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Abstract: This research addresses the types of assessment tasks, the assessment criteria, instruments
and procedures of communicative competence used by primary school teachers in Andalusia.
This multiple-case study drew on the experiences of teachers from four schools in the south of Spain.
The data source has been the focus groups in which the teachers took part. The transcripts were
analysed thematically by three researchers who devised a system of categories designed through
an iterative process. The findings reveal the paucity of tasks used to assess reading, listening and oral
expression. The study also shows the diverse problems faced by teachers when it comes to evaluating
communicative competence. This paper highlights the need to rethink the curricular contents and the
methods applied to assess communicative competence in primary schools.
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1. Introduction

The implementation of international assessment tests (Programme for International Student
Assessment —PISA—, Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study-TIMSS- and Progress in
International Reading Literacy Study-PIRLS) led, by the end of the 90s, to the development of the
Project of Definition and Selection of Competences (DeSeCo). Its aim was to provide a framework of nine
competences to improve learning assessment. Some years later, the European Parliament and Council
called on its member countries to develop lifelong learning strategies through incorporating eight key
competences into Basic Education. Spain inserted the term basic competences for the first time in the
Law of Education (2006) [1] and they were redefined in the Law of Improvement of Quality of Education
(2013) [2]. Communicative competence was one of the basic competences, defined as the ability to
identify, understand, express, create and interpret concepts, feelings, facts and opinions in both oral
and written forms, using visual, sound/audio and digital materials across disciplines and contexts.
It implies the ability to communicate and connect effectively with others in an appropriate and creative
way [3].

There have been various definitions of communicative competence in the last few decades [4-10].
In 2001 the European Council developed the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages [11],
aiming to generate an international reference document for the teaching, learning and assessment
of communicative competence. This framework provides standards that, on the one hand, must be
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achieved at different stages of learning and, on the other hand, serve to assess the results in a comparable
manner at an international level. It also details the competences required for the communication,
knowledge and skills associated with those competences, the situations and domains of communication,
as well as the levels of achievement in listening, reading, speaking and writing.

The communicative competence may be understood as the development of listening, reading,
speaking and writing through the interaction of different components, such as the linguistic (lexical,
grammatical, semantic and phonological dimensions), the pragmatic-discursive (sociolinguistic and
pragmatic suitability of the discourse to the different situation contexts), the socio-cultural (the discursive
genre chosen in each communicative situation) and the strategic (integration of non-linguistic and
multimodal components along with linguistic ones) [12]. The development of the communicative
competence requires the acquisition of a meta-discursive awareness in children. According to the
schemes proposed by Van Dijk and Kintsch [13] and Halliday [14] shown in Table 1, this metacognitive
awareness described by Johns [15] and Rose and Martin [16] enables the further development and
accurate use of different discourse levels by speakers, such as the textual microstructure [17], the textual
macrostructure [18] and the genre [19,20].

Table 1. Relations between genre, textual structure and language levels.

Textual Structure ~ Language Levels Text Descriptor

Basic models of text building according to their field, tenor
(to whom it is addressed) and mode (medium of release),

A.G A. Text . . o .
enres & configured by use through History. They have specific pragmatic,
structural and linguistic conventions.
B.1. Theme The? tqplc and mteptlonahty of the author summarised by the
main idea of the discourse.
The different parts of the text are interconnected, conforming
a thematic progression. It allows the theme of the text to expand
B.2. Structures in subthemes, and the different narrative, descriptive or expositive
and stages sequences to progress. According to its genre, the text displays

a structure enabling it to be identified as belonging to

B. Macrostructures .
a particular genre.

The linguistic elements facilitating the global and lineal coherence
of the oral and written text to be displayed. The linguistic tools
that make it possible are:

a. References;

b. Substitutions;

c. Ellipsis;

d. Theme and rheme;

e. Conjunction.

B.3. Cohesion

C.1. Clauses and  This level addresses the accuracy of the syntactic construction and
sentences its relation with the genre or textual sequence it belongs to.

C. Microstructures - - - -
Lexical level addresses the words choice from a lexical-semantic

C.2. Words - . o
perspective (paradigmatic axis).

