COMPETENCY-BASED APPROACH TO TEACHING ENGLISH

SECTION I: Questions Teachers May Have

1. What is the competency-based approach to teaching English and what does it involve?

The competency-based approach (CBA) to teaching English is similar to communicative teaching, which you are familiar with.  In some ways you could consider it as ‘very good’ communicative teaching that goes one step further by making sure that the learners can apply what they learn in class to real-life situations outside the classroom. 

In the competency-based approach, learners study English within situations and contexts that are varied and relevant.  In other words, the language is introduced and practiced in different situations that are similar to situations that could occur in real-life. The aim is that learners develop language and problem-solving abilities that they can use in new and challenging situations in school and out of school. Therefore, learners will see learning English as useful to their student life and future.

The CBA involves clearly described learner competencies.  A competency is

· the ability to act in English using a range of skills and knowledge;

· the ability to use English in various situations that may be different from the situations in which the skills and knowledge were learned.

In the competency-based approach to teaching English, the competencies are linked to learners’ needs in and out of school.  They learn to speak, read, listen and write, and to re-use language in new situations. Teachers teach these skills in an integrated way, not separately, since that is how they are used outside the classroom.  It is important that teachers help learners to practice English in varied contexts or situations if they are going to be able to remember and use what they have learned when they need it.  It takes a lot of practice using English in different contexts for learners to be able to use English in real-life situations.

In the competency-based approach, emphasis is given to the productive, interpretive and interactive competencies:

· Productive competencies: speaking and writing

· Interpretive competencies: reading and listening

· Interactive competencies: speaking and writing

The linguistic competency (vocabulary, grammar and pronunciation) and strategic competency (strategies to help learn and use the language better) are viewed as ‘supporting competencies’.  These competencies are not the main objective of study, but are tools that learners use in order to better speak, listen, read and write in English.

The teacher’s role in the competency-based approach is not simply to give information to learners, but to help students take an active role in their own learning.  

Competency-based English Teaching 
	The goal 
	For learners to act in English using a range of skills and knowledge, and to use English in various real-life communicative situations that may be different from the situations in which the skills and knowledge were learned.

The focus is on learners being able to use English.



	The role of learners 
	Learners are actively involved in all aspects of the lesson. 

· They regularly speak, read, write and listen within communicative situations in order to exchange ideas, information or messages; 

· They figure out the rules and patterns of language;

· They plan for and use strategies to help them learn and communicate better.



	The role of teachers 
	Teachers support learners in taking active roles in the classroom by providing them with experiences that meet their interests and needs. 

Teachers are mainly responsible for facilitating what happens in the classroom:   

· creating a comfortable, supportive and collaborative environment where learners can work actively, free from fear of making mistakes, and where they want to use English and have a ‘real’ purpose in using it; 

· presenting language so that learners can figure out the rules and patterns and learn from their mistakes;

· providing communicative practice using English that supports learners in developing listening, reading, writing and speaking skills they need to exchange ideas and information to meet their needs and interests.



	The types of tasks
	The types of tasks used in competency-based instruction are focused on the communicative purpose. They require learners to take an active role by 

· thinking about the language;
· thinking about the situations;
· mobilizing the language;
· using strategies to aid communication.




2. How will the competency-based approach to teaching help me in my job?

One of the most rewarding results of a competency-based approach to teaching English is that the learners are likely to feel more interested and motivated. There are several reasons for this:

· They can see that the language and skills they are learning are relevant or useful to them.

· They are able to use English to express themselves and exchange ideas, which can make learners feel successful and motivated to learn more. 

· The learners take an active role in their learning, which involves them more and contributes to higher motivation because it can hold their interest and build self-esteem.

Competency-based teaching can also help teachers because the teacher’s role is less directive (giving information and answers) and instructive and more facilitative:  they design experiences to meet learners’ interests and needs and in which learners participate actively to express themselves and understand the messages of others, and to figure out the language rules and patterns).

· In competency-based teaching, learners are active and teachers plan and organize tasks for learners so that learners are working in English.  Teachers therefore have more time to observe what the learners understand and are able to do as speakers, listeners, readers and writers.  They are then better able to design lessons that help the learners develop their competency.

· It is very tiring for teachers to be the center of attention all day.  Some teachers speak so much their throat hurts!  When teachers create a learner-centered, competency-based teaching classroom, learners take a more active role and teachers don’t need to be the center of attention as much.

