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ESL Assessment     

 

General  Assessment Guidelines 

 

Setting the scene 

• Try to help the learner feel at ease prior to starting the assessment by making small talk i.e. 
talking about the weather etc.  
 

• Explain that the assessment is not a test!  
 

• The purpose is: 
 
- to gain an understanding of what their reading level is 
- to ascertain if we have the right program for them 
- to understand what specific areas they need help with 
- to assist us in ensuring that we start their lessons at the right level, i.e. not too easy 

(therefore not challenging enough) or not too difficult (where they might give up too 
easily).  

 
• Explain that it is okay to make ‘mistakes’, they are a natural part of learning! 

Mistakes are nothing but a signal that something hasn’t been learned yet! 

 
• Ask questions about their past experiences with learning – if they were negative, explain that 

the type of tutoring we offer will be nothing like that.  
 

• Explain that you will not be telling them whether their answer is right or wrong as they go 
along, but you will be making notes in case you forget something important later. 
 

Administering the assessment 

• Whatever assessment you’re using, make sure you are well prepared ahead of time! 
• Have copies of each assessment ready and keep at least one good quality unmarked copy in 

the office.  
• If possible, use a clipboard so that the learner cannot see what notes you are writing. It can be 

very distracting for them. 
• It is important to remember that comprehension questions are not a test of memory. It may 

be necessary for the learner to re-read parts of the passage to jog their memory! 
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Part 1: Alphabet recognition 

Learner Instructions: 

“We are going to start by doing some work with letters and sounds.” 

- Practice item: point to the letter s and give them the sound that goes with the letter s. 

“I’d now like you to try and repeat that exercise for all the letters of the alphabet.” 

In addition, you can ask, “Do you know another sound that goes with that letter?” (for example see if 
they recognize there is a soft and hard c) 

 

Part 2a: Word Recognition 

 Use the LWR Screening Lists 1-4 and/or the CARA Graded Word Lists 1-9  

 

LWR Screening Lists: 

Learner Instructions: 

“I would like you to read the following lists aloud slowly. You can take a guess if you don’t know a 
word, or you can simply skip a word.” 
 
Record what the learner says: 
 

• Any word that is pronounced incorrectly should be written as the learner pronounced it. 
 

• Use the following to record the learner’s responses:  
 

✓ check mark for correct response 
// for no response 

dk for don’t know 
y-e-s for when they sound out the letters 

 
 
Below is a guide to using the learner’s score: 

Screening List Total Correct Recommendation 
List 1 9–10 Go on to List 2 
 0–8 Administer LWR 1 Reading passages 
   
List 2 13–15 Go on to List 3 
 8–12 Administer LWR 2 Reading Passages 
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 0–7 Administer LWR 1 Reading Passages 
   
List 3 13–15 Go on to List 4  
 8–12 Administer LWR 3 Reading Passages & Practical reading 
 0–7 Administer LWR 2 Reading Passages 
   
List 4 13–20 Administer LWR 4 Reading Passages & Practical reading 
 0–12 Administer LWR 3 Reading Passages & Practical reading 

 

CARA Graded Word Lists  

Learner Instructions: 

“Please read the following lists. You may choose a column to read, or you can simply start from the 
beginning.” 

Scoring 
 
Record what the learner says as per the instructions above and then use the learner’s performance 
to determine an entry level for the reading of the passages. A general rule of thumb is to find the 
highest word list in which the learner has achieved 90 percent word accuracy and to administer the 
corresponding passage. 
 
If the learner’s score is below 90% on the first list, drop down to a lower level until they achieve 90%.  
Then ask the learner to keep reading more difficult lists until they score 70%.  
 

 if the learner can identify only 50% or fewer of the words on the CARA Level 1 Word List, 
you should not proceed any further in testing with CARA! 

 

Part 2b: Reading Comprehension  

CARA Reading Passages 

Purpose of this part of the assessment 

To establish at what level the learner is reading at their independent, instructional or frustration level.  

Independent Reading Level - at this level, the learner can read fluently. Their 
comprehension is excellent and they make very few word recognition errors. The learner’s 
recreational reading material, their assigned readings and all homework should be at the 
independent reading level. 
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Instructional Level - at this level the reader has good comprehension but makes some word 
recognition errors. Reading material should be at this level when the learner is being tutored. 
 
Frustration Level - the learner has poor comprehension and may have poor word 
recognition. Theie rate of reading may be slow and halting. A learner should never read 
material that is at their frustration level. 
 

 

Administering the CARA Reading Passages: 

Learner Instructions: 

Before the learner reads the selection, say, “Here is a passage I would like you to read. (Read the title 
and the introduction of the passage to the learner) Please read it silently to yourself. When you have 
finished, please read it aloud to me.” 
 

You can also offer the learner the choice of a fiction or non-fiction story if they prefer, or you can ask 
them to read one of both from the same level. (There may be a difference between their 
comprehension of a narrative or an informational passage). 

Say, “While you are reading, I will record the way in which you read. After you have read the passage, 
I’d like you to tell me about it. Then I will ask you some questions.” 

  

Administrator Instructions: 

Record the learner’s reading errors or oral miscues as they read aloud. If the learner is unable to 
pronounce a word, wait 5 seconds, and then read the word to them.  
 

