
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Teaching and Learning  
at City Lit – Issue 4 
Sharing ideas with each other 

Finding out about our learners 
Initial assessment in adult learning  
 
Whether we are teaching a one day 
workshop, or a year’s accredited course, 
all teachers have to carry out some kind of 
initial assessment to find out their 
learners’ previous experience, motivations 
and goals.  
 
On accredited courses, this is likely to 
involve an interview, and perhaps and 
English and/or Maths test. On non- 
accredited courses it will be much more 
informal.  
 
In either case, initial assessment is a 
process, taking place over the first 
sessions of a course – rather than a one 
off event. 
 
Why is initial assessment important? 
 
Initial assessment is key to effective 
teaching and learning because it   
 
 establishes an individual learner’s 

starting points in the subject  

 enables teachers to plan to meet 
group and individual  needs  

 enables teachers to build on learners’ 
existing experience and interests.  

 gives learners and teachers a baseline 
against which they can monitor 
progress and achievement. 

So how is it best done?   
 
Using icebreakers  
 
A common and informal way of getting to  
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
know learners’ previous experience and 
motivations is through an icebreaker -   
asking the group to share their names, 
and what they hope to get out of the 
course early in the first session.  
 
In large groups, going round the group can 
be time-consuming and scary. Instead, 
they could share in pairs/small groups and 
write one hope each on a post it note – 
then display these. 
 
Finding out about specific learning needs 
or disabilities 
 
Many students with disabilities don’t 
disclose this on their enrolment form.  
So it helps if you give learners a chance to 
tell you any specific learning needs in 
confidence in the first session –  ’ If there 
is anything you would like me to know to 
help with your learning, come and see me 
in the break’.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

I have a student who came to see me 
to tell me he was dyslexic and couldn’t 
read the texts I gave out. He didn’t 
say he was dyslexic on his enrolment 

form. We met up and I realised he 
couldn’t read at all. 
 
Psychology tutor 
 
 
 

 
Questions for reflection: 
 

 What are your initial assessment 
methods 

 Do they tell you what you need 
to know? 

 How do you use the results of 
initial assessment?   

 How do you make sure learners 
are fully involved? 

 



 

Other initial assessment activities 
 
Initial assessment will involve other 
activities at the start of the course, aiming 
to establish learners’ starting points. For 
example:  
 
 observation of an initial activity  

 a one-to-one discussion with the 
tutor (eg in a workshop) 

 a quiz or questionnaire 

 an initial piece of writing  
 
A range of activities will help you and the 
learner build up a more detailed picture of 
their starting points.  
 
Completing a form  
 
The new Individual Record of Learning 
(IRL) is for students on non accredited 
courses over 15 hours. It has initial 
assessment questions and a chance to 
review. Teachers can change/adapt the 
form to fit their own subject area.   
 
It’s best not to make this the very first 
thing learners do – they generally want to 
get on with the session. It can be given 
out later in the class, or in the next.  Or 
put on the web.  It is important that 
students see it as meaningful, so make 
sure learners know you have read and 
acted on their responses.  
 
In some departments, tutors are emailing 
an initial assessment form out to students 
before the course starts. This has been 
very successful. 
 
Learning outcomes and learning goals 
 
Learning outcomes tell learners what they 
will achieve on the course.  But often they 
don’t fully understand them. So take a bit 
of time to discuss them in class.  
 
The IRL also asks if learners have any 
specific learning goals; they may need 
help with the wording of these – eg ‘I 
want to be able to plan a presentation for 
work’; ‘I want to hold a basic conversation 

in Peru’ are fine.  ‘I want to be a better 
writer’ needs narrowing down.  
Examples can make this clearer. 
 
If students are repeating or progressing in 
a course, it is vital for them to identify 
specific individual goals: ‘What new goals 
do you have for this course?’ 
 
On accredited courses, students will 
complete an Individual Learning Plan (ILP).  
Here students should set and review 
specific SMART targets with the tutor. 
 
Recording initial assessment 
 
Whatever initial assessment you do, you 
need to keep records (RARPA). Alongside 
the IRL, ILP or equivalent, keep your own 
notes and/or other evidence such as 
notes, post-its, flipcharts etc.  
 
Initial assessment records are kept by the 
department for a year as evidence of good 
practice.  
 
Small changes make a difference 
 
There is obviously no point in finding out 
the needs, motivations and learning goals 
of learners if we then teach the course in 
exactly the same way as last time! 
 
However, the changes may be small and 
subtle. Teachers might throw in an extra 
topic, for example.  They may plan 
extension exercises for one student and a 
little extra help for another. They may 
make small but important adaptations for 
learners with disabilities.  
 
Teachers should make sure they record 
these small adjustments –eg handwritten 
notes altering a scheme of work or lesson 
plan. It should only take seconds - but 
provide evidence of your good practice.  
 
 

 
This newsletter has been written by 
Wendy Moss, Head of Teaching and 
Learning at City Lit. We recognise we are 
not a ‘one size fits all’ organisation. If you 
would like to contribute contact Wendy 
on Wendy.Moss@citylit.ac.uk 