· It is possible for teachers to feel that they have more freedom, control and ability to be creative in a competency-based classroom because they can use methods of teaching that they and their students find interesting and useful as long as they focus on students developing the ability to use English.

Competency-based teaching focuses on helping learners to develop capabilities as speakers, listeners, readers and writers.  It can be motivating and inspiring for teachers to see students using English to express themselves and complete tasks competently and confidently.  We want our students to reach their full potential in the subject we are teaching and to become active members of their community and the world.   By developing English competency, the learners are able to express themselves and communicate about their world to others, and gain access to the international community. In addition, as students take on an active role as English language learners, they take responsibility and develop problem-solving skills useful to their future as citizens of the world.

3.   What are some resources or handouts I can use to help me implement the competency-based approach in my teaching?

There are two important documents that will be useful to you.  Both documents are available on the Algerian teachers’ and inspectors’ website, www.algeriatesol.org, as well in the Appendix of this manual. The first document is the Algerian English Framework, or the AEF, which describes the English competencies that students should be able to meet by the end of each year, grades 6 - 12.  The second document is the Teacher Competency Framework. This includes nine Guiding Principles for teaching within a competency-based approach and 30 practical competencies, or descriptions of what teachers do in the classroom to incorporate the principles into their teaching. These two documents can help clarify for you what each learner competency is and how you can help students improve.

There is one other document that you may find useful in fully understanding and implementing a competency-based approach to teaching English - a dictionary of English language-teaching terminology.  There is a dictionary especially for Algerian teachers and inspectors on the www.algeriatesol.org website.  In this document you will find explanations of many important teaching terms.  This is the internet address:  http://www.algeriatesol.org/resources/glossary 
The AEF and the Teacher Competency Framework are discussed in more detail below.

The Algerian English Framework (AEF)

The AEF gives a general description of the expected level that students should achieve in each grade. You can look at the descriptions of all the competencies for each grade:
· Interactive competency
· Interpretive listening competency
· Interpretive reading competency
· Productive speaking competency
· Productive writing competency
· Linguistic competency
· Strategic competency
You can also look at one competency across all seven years to see how it progresses.

The AEF was designed by a group of Algerian teachers, inspectors and ministry officials in collaboration with US consultants from the School for International Training. It is organized around competencies that correspond to the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages. The competencies describe students’ abilities from the level of basic language learner (in levels MS1 to MS3) to more independent user (in levels MS4 – SE3).  As of June, 2010, the AEF has not yet been adopted by the Ministry of Normal Education, but it is one of the major components of the Algerian educational reform in English language teaching.  It is expected to be adopted and used to create the new textbooks and the BEM and BAC exams. At this point, however, the AEF is not linked to the textbooks or the exams.  However, it is still useful as an example of the kinds of competencies Algerian students can work toward.  At the same time, it should not be viewed as a policy document.

	The purpose of the AEF is to provide a guide for teaching and assessing students. 

· The competencies describe expected learner achievement for each year. That tells teachers what they need to teach.
· Because the competencies all describe how learners will be able to use English, the document tells teachers that teaching needs to provide learners with a lot of practice using and thinking about the language.



The Teacher Competency Framework

The Teacher Competency Framework is useful to you primarily in two ways.  First, you can gain a broad understanding of how the competency-based approach views English, learners and learning, and teachers. This is provided in the description of the nine Guiding Principles. Second, you can see how the approach looks in the classroom through the Teacher Competencies that support the principles.  Some of the competencies will seem more familiar or easier to you. Some will seem newer or less familiar. You can use the competencies as a guide to making decisions about how you will further develop professionally.

The Teacher Competency Framework (Guiding Principles and Teacher Competencies) is included in this manual and is also in The Guide to the Curriculum for each year, found in the Teachers’ section on www.algeriatesol.org.

4. How can I start to use the competency-based approach in my classes?

If you are not familiar with competency-based teaching, the first thing to do is simply to try, in a limited way, to include more communicative activities in your class.  In other words, get your students talking to each other to exchange new and interesting information and ideas that their partner(s) do not know.  Adapt activities in your textbook so that in every class learners can use the grammar, vocabulary and pronunciation in contexts or situations that are similar to real life.  This means that students should not know what their partner(s) are going to say and they have to think about how to respond.

5. What are some useful guidelines I can use to help me implement the competency-based approach in my classes?

There are several ways to implement competency-based teaching in your classes. They are discussed below one by one.

· Use the AEF to get a clear idea of the kinds of competencies your students could work toward using the textbook you have now.