A detailed analysis of the process followed by those European countries integrating the
competences into their curricula was carried out by Arjomand et al. [21], Gordon et al. [22] and
Halasz and Michel [23]. In the case of Spain, the inclusion of communicative competence in the
school curriculum has resulted in some imbalances between either, the curriculum design and the
teaching and learning processes carried out by primary education teachers. These imbalances have
their origin in the way in which the competences were introduced into the curriculum [24-27]. The key
competences have not been incorporated as the central integrative curricular axis, but they have been
just added to the existing curriculum. In this way, the purpose of the competences has not been to
redesign the teaching and learning processes, but to meet the European guidelines. As a consequence
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of this superficial fit, the subject areas and the assessment standards continue focused on the contents
of school subjects and not on the competences [28-33]. The last Spanish educational law in 2013 [2]
reduced the role of key competences even more, compared to the legislation of 2006 [1], conceiving
them more as capacities than as features applicable to all disciplines [34].

Along with the scarce policies aiming for a full integration of the competences in the Spanish
education system, the teachers’ training to develop and assess them becomes an added difficulty.
Teachers either have little awareness of the available training in communicative competence or do not
see it as valuable [35,36], especially in terms of how to assess it [37]. Teachers have little background
in the techniques and instruments used to assess competences, and they state that they are not very
motivated to carry out these tasks [38]. Furthermore, it has been found that trainee teachers do not
learn how to embed the key competences in the school curriculum [39,40].

The assessment of communicative competence is currently one of the Spanish education system’s
challenges. Numerous authors have put forward proposals to integrate assessment into curriculum
design in general [41-49] and communicative competence in particular [50-52]. The improvement in
the competences requires new assessment procedures, the development of more precise measurement
techniques with more people involved in the assessment and a greater balance between what needs
to be measured and what can be measured [53]. It is essential that this assessment is systematically
connected with teaching [54], and becomes the driving force for educational improvement [55,56].

The importance of teachers’ initial training in teaching the key competences has been underlined
by the EU High Level Group of Experts on Literacy [57], who point out that “Prospective teachers
should be taught detailed subject-specific knowledge about literacy [ ... ], general pedagogical skills
[... ], and a wide range of literacy-specific teaching strategies [ ... |; they should also be taught
appropriate assessment techniques and how to diagnose and address reading problems” (p. 44).

The process of implementing the key competences, in general, and communicative competence in
particular, was initiated more than a decade ago. Some previous research, such as that by Ramirez [35],
Pepper [47] and Haldsz and Michel [23], has noted the lack of evidence among the EU member states
about three fundamental aspects: one, the systematic assessment of the results of the competences
implementation process; two, the teachers’ training; and three, the role of the school inspector.
Our research set out to review, from the teachers’ perspective, how educational practice relating to
communicative competence is currently being implemented, starting with the following two questions:

RQ1: What kind of assessment tasks related to communicative competence do children carry out in the classroom?

RQ2: What criteria, instruments and assessment procedures of communicative competence do teachers use in
the classroom to assess the children?

2. Method

Our article addresses the research as a multiple-case study [58], with a descriptive and exploratory
aim. To this end, a thematic analysis was carried out [59,60] thereby determining a series of choices
concerning the research’s design and analysis. The first of these choices is an analysis from the critical
realism perspective, as it adopts different valid perspectives concerning the same event [61].

2.1. Participants

Four primary schools in Andalusia (south Spain) took part in this case study. The schools were
selected according to four criteria. The first criterion was the selection of schools set in urban centres
but with different social contexts. The second was that the selected schools should include both public
and private. A third criterion was that schools should show different levels of performance. Finally,
the four schools should have between 250 and 500 children, and six to twelve teachers. Table 2 shows
the specific characteristics of each school.
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Table 2. Characteristics of the participant schools.

School Characteristics

Low performing public school, whose families have low socio-economic status (SES)

School 1 (250 students approximately and 6 teachers).

Low performing public school, whose families have a medium to low SES (250 students
School 2 .

approximately and 6 teachers).

Middle-performing private school and a medium to low SES (500 students approximately
School 3

and 12 teachers).
School 4 Bilingual private school, whose families have a medium to high SES (500 students

approximately and 12 teachers).

