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Objectives  

• Set the context

• Understand why current reading assessments often 

fail LESLLA learners

• Explore findings from my recent research

• Identify practical, fair assessment alternatives



Set the Context

• LESLLA “Literacy Education and Second Language Learning for Adults”: An 

adult learner with interrupted schooling and limited L1 literacy, Print 

awareness & Learning skills.

• LASLLIAM: A new reference guide of the Council of Europe on: “Literacy 

and Second Language Learning for the Linguistic Integration of Adult 

Migrants”

Pre-A1 level/Pre-entry ESOL 

• Lowest ESOL level in England

• High proportion of LESLLA learners (Robinson, 2017)

• Mixed groups: literate + LESLLA learners (Rocca et al., 2020)

• Non-accredited, no standardised descriptors or assessment tools



Assessment Landscape

• Practitioners’ efforts are admirable and deserve recognition

• Written tests often disadvantage LESLLA learners and fail to 

show their knowledge

• Consequences: exclusion from education, benefits, or visa 

pathways

• Most tools are self-designed → inconsistent quality, 

subjective criteria, no shared framework

• No alignment with national models (unlike Entry Levels)



Mixed-Method 

Participatory Action 

Research
• Stakeholders:

• 25 ESOL practitioners and managers

• 8 LESLLA learners (Phonemic Awareness Tasks 

PATs + reading tasks)

• Analysis of existing assessment tools

• Aim: Evaluate credibility, reliability, and fairness of current 

reading assessments



What Practitioners 

Report

• Current tools are unsuitable for LESLLA learners

• Assessments are not research-based; many reflect institutional habit

• No shared criteria → wide variation across colleges

• Practitioners feel unsupported in assessing early literacy

• Hard to capture “micro-achievements” typical of LESLLA learners

• Many tools assume strong L2 oral skills

• Instructions often form a barrier: learners can read the text but not 

understand the task



Findings from Assessment 

Sample Analysis 

• Assessment used: Online holistic – self-designed or Entry1 adapted 

assessment. 

Common issues:

• Replicate Entry-level formats (text-heavy, passage-based)

• Assume alphabetic knowledge

• Ignore print-awareness stages

• Fail to assess oral/visual literacy

• Biased toward literate learners → emphasise what LESLLA learners cannot do

• Results appear negative → learners seem “not progressing”

Practitioner quote:

“The randomly used materials are hit and miss and do not always show the progress 

these learners make.”



Online Holistic 

Materials



E1 Adapted 

Materials 



Self-designed 

Materials



Self-designed 

Materials



Inappropriate 

Materials to LESLLA

Pictures and model answers are important, but..

• Pictures often misleading or out of context

• Instructions missing or written for literate learners

• Multiple-choice tasks contain misleading elements

• Assessment design assumes literacy skills (skimming, scanning)

• Tasks do not reflect how LESLLA learners process text

• Textual composition often unintentionally biases against low-literate 

learners



Multimodal Semiotic 



Multimodal Semiotic 

(Kress & van Leeuwen, 2020; Pennycook, 2001) 



• Separating literate and non-literate learners during assessment is essential

• LESLLA learners need more time, tailored support, and appropriate tools

• Tutors need training in early-literacy assessment design

• Frameworks must reflect pre-literacy development, not Entry-level formats

• Traditional questions fail to reveal actual competencies

• Little alignment with LASLLIAM or reading acquisition stages

Insights from the Study



LASLLIAM



LASLLIAM
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• Provides micro-achievement descriptors suited to Pre-A1

• Helps tutors identify small steps in early literacy 

development

• Guides creation of relevant teaching and assessment tasks

• Supports individual learning profiles tailored to LESLLA needs

Importance of 

LASLLIAM 



• Separate literate and LESLLA learners during assessment; offer longer 

courses

• Develop a standardised Pre-A1 framework tailored to LESLLA learners

• Review and redesign materials for low-literate learners

• Integrate fine-grained PATs to assess: 

• sound–symbol knowledge

• word recognition

• basic letter–sound associations

• Use LASLLIAM “can-do” statements as learning goals

• Include performance-based assessment (profiles, portfolios, observation)

Practitioner-focused 

Recommendations  



• LESLLA learners often move from holistic → analytical reading 

strategies during intervention.

• Existing assessments fail to capture this gradual shift.

• PATs reveal progress often invisible in traditional reading tests.

• Show improvements in:

o grapheme-phoneme awareness

o syllable recognition

o decoding simple words

• Essential for tracking early reading development in low-literate learners.

Why PATs Matter  



ESOL providers should: 

• develop Pre-A1 assessment frameworks tailored to 

LESLLA needs

• offer webinars and expert-led training

• standardise assessment criteria but allow flexibility for 

learner contexts

• prioritise equitable assessment in quality assurance 

processes

Organisational-Level 

Recommendations  



Policymakers should: 

• collaborate with researchers + educators to redesign 

ESOL assessment frameworks

• support pilot programmes to test new tools in real 

classrooms

• fund professional development focused on LESLLA 

assessment literacy

• avoid punitive assessment systems tied to benefits / 

residency outcomes

• ensure longer learning programmes for LESLLA learners 

to reflect real progress trajectories

Policy-Level 

Recommendations  



Questions

Thank you very much!

rim.day@sunderland.ac.uk
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