Even though the AEF is not linked to your textbook, you can look at the competencies in the AEF and do the following:
· Create clear communicative objectives for the sequences (or files) in your textbook.

Communicative objectives should focus on how the learners will speak, listen, read or write to interact in, interpret and/or produce English in order to express or exchange ideas or information.  

Objectives should describe what the learner will be able to do by a certain time (end of class/sequence/file/year).  The verbs used to describe what the learner will be able to do should describe something the teacher can see or hear, for example: 
· Describe 

· Summarize

· Identify

· Ask

· Demonstrate understanding of (e.g. a reading text) by giving examples of…

For more about objectives, see the documents on SMART objectives that are part of this section.

· Create clear communicative objectives for each daily lesson so that the lessons and the sequences (or file) work together to develop the competencies.

The students should work towards SMART objectives for each day, and learners should do something communicative each day. The daily lessons should build on what came before and preview what is to come.

Please read the lesson-planning frameworks on the teachers’ section of www.algeriatesol.org and the examples of lesson plans that follow those frameworks, using the Algerian textbooks.

· Adapt the textbook and plan lessons that meet communicative objectives.

Each
 textbook has many activities to meet communicative objectives and develop learners’ competency in English, but there are also activities that do not work as well.  Teachers will need to adapt their textbook by: 

· Selecting appropriate material
· Adapting material to meet the students’ needs and interests
· Rejecting material if is not appropriate
· Supplementing it with additional material if necessary
Some teachers remember these options by using the initials SARS.  You may find it useful to look at the section in the inspectors’ manual on Textbook Adaptation.

Please look at the teachers’ section of www.algeriatesol.org for examples of activities that have been adapted and lesson plans using the Algerian textbooks.

SECTION II: QUESTIONS INSPECTORS MAY HAVE

1.   What role does the competency-based approach to teaching English play in my observation visits to teachers?

Competency-based teaching plays a very large role in your observation visits to teachers.  Ultimately, the goal of teaching is learning.  In this case, learning means developing English competency. Therefore all discussion and assessment of teachers should be related to how the teacher is supporting the learners in their development of English competency – the ability to use English.

As you can see, the competency-based approach tells us what and how to teach.  Inspectors should see that learners are developing the ability to use a range of English skills and knowledge in various real-life communicative situations to express themselves, exchange ideas, get information or carry out a task. In any one observed lesson we should be able to identify how learners are making progress toward developing these competencies.  

Our discussion with teachers about their classes will focus on supporting the teacher in developing reflective skills needed to identify 

· what students are learning

· what competencies students are making progress in -- or not making as much progress in
· what is helping students develop competencies

· what may be limiting their progress 
· what the teacher could do to help the students better progress toward competency development

The competency-based approach also tells us how to teach at the broadest level: because students are expected to develop the ability to use English, the teacher’s role becomes more facilitative.  The inspector can help the teacher to develop the reflective skills needed to assess the effectiveness of his or her teaching and to develop alternative teaching strategies that may better support the learners in actively developing their capabilities in English.  

Inspectors will also find the Teacher Competency Framework to be another useful way to look at teachers during observation visits.  

For more on observation visits, please look at the section devoted to the topic in this manual.  Additional information about the Teacher Competency Framework is in the section on Teacher Assessment.

2.  What should I keep in mind when I am planning workshops to support teachers in competency-based teaching?

Teachers need to become familiar with competencies.  They can do some interactive tasks using the AEF to develop an understanding of what competencies are.

Teachers need to be able to transfer their understanding of competencies and the competency-based approach to their teaching, which means working with their textbooks.  They would benefit from practical tasks creating competencies (especially interactive, interpretive, and productive competencies, but also linguistic and strategic) for the whole text (or year) and for sequences and files before they work on actual lesson plans.

Teachers can benefit from analyzing lesson plans and planning lessons and getting feedback.

The lesson planning frameworks in the teachers’ section of algeriatesol.org can be useful.

Textbook adaptation and competency-based assessment are important parts of competency-based teaching.  It would be helpful to teachers to make connections among the CBA, textbook adaptation/SARS and Assessment in order to reinforce ideas and recycle guidelines, steps and ideas. It can be useful to ask the teachers questions they may still have. The questions can help you to plan future workshops on CBA, SARS and assessment.

� Much of the description of the Competency-Based Approach is taken or adapted from The Guide to the Curriculum document section on the approach.





�IS THERE ONE TEXTBOOK?  SHOULD THIS BE "the TEXTBOOK SERIES" or "TEXTBOOKS HAVE many activities"??
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