
st/explain

06
Justify

07
Persuade

08



FACTORS AFFECTING COMPLEXITY
PLAUSIBILITY OF DISTRACTORS

Plausibility of Distractors (PoD) 
• Distractions in the text or document can contribute to the reader 

obtaining the wrong information from a narrative or document. 
• When information in the text meets some, but not all, of the conditions 

specified in the question or directive, it is referred to as a ‘distractor’ for 
the given information. 

• When information in the text appears to complete the requested 
information frame, but is actually incorrect, it is referred to as a distractor 
for the requested information. 

• The more conditions that a distractor shares with the search term or the 
correct answer, the more ‘plausible’ it becomes.



Mosenthal Taxonomy



Quantitative Factors 
The complexity of numeracy tasks is based on two factors: 
●Type of Operation: What is the actual arithmetic operation being 
performed? (add, subtract, multiply, divide, or any combination of 
them)
● Specificity of Operation: How easy is it to set up the operation that 
needs to be done in order to complete the task? This is easier when 
numbers are obvious, numbers are organized rather than random and 
arithmetic needed to complete the task is obvious





Conference Board of Canada



TYPES OF ES ASSESSMENTS
Type Domains Method Results

Formal Reading Text
Document Use
Numeracy

Web or paper based
time limited -1.5-3 
hours
Web will use adaptive 
algorithm

Validated score on IALS 
500 point scale and ESDC's 
1-5 scale.

Informal Reading Text
Document Use
Numeracy
May include writing

Web or paper based
No time limit

Not validated, provides 
a general indication of level 
on EDSC's 1-5 scale

Self-Assessment All nine Essential Skills Web or paper based
No time limit

Provides a starting point.



APPLICATIONS OF ES ASSESSMENTS
Type Learner Instructor
Formal • Establish level to enter 

training
• Identify potential skill gap 

to be addressed for 
training

• Identify required skills for 
success in training

• Identify skill gaps
• Develop training plans



APPLICATIONS OF ES ASSESSMENTS
Type Learner Instructor
Informal • Assist to understand 

current ES levels
• Assist with career planning
• Prepare for more formal ES 

assessment
• Identify potential skills gaps

• Identify a broad 
understanding of all skill 
levels

• Develop training plans
• Assist learners to 

understand skill levels 
required for specific 
occupations

• Identify potential skill gaps



APPLICATIONS OF ES ASSESSMENTS
Type Learner Instructor
Self-
Assessment

• Assist to identify skills 
needed for various 
careers

• Assists to articulate or 
explore skills

• Provides a tool to reflect 
on "soft skills"

• Assist with understanding 
transferable skills for job 
search

• Provides tool for discussion 
on "soft skills"

• Assists to develop training 
for "soft skills"



CASE STUDY

Liam, a 29-year old male, is considering taking training to become a computer technician because 
he is unhappy with his current employment as a security guard. He states that he loves playing 
computer games and believes he would do very well as a computer technician. 

What type of assessment tool would you choose and why? 

What type of assessment 
would you use for Liam?
• Formal
• Informal
• Self-Assessment



CASE STUDY

Ginny is a 48-year old female who has been working as a waitress for the last 20 years. She has 
developed arthritis and can no longer continue working in an industry that requires standing and 
lifting. She is not sure what type of job she is capable of. 

• What type of assessment tool would you choose and why? 

What type of assessment 
would you use for Ginny?
• Formal
• Informal
• Self-Assessment



CASE STUDY

Josh, a 22 year old male, has applied for funding to take heavy duty equipment operator training. 
Despite dropping out of high school in grade 10 he is confident he has the ability to get through 
the private training program for which he has already been accepted – he just needs the funding. 
His Employment Ontario employment consultant has referred him to you to find out if he has 
the skills needed to succeed in this training. 

• What type of assessment tool would you choose and why? 

What type of assessment 
would you use for Josh?
• Formal
• Informal
• Self-Assessment



FORMAL ES TOOLS

Test of Workplace Essential Skills (TOWES)

TOWES Prime

Essential Skills Group

Workplace Essential Skills Assessment (WESA)

ACE – Essential Skills Online

Essential Skills for Ontario Tradespeople (ESOT)

Industry Trade Authority (ITA) Essential Skills

Essential Skills for Employment and Education (ESEE)



INFORMAL ES TOOLS

Communications and Math Employment Readiness Assessment (CAMERA)

Common Assessment of Basic Skills (CABS)

Measure Up Website (Skillplan)

ITSessential: Essential Skills for ESL/FSL

ITSessential: ES Diagnostic Checklists



SELF-ASSESSMENTS

EDSC's ES Assessments

ESPORT Essential Skills Portfolio

Ontario Skills Passport

Connecting Literacy and Employment Through Essential Skills



ESDC LITERACY AND ESSENTIAL SKILLS 

https://www.canada.
ca/en/employment-

social-
development/progra

ms/essential-
skills/tools.html

• Online indicators and checklists
• Self-assessments
• Tip Sheets
• Essential Skills Profiles
• Essential Skills for 15 different trades
• Making the tools work for you:  A guide 

to using the essential skills tools and 
resources available through ESDC

https://www.canada.ca/en/employment-social-development/programs/essential-skills/tools.html


CASE STUDY: INTEGRATING ESSENTIAL 
SKILLS INTO ASSESSMENT PRACTICES



O T H E R
A S S E S S M E N T  

R E S O U R C E S



COMMON ASSESSMENT FOR THE OALCF 
GOAL PATHS

https://www.northernlitera
cy.ca/article/-151.asp

https://www.northernliteracy.ca/article/-151.asp


https://www.lleo.ca/resources.html

ALIGNING LITERACY LINK EASTERN ONTARIO'S 
ASSESSMENT TOOLS (ALAT) WITH THE ONTARIO ADULT 
LITERACY CURRICULUM FRAMEWORK (OALCF)

https://www.lleo.ca/resources.html


ASSESSMENT WEBINAR SERIES 
(2017-2018)

Northern Networks

•Understanding the Difference Between Task-Based and Skills-Based Assessment

•The Right Choice: Choosing Assessment Tools and Methods

•Measuring Progress: Choosing Assessment Tools to Measure

•Tracking Learner Achievement in Relation to Learner Goals – Goal Completion

•Developing an Assessment Strategy & Using Assessment Results to Inform Agency 
Targets

https://learningnetworks.ca/resources-publications/practitioner-professional-
development/

https://learningnetworks.ca/resources-publications/practitioner-professional-development/


ESSENTIAL SKILLS: GETTING PEOPLE 
BETTER PREPARED FOR WORK

https://abea.on.ca/wp-
content/themes/abea/pdf/PNS%2
0Essential%20Skills%20Resource
%20Booklet%20FINAL.pdf

https://abea.on.ca/wp-content/themes/abea/pdf/PNS%2520Essential%2520Skills%2520Resource%2520Booklet%2520FINAL.pdf


ESSENTIAL SKILLS MOBILE APP 
ASSESSMENT TOOL FOR TEACHERS AND 
STUDENTS



WHY USE AN ES ASSESSMENT APPROACH 
WITH OALCF?
• Except for milestones and culminating tasks, assessment tools specifically 

developed to support the OALCF have not been widely developed
• Other formal, and informal tools developed to support Essential Skills are 

extremely useful for both initial and ongoing assessment
• ES assessments related to specific occupations or occupational groups can 

be used to determine gaps and whether someone is ready to move on 
• Understanding the methodology behind ES assessments can support the 

development of new assessments for OALCF