The schools were deliberately chosen. Once they were informed about the aims of the research,
they showed special interest in taking part in it. Apart from these four centres, another two schools
were initially reached, although they finally refused to participate due to technical problems—the
required internet connection—and their lack of time to pursue the teacher training period included in
the research.

All the participants in the research were adults, were informed about the nature of the study
and the conditions of their participation. The participation was voluntary and followed the rules of
informed consent. This investigation has gained approval from and adhered to the standards of the
Social Sciences of the Ethical Committee of Experimentation of the University of Seville.

2.2. Data Analysis

The data were gathered from focus groups [62] in which teachers from the participant, schools
took part. These groups were audio recorded, and subsequently transcribed [63] and analysed using
the Atlas-ti, version 6.2 software. The data analysis procedure set out from the elaboration of a coding
system based on a theoretical construct [64], although different codes, which emerged during the
analysis process, were also incorporated. Therefore, the final system of categories was the result of
a hybrid system of deductive-inductive categories [65].

Oral discourse analysis requires a thorough reading of transcriptions, both thematic and content
analysis [66]. The analysis unit chosen was the wording, given that oral communication does not
always allow sentences to be clearly delimited. The coding system was designed through an iterative
process in two repetitions, with the participation of three researchers. In each iteration, the agreement
between the coders was calculated using Fleiss’s Kappa technique [67], with the aim of reducing the
bias in the analyses. The calculations were done with SPSS software (version 24), applying the syntax of
Fleiss’s Kappa MKAPPASC.SPS designed by David Nichols in 1997. The categories and their indicators
were numbered in order to speed the coding process, and to facilitate the subsequent data entry in SPSS.
Each researcher coded the sentences assigning a number according to the identified indicator. In the
data matrix generated for the analyses there were three columns—one for each researcher—and as
many rows as codings. Thus, each row captured the numbers (indicators) assigned by each researcher
to every single coding.

Process coding started with an initial coding of focus group 1, for which the consistency of
agreement between coders was calculated. The calculated value that did not surpass 0.50 was
interpreted as fair [67] or moderate [68]. As a result, the coding system was re-elaborated, and the first
focus group was recoded until a fine degree of agreement according to Fleiss [67] and Altman [68]
was obtained (see Table 3). Thereafter, the same coding system was applied to the remaining three
focus groups, obtaining an agreement (K > 0.94) at a level that may be considered very good [68] or
excellent [67].
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Table 3. Calculation of Kappa.

Kappa (K) ASE Z-Value P-Value
Focus group 1 0.64756494 0.01273862 50.83477236 0.000000
Focus group 2 0.95541310 0.00874654 109.2332684 0.000000
Focus group 3 0.96526280 0.01459900 66.11843498 0.000000
Focus group 4 0.94163954 0.00793460 118.6751267 0.000000

K = Kappa value; ASE = asymptotic standard error; Z = standardised values; P-value = significance 2-tailed.

50f17

The final coding system consisted of five categories, shown in Table 4, along with their respective

indicators (see Table 4).

Table 4. The system of categories of communicative competence for the speaking, listening, reading

and writing dimensions.

Category Indicator Description
Types of syllabus and elements, which incorporate
Syllabus communicative competence (oral and written expression and
Syllabus comprehension).
. . Methodological principles and didactic strategies, which
Methodological principles . odological principies cric stategles, Wi
: improve communicative competence (oral and written
and strategies ) .
expression and comprehension).
Tasks and activities are carried out to develop competence in
Types of classroom tasks . , . -
the children’s oral and written communication.
Tas.ka:. ?nd . School resources used for the development of oral and written
activities Resources required S . .
communication (school materials required).
Types of classroom tasks Tasks and activities for oral and written communication in
(other curricular areas) other curricular areas.
o o Indicators of assessment pointed out by the teachers when
Criteria and indicators of . . . s
doing the assessment of a task aimed to improve linguistic
assessment o
communication.
Assessment .
. Instruments used by teachers to assess oral and written
Assessment instruments N
communication.
Assessment procedures Oral and written communication in the classroom.
. s 1 Difficulties in the teaching and learning process of oral and
Teaching difficulties . - reactung &P
Difficulties written communication.
Assessment difficulties Difficulties in assessment of oral and written communication.
. g 1 Influence of the families in the development of communicative
Learning difficulties
competence.
Fam.lly . . Tasks carried out by families to improve communicative
environment  Learning cooperation

competence.

