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ADDENDA

A.
PUBLICATIONS
See Webb & Grin, 2000; Webb, Lepota & Ramagoshi, 2004; and Webb 2004 in the bibliography.

B.
PAPERS PRESENTED AT SEMINARS, WORKSHOPS AND CONFERENCES
1. LANGUAGE PROFICIENCY ASSESSMENT IN VOCATIONAL TRAINING

Paper presented at the World Literacy Conference, UCT, Cape Town

V. Webb, with the co-operation of T. Brunfaut & J. Read

CentRePoL, UP

1. Introduction

The basic problem at which this paper is directed, is the high levels of poverty among especially black South Africans and the disparities in the distribution of wealth (largely along racial lines) in the country. One of the reasons for this situation is the under-preparedness of lower-level workers regarding their vocational knowledge and skills, which is at least partly due to the language factor in their vocational training. The language factor, we argue, works in at least two ways: firstly through the use of a language of learning which inhibits the acquisition of knowledge and restricts the development of learners’ cognitive, affective and social skills, and secondly, because learners’ linguistic skills have not been appropriately developed, a development which should occur as part of learners’ first language study.

In so far as this view is valid, resolving the problem requires firstly to ensure that learners’ cognitive, affective and social skills are developed to their full potential, and secondly, that their linguistic skills are maximised. The first implies better learning skills, and means that learners would be able to learn both content subjects as well as second (or foreign) languages more effectively, which would logically lead to improved vocational literacy. For this to happen, it is essential that the language of learning be a language learners know very well, usually a home language. The second, maximised linguistic skills, goes hand in hand with more effective learning and will lead, first of all, to more effective educational performance (being able to demonstrate competencies), and, secondly, will lead to more effective work-place performance, since they will be able to communicate more effectively about their vocational activities and will manage their domains of work more effectively too. Maximising linguistic skills obviously occurs in a language learners know very well, also usually a home language. If both these goals are achieved in vocational training, workers should be able to work more effectively and efficiently, should thus have access to better paid jobs, and have the prospect of upwards occupational mobility. This would then mean that low-level workers will have clear economic benefits, poverty levels should be lowered and wealth be more fairly distributed. In the long run, South Africa could reduce the distance between it and the rest of the world in trade and industry.

These considerations led the Centre for Research in the Politics of Language (CentRePoL) at the University of Pretoria, to develop a research project aimed at investigating the role of language in vocational training, entitled Language, educational effectiveness and economic outcomes (Le3o). Vocational training was chosen as research domain because it stands in a close relationship with the labour market and could thus have demonstrable economic effects. The project was designed with the co-operation of the Swiss economist François Grin, is being undertaken by a team of researchers from various local and overseas universities, has the co-operation of three colleges for further education and training (FET, the former technical colleges) in Pretoria, as well as the endorsement of the Minister of Education.

Three aspects of the role of language in vocational training will be researched over three years: the use of a Bantu language as language of learning and teaching (LoL/T), the role of the L1 as subject, and the need for an upgraded programme in English as a second language. The logic underlying these three issues is: (a) if a language which learners know well is used as LoL/T, learners should achieve higher levels of vocational knowledge and skills
; (b) the study of the L1 as a subject should contribute directly to the development of vocationally-relevant cognitive, affective and social skills (even to improved L2 acquisition), given that the L1 study programme is directly relevant to the needs of learners and is constructed in a challenging and stimulating way; and (c) an upgraded English second language programme is indispensable for both work-performance and occupational progress, given the role of English in the South African workplace. The greater emphasis on home languages also relates quite meaningfully to a factor which is often overlooked in language-in-education debates, namely learners’ feelings of self-worth and emotional security, and their confidence in being able to achieve success.

If Le3o is to be able to demonstrate the crucial role of the L1 in FET empirically, and to contribute to upgraded ESL, it is necessary to establish four types of linguistic knowledge and skill: (a) the general language knowledge and skills expected of learners at entry-level (grade 10/N1);   (b) the language knowledge and skills expected of learners at exit-level (N3); (c) actual language proficiency levels of the role-players in the L1 (in the Pretoria colleges mainly Tswana and Pedi); and (d) the same knowledge and skills regarding English. (The difference between (a) and (b) is, of course, the linguistic knowledge and skills required (in L1 and ESL) by training programmes and future work-place performance.)

Knowledge about (a) and (b) will allow the researchers to perform three tasks: (i) to determine what linguistic knowledge and skills need to be developed in the L1 for the purposes of vocational training:, (ii) in what ways the L1s need to be adapted (lexically, stylistically and functionally) in order to function as languages of vocational training; and (iii) what ESL knowledge and skills need to be acquired by learners developed for use in the work-place. Knowledge about (c) and (d) will of course allow researchers to develop specific language development programmes (for L1s and ESL) to enable learners achieve/acquire the required linguistic knowledge and skills to function adequately in vocational contexts.

Given these considerations, it is clearly necessary to develop an instrument for assessing language proficiency. Such an assessment instrument must assess more than just language proficiency; it should also have some diagnostic capability, that is, identify language areas and linguistic skills for which learners need specific training to enable them to learn effectively and to function effectively in future workplaces.
 Such an instrument is a keystone element in the project, also because curriculum development and didactic methods will be partly based on its results.

The remaining part of this paper will deal with the development of an instrument (with diagnostic capabilities) for assessing the language knowledge and abilities of learners engaged in vocational training.

2. The nature of the colleges for FET

For the purposes of discussion it is necessary to provide some background information on the colleges for FET.