Recording Miscues 

Substitutions:  

The substituted word is recorded above the text word, as demonstrated in the following examples:  

                 Piano                                 small  

It said, “Pianos for Sale - $199.”   Inside, was a little plastic piano. 

Sometimes, the substitution may be a non-word. ESL learners tend to omit word endings.   
This is a reflection of dialectical differences and should not be coded as a miscue! 
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Omissions: Circle the omitted word or phrase, as shown in the following example.  

He had lost a lot of money on a little piano.  

 

Additions: Indicate the point of addition above the text, as illustrated in the following example.  

       great 

“What a deal!” thought Joe 

 

Pronunciation:  

When a student does not attempt to decode a word, wait for 5 seconds, and then pronounce the 
word. Write the letter “P” above the word that was pronounced for them.  

 

Inversions:  

Record when the student changes the order of words. Draw a curved line to show the reordered 
words as shown in the following example.  

 
“What a deal!” thought Joe 

 

Repetitions: Draw a line above the repetition as illustrated below.  

___________________________ 
The man on the phone asked Joe for the name and address of the piano company.  
 

Recording Self-Corrections: record these by placing a check mark after the recorded miscue and 
a line is drawn above the words that were re-read, as demonstrated in the following example.  

                                                         ________  alive ✓ 
 There is only one queen bee in a hive. 

Retelling:   

Remove the passage from the learner’s line of vision and ask for a retelling. 

 “Tell me what you have read, using your own words.” or “Tell me as much information as you can 
about what you have just read.”  



  Administrator Guidelines 
 

6 
 

Checking comprehension 

Each passage is followed by six to ten comprehension questions. Write down or underline the 
learner’s responses. 
 

Say, “Now I am going to ask you some questions about the passage you have just read.” 

 

 
• Additional information can be elicited by saying, “Can you tell me more?” 

 
• Sometimes a learner will find it difficult to answer inference questions because the passage 

did not contain the answer. They may say that “it didn’t say.” If this happens, you should 
provide the learner with a prompt by saying, “This is a ‘what do you think?’ question.”  
 

• If the learner achieves 100% comprehension on the first two passages they read, you can skip 
a level and move on to a higher-level passage. If the learner’s comprehension score is at 
frustration level on the first passage they read, have them read a passage at a lower level. 

 

Using the total score you can estimate the learner’s Reading Level. 

Independent Instructional Frustration  
7½  - 8 points  5½   - 7 points 5 points or less 

 

 

Part 3a: Environmental Print 

This section establishes if learners can identify words in context and also in isolation. 

Point to the image and ask, “What does this say?” 

Use the first image of a box of Aspirin as an example. 

 

Part 3b: Text Functions 

Learner Instructions: 

Say, “I’m going to show you 10 sets of pictures. I’ll as you one question about each set of 
pictures.” 
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Administrator Instructions: 

You can use Item 1 as a practice item. Say, “Let’s try this one. Which of these tells you the pizza 
prices?” If the learner points to the right picture say, “That’s right. The answer is the third picture. 
None of the others show specific prices.” If the learner does not point to the right answer say, 
“The first picture is a money off coupon. The second picture is a pizza box with no price on it.” 

 

Part 4: Phonemic Awareness 

Purpose of the test 

These exercises are designed to determine the reader’s ability to read certain letter clusters. Many 
readers mix up the letter order in the words on these lists. It is important to record the exact 
pronunciation for each word that the learner mispronounces. 

 

Learner Instructions: 

“Here are some words I’d like you to read. You may not have seen some of them. Try your best to 
attempt every word.” 

 

Administrator’s instructions: 

Record the answers by placing a check (✓) for each correct answer, (-) for no answer and any 
mispronunciations. 

If the learner reads the first five words with ease, move on to the next list. 

Stop the reading and proceed to the next section if none of the first five words are correct. 

 

 

Parts 5, 6a and 6b: Oral Assessment 

 

Purpose of the tests: 

Part 5  Auditory Comprehension 

This section is designed to assess the learner’s auditory comprehension, the identification of 
specific vocabulary and the understanding of basic grammatical structures.  
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Show the learner the pictures and ask the question. Record the learner’s response.  

 

Part 6a Creating Language using Basic Vocabulary 

The items in Part 6a are designed to assess the learner’s ability to create language using basic 
vocabulary and grammatical structures. Short oral responses are necessary. The focus is on 
comprehension and meaningful communication. 

Show the learner the pictures and ask the question. Record the learner’s response.  

 

Part 6b Creating Language using Complex Vocabulary 

The items in Part 6b are designed to assess the learner’s ability to create language using more 
complex grammatical structures. Again, short oral responses are necessary. Learners can be 
encouraged to expand responses comfortably.  

 

Optional Oral Interview 

This is designed to assess a sample of the learner’s language informally. The focus of this is 
directed toward comprehension, fluency, and pronunciation. It should be carried out after Parts 
5, 6a and 6b are completed. 

Talk with the learner using the suggested questions below (or create some yourself). This 
interview should take no more than five minutes. There is no need to ask all the questions. The 
goal is simply to collect a sample of freely expressed language. 

Say: “You’ve done really well.” 

1) “Can you tell me why you want to learn more English?” 
2) “What do you like most about living in Canada?” 
3) “How would you compare school, foods and shopping in your home country with those in 

Canada?” 
4) “How do you feel about coming to this program now?” 

 

 