Teaching collaboration

Teaching collaboration for the development of communicative
competence.

3. Findings and Discussion

The findings have been structured with reference to the two main research questions, centred on

the types of tasks and the assessment of communicative competence. Each of these includes, firstly,

a descriptive analysis based on the frequencies of the codes generated in the system of categories and,

secondly, a content analysis of the focus group transcripts. The analysis of the prevalence of codes

(see Table 5) enables us to construct numerous statements concerning the practices of the teachers in the
classroom. Table 5 shows all the codings performed, both for each code and for each school (S. 1, S. 2,
S.3 and S. 4). The percentages highlighted in grey are the most remarkable data for our research, taking
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every school into account. The interpretation of these results is unpacked below, giving response to the
research questions of our study.

3.1. RQ 1: What Kinds of Assessment Tasks Related with the Communicative Competence Do the Children
Carry out in the Classroom?

3.1.1. Writing Tasks

The descriptive analysis based on the categories’ frequencies demonstrates a common profile of
the practices applied by teachers in the teaching and learning process. In particular, the most frequent
types of tasks are related to writing. The most prevalent types of writing tasks in the classroom are
copying, handwritten work and dictations (“In their notebook, they write the title of the text, they
copy it... and also, very often, they retain the accents” [School 2]). These tasks are connected with
the development of writing skills focused on formal aspects, spelling and the grapheme-phoneme
relation of writing in their mother tongue. Likewise, teachers describe a writing model based on the
“knowledge telling” [69], where students do not create new thinking (which would require them to
“express it in their own words” [School 2]), but literally copy or elaborate information from other
sources (“I force them to handwrite it, so it’s not printed, and then they elaborate a little, and when they
do it using slides, a presentation, then they do work that involves more synthesis, both reading and
synthesising the ideas” [School 1]). The development of communicative competence remains, as they
had underlined Rose and Martin [16] and Donahue and Lillis [70], focused on the area of writing, since
the students’ tasks do not encourage the development of the textual macrostructure and the genre.
The teachers’ writing strategies do not offer the opportunity to develop the complete writing process.
Instead, they rely on the fulfilment of a task, but do not approach the meta-discursive background
needed to carry it out.

The teachers’ concern about writing is oriented towards formal aspects such as spelling (“[he or
she] does the readings, does the dictations, and I focus on what would be perhaps more the syllabus of
spelling rules ... ” [School 2]; “I say, for instance, work on the grammar, the spelling rules” [School 3]),
punctuation marks and formal aspects of the written discourse:

In the writing and creation of written texts ( ... ) they tend not to use many punctuation marks. As
to spelling, they also make some spelling mistakes. Especially the accents. We work on this by copying,
through dictations and by emphasising it a lot. (School 2)

The abundance and diversity of writing tasks contrasts with the lack of tasks related to reading,
speaking and listening. The prevalence of written tasks is 1.5 times the tasks related to oral
communication (see Table 5). In fact, the teachers demand writing tasks from their students even
when they are dealing with the reading, speaking and listening dimensions. The tasks proposed by
these teachers are connected in one way or another with writing. As a result, there are few tasks to
specifically develop reading, oral expression and comprehension skills. Writing tasks rarely encourage
the development of macrostructure skills or genre awareness (“they have a diary and they take it
home, for instance, my favourite animal, then they have to draw their favourite animal, what its
name is, and they present it in front of their colleagues” [School 1]). The mixture of written and oral
communication does not allow for feedback aimed at improving writing in a specific genre. When
this type of task is performed, it is decontextualised, thus not addressing real communicative needs,
and not reflecting on the situational or cultural context. To sum up, it excludes from learning those
elements which conform to the sociocultural learning of genres [71], focusing more on the cognitive
process (“in each unit we work on a text; we are currently working on notices, then we’ll work on what
a note is, what a description is, that’s it, we spend 15 days doing descriptions of people” [School 3]).
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Table 5. Frequencies and total percentages of the categories by school.
Competences Category Indicator Cases
S.1 % S.2 % S.3 % S. 4 % Total
Syllabus 7 35.0 7 35.0 6 30.0 0 00.0 20
Syllabus
Methodological principles and strategies 8 25.8 12 38.7 7 22.6 4 12.9 31
Types of classroom tasks 12 38.7 8 25.8 4 12.9 7 22.6 31
Oral Tasks and .
communication activities Resources required 6 33.3 4 222 8 444 0 00.0 18
(speaking and Types of classroom tasks (other curricular areas) 5 27.8 3 16.7 9 50.0 1 5.6 18
listening)