The South African technical college system is directed at providing vocational training, and offers training in five fields: business studies, engineering studies, utility studies, general education and social service studies. The training covers six levels: N1, N2 and N3, which allows learners to enter the labour market, followed by three qualification levels at tertiary level: N4 to 6. Learners are admitted who have completed grade 9 in general schools.

At the lower levels (N1 to N3), which form the focus of the research project, the engineering program includes courses on Mathematics, Industrial Electronics, Engineering Science, Electrical Trade Theory, Radio and TV Theory, Motor Trade Theory, Engineering Drawings, Fittings and Machining Theory, Machine Technology and Instrument Trade Theory. The business program includes courses on Business English, Sake-Afrikaans, Applied Accounting, Office Practice, Business Practice, Small Business Management, and Entrepreneurship, Computer Practice and Typing Techniques, Information Processing Typing Techniques, Economics and Legal Environment.

At the higher levels (N4 to N6) courses include: Electrotechnics, Communication Electronics, Mechanical Draughting, Mechanotechnics, Digital Electronics (engineering), and Entrepreneurship and Business Management, Management Communication, Personnel Management, Marketing Management, Public Administration, Public Finance, Municipal Administration and Public Law (business).

Planning Le3o obviously needs to take note of the linguistic realities at the colleges. Firstly, the programmes at the engineering and business colleges are organised differently, with Engineering covering N1 to 3 in one year, and Business in three consecutive semesters. Secondly, they also differ as regards the language issue: English is the LoL/T at all three colleges, but very little attention is given to English literacy development (despite footnote 2 above): at the colleges for Engineering there are no courses in English/communication skills (though there is some training in life-skills, but with no syllabus and no exam). An Industrial Communication module is available, but only at pre-N1 level. At the colleges for business training English/ communication courses (comprehension exercises; writing faxes, memos, letters) are offered. As regards the L1 no study of it as a subject is possible at any of the colleges.

An important (though non-linguistic) feature relating to the “realities” of the technical colleges is that workers who come out of these institutions are reported to enter the job market at the lowest possible levels, that employers have low-key expectations of such persons, do not require of them to have developed vocational knowledge and skills, and do not expect them to rise in position. Furthermore, employers are reported not to be concerned with the linguistic skills of their workers in either English or the African languages, and do not expect them to need to write reports
. This reality means that we have a situation which is simply a continuation of the past: under-qualified, cheap labour, with the rich becoming richer and the poor remaining poor, and with an increasing disparity in the distribution of wealth. This is the reality which Le3o wishes to address: it wants to contribute towards changing this situation by describing what vocational literacy colleges of FET should develop, including what language knowledge and linguistic skills they should be developing in their students in order for them to be productive workers, with the prospects of occupational mobility (and thus better economic futures).

3. The assessment instrument

The proficiency assessment instrument is, of course, directed by the basic objective of Le3o. As such it first must be directed by the language knowledge and linguistic skills learners are expected to possess for effective vocational training and to function effectively in their future workplaces, and then it has to assess existing proficiency levels in both the L1 and in English. The difficult question is how we are to determine what language knowledge and linguistic skills learners (and future workers) can (reasonably) be expected to possess. The approach used in Le3o is that the functions which learners have to perform in the course of their vocational training and in their future workplaces must be identified, the language knowledge and linguistic skills needed to perform these functions and tasks must then be inferred, and finally, learners’  existing language knowledge and skills must be measured against the knowledge and skills expected of them. Information about the functions and the correlated language knowledge and skills were determined by using syllabuses and text-books, and, to a lesser extent, exam papers in the relevant courses. The instructional and technical terminology used in the exam papers and textbooks, technical terms and the content and formats of the exam tasks and textbooks were analysed.

Three further South African factors which will directly affect proficiency assessment need to be considered: (a) the fact that learners’ current language knowledge and linguistic skills (especially in English) will directly impact on assessment performance; (b) the role of the language political realities in the country, the a-symmetric power-relations between the languages involved, and the politics of discursive practice (related to language prestige and functional appropriateness in formal contexts); and (c) insufficient acquaintance with the (Western) cultural values, norms, behaviour patterns, attitudes, etc. in the world of formal education (e.g. regarding appropriate response styles in assessment situations, the need to demonstrate knowledge and skills), and the effect of such cultural tensions on educational behaviour. 

4. Vocational training skills and the required language knowledge

The assessment instrument is not yet developed, and it is therefore not possible to describe it or to defend its format (e.g. precise content, time, scoring method), reliability or the validity of its expected findings. What we would like to present for critical comment is Table 1.

Table 1 contains a description of the expected language knowledge and skills of learners at entry level (on the basis of assumed preceding educational development at grade 10 level) followed by the language knowledge and skills required for training purposes and subsequent workplace efficiency. The list is presented within the framework proposed by Bachman (1990:87) for describing language knowledge, and thus covers grammatical, textual, functional and sociolinguistic competencies.

Before considering Table 1, two issues need to be pointed out: first, that the table is not intended to have descriptive value, it is at most a framework for the development of the assessment instrument; and second that the eventual instrument is not meant to cover every item listed in the table.








































� As we know, the major language of vocational training is English, yet learners/trainees simply do not possess the required English language proficiency to cope with training programmes. A recent assessment of communication skills in English in one Pretoria college for vocational training indicated that 84.5% of the 431 learners assessed performed at the Grade 7 level or lower (in formal schooling). Clearly, the LoL/T practice is a barrier to educational development.


� Since two languages are involved, two (diagnostic) assessment instruments need to be developed,  one for Pedi (and Tswana) and one for English as a second language.


� This was determined during initial investigations by members of the research team (including two of the authors) as part of a needs analysis.
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