& Criteria and indicators of assessment 7 43.7 0 00.0 4 25.0 5 31.3 16
Assessment Assessment instruments 4 57.1 0 00.0 3 429 0 00.0 7
Assessment procedures 11 42.3 5 19.2 7 26.9 3 11.5 26
Teaching difficulties 8 22.9 15 429 9 25.7 3 8.6 35

Difficulties
Assessment difficulties 3 100 0 00.0 0 00.0 0 00.0 3
Syllabus 4 16.7 11 45.8 8 33.3 1 4.2 24

Syllabus
Methodological principles and strategies 4 10.0 11 27.5 14 35.0 11 27.5 40
Types of classroom tasks 9 20.9 16 37.2 8 18.6 10 23.3 43
Tasks and -
Written activities Resources required 7 23.3 13 43.3 9 30.0 1 3.3 30
con(lmuglcat)lon Types of classroom tasks (other curricular areas) 3 17.6 3 17.6 10 58.8 1 6.0 17
Readin,

8 Criteria and indicators of assessment 4 30.8 0 00.0 6 46.1 3 23.1 13
Assessment Assessment instruments 0 00.0 0 00.0 4 100 0 00.0 4
Assessment procedures 0 00.0 7 46.7 8 53.3 0 00.0 15
Teaching difficulties 5 11.9 15 35.7 16 38.1 6 14.3 42

Difficulties
Assessment difficulties 0 00.0 0 00.0 0 00.0 0 00.0 0
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Table 5. Cont.
Competences Category Indicator Cases
S.1 % S.2 % S.3 % S. 4 % Total
Syllabus 4 18.2 7 31.8 9 40.9 2 9.1 22
Syllabus
Methodological principles and strategies 3 10.7 11 39.3 10 35.7 4 14.3 28
Types of class tasks 10 22.2 12 26.7 15 33.3 8 17.8 45
Tasks and .

Wntt.en . activities Resources required 3 20.0 4 26.7 7 46.7 1 6.6 15
con:mumca;lon Types of classroom tasks (other curricular areas) 3 13.6 9.1 12 54.6 5 227 22

writin
8 Criteria and indicators of assessment 6 22.2 3 11.1 6 22.2 12 444 27
Assessment Assessment instruments 4 36.4 1 9.1 4 36.4 2 18.2 11
Assessment procedures 4 13.3 15 50.0 9 30.0 2 6.7 30
Teaching difficulties 9 25.0 16 445 8 22.2 3 8.3 36

Difficulties
Assessment difficulties 1 33.3 0 00.0 0 00.0 2 66.7 3
Family Learning difficulties 0 00.0 6 37.5 6 37.5 4 25.0 16
environment and Family ; .

school environment Learning cooperation 0 00.0 2 20.0 7 70.0 1 10.0 10
organisation Teaching coordination 3 13.6 17 77.3 2 9.1 0 00.0 22
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Teachers design tasks mainly for the purpose of the development of textual cohesion and coherence
(macrostructure). As Rose [72] had pointed out, the classroom tasks are not oriented towards the
improvement of textual structure, its adequacy for the genre and the communicative situation, and the
development of self-regulation when writing that require metacognitive ability. The limited emphasis
is illustrated here:

That everything is coherent, that they use appropriate words. ( ... ) That they write it, that it’s
well written, that it has its parts (its beginning, its denouement ... ). For them, to be a bit more
autonomous. (School 2)

Exceptionally, teachers make use of scaffolding for the development of textual structure as
recommended by Martin [73]. There is an example in the focus groups related to the narrative text
(“Keeping the parts of the beginning, the hub and the denouement. (... ) And with the parts very
structured, they know what they have to do. That’s to say, it isn’t ‘I write to write”” [School 4]) and the
expository text (“they know it and they associate it, and they know where they have to go, it’s with the
conceptual maps we do. For example, a conceptual map for the description of objects” [School 3]).
These tasks enable the development of the textual macrostructure and genre awareness. Nevertheless,
the use of scaffolding tends to predominate in tasks oriented to narrative and descriptive texts:

(... ) I've always tried to do a literary creation workshop ( ... ) and I try to do it from inconclusive
texts, which they add an end to, from giving them a structure about a story ( ... ) so based on a model
which has been accepted in general quite well, they create one imitating it. (School 1)

In summary, the classroom tasks encourage reading, but without the development of the textual
macrostructure. Our results show the difficulties faced in the classrooms when teachers deal with the
improvement of textual cohesion and coherence (“we, in second grade, we’ve realised that it’s hard for
them to write, for example, when doing a summary. It’s very hard for them, the written expression,
not to get lost. Then, we try to get it to be more structured” [School 4]).

3.1.2. Reading Tasks

The participant schools show a greater frequency in the codes which refer to the difficulties of
teaching of communicative competence in the classroom, highlighting reading as the most difficult
skill. The improvement of reading presents numerous difficulties for the primary school teachers, as
the reading tasks do not address the development of specific skills. These tasks are seldom specific,
and are mainly related to reading comprehension (“at the beginning of each learning unit, there’s
a page of [written] activities of comprehensive reading.” [School 4]). In general, they are not very
specific, and are connected with open answer activities in a notebook.

When specific tasks about reading are tackled, they usually consist of activities of control, speed
and oral reading accuracy, but they do not focus on the improvement of reading comprehension or the
development of self-regulation of reading (“[ ... ] one day a week, which is Thursday, [ ... ] I practise
with them speed reading. I take my mobile and I time them, and they’re enthusiastic about seeing who
reads best of all” [School 2]). In fact, the reading tasks tend to be oriented to the completion of reading
comprehension worksheets. Consequently, reading tasks do not develop reading self-regulation or
strategies to favour reading comprehension:

Once we’ve read a chapter, then we start to work with the notebook in class. (School 4)

I'm referring to the worksheet, to the traditional book of worksheets for comprehensive reading, of
different types of reading, this can be informative, can be literary. (School 1)

And then, when they finish a book ( ... ) they do a worksheet. (School 2)
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Finally, the improvement of reading (speed, accuracy, etc.) is achieved through reading aloud
or through the reading of dramatised texts. These are the most frequent tasks in the schools and,
along with comprehensive reading cards, they become the basis of the primary school students’
reading improvement.

3.1.3. Tasks of Expression and Oral Comprehension

The oral comprehension tasks tend to be present in almost all of the classroom tasks. Nonetheless,
oral comprehension skills are not the objective of specific tasks in syllabus. However, some tasks do
incorporate oral expression through oral presentations, debates and diverse oral comments related to
other reading and writing tasks (“well, we talk, we debate, about magic characters. Since what comes
after is creating a story” [School 1]).

To summarise, the tasks for communicative competence require a reformulation of the curriculum,
in order to generate an approach based on tasks with different levels of complexity. Moreover, these
tasks should be adapted, as Sarramona [26], Moya [45] and Trujillo [74] have suggested, to each level
for competency development, in such a way that the students are capable of responding to situations
or problems making use of the skills learnt at the school.

3.2. RQ 2: What Criteria, Instruments and Assessment Procedures of Communicative Competence Do the
Teachers Use in the Classroom to Assess the Children?

3.2.1. Assessment Criteria and Indicators

The lowest frequencies in our analysis (below 10) are found in the difficulties in the assessment
of the four dimensions of communicative competence, with 0 for reading. This calls into question
how the teaching and learning process is developed, inasmuch as, compared to its high frequency
in the tasks proposed to the students, we find little evidence of assessment tasks as well as a lack of
awareness among teachers about the deficiencies of the assessment of communicative competence.
The section dedicated to the indicators concerning the assessment of communicative competence shows
considerable differences between the frequencies of assessment “Criteria and indicators”, “Instruments”
and “Procedures”. These three indicators determine the prevalence of the assessment tasks of Writing
over Reading (>2) and Speaking and Listening (1.4), and are related to the lack of records for the
assessment of communicative competence (see Table 5).

The assessment criteria and indicators of writing are focused on formal aspects, spelling and the
normative construction of speech. These three elements are often considered to assess communicative
competence. Moreover, these criteria and indicators are linked almost exclusively with the assessment
of writing. The indicators associated with the presentation of the handwritten texts of the students
become a key element for teachers: “It is ever-present for them to have a good presentation, for them
to have it organised, for it to be understandable, for them to leave spaces from question to question
and from answer to answer, so it’s not all tangled up. So that even at first sight you feel like looking at
the notebook” (School 2). This last quote also indicates the lack of consistency in the assessment of
formal aspects.

The second aspect highlighted by teachers as an assessment criterion or as an indicator of
communicative competence is spelling. Spelling is broadly assessed by teachers and becomes relevant
in the stage in primary schools, where writing and reading are being developed from their initial phase
(“to see if words are written separately, if they're written together, if they’re written correctly” [School
1]). The assessment of spelling does tend to be systematic (“Yes, we have a record maybe of spelling”
[School 2]) and tends to be tested through written or dictated exams: “we mark it in written tasks
because they are collected ( ... ) and we always have question, which is a dictation” (School 3).

Finally, criteria and indicators of assessment of communicative competence tend to be less
focused on syntax, be it its accuracy or the length of the phrases (“constructing phrases of more than
8 words, for that we do have our set criteria”) [School 1]). However, this assessment does not go



Educ. Sci. 2020, 10, 116 11 of 17

thoroughly into the diversity of types of speech that the student can carry out (e.g., relative subordinates,
substantive subordinates, etc.) throughout primary school. The criteria assessing syntax are scant and
uniquely assess quantitative aspects, rather than their typology or syntactic complexity. To sum up,
the assessment criteria and indicators used by teachers exclude numerous aspects of communicative
competence, such as textual structure, the text’s coherence and cohesion, as well as its adaptation to
numerous aspects related to the genre.

The role of feedback in the assessment of writing [75] consists of written, unelaborated feedback
(“all the spelling in red and with marker, for them to see it’s all wrong there, the accents, many accents,
like crazy” [School 1]), as well as oral feedback, carried out collectively (“it’s done publicly for the slides
to end up accurately, without spelling mistakes, and this correction is public” [School 1]). In addition,
teachers mention other, less frequent forms of feedback, such as asking students to find the mistakes in
their own writing (“I often tell them to read out loud, for them to realise that [in] written production
everything has [ ... ] to be all strung together. And this also helps them to see that this is somehow
another form of expression” [School 4]), and peer assessment and self-assessment (“sometimes, they
correct their own work, and at other times they exchange their work with their colleagues” [School 4]).
In general, the feedback on writing is not fully elaborated and has a group dimension [76]. The teachers’
reasons for applying non-elaborated feedback is the excessive number of students they have in the
classroom, and their inability to handle an individualised assessment: “Our classroom routine ( ... ) is
for me to go from desk to desk, glancing at the spelling mistakes. Because obviously, if I correct all the
details, I wouldn’t have time to teach” [School 2]).

Regarding the reading assessment criteria and indicators, teachers claim to have little knowledge
of them [77], naming explicitly only the reading speed assessment (“In reading, sometimes we even get
a chronometer and a paragraph, to see how long it takes them to read it, to assess mechanical reading”
[School 4]). In general, teachers assess other aspects of reading, without clearly and precisely describing
applied criteria (“one day you ask them to read, and today I'm going to mark, or at times reading in
public (... ) and you give this a mark” [School 4]). On the other hand, oral communication assessment
poses a problem stemming from the lack of specific criteria and indicators to assess this competence
(“I don’t assess, I don’t put a mark to that, I don’t know if this has a result ( ... ). Then, work, you
work a lot, but I go on seeing it all as a bit chaotic” [School 1]). Teachers show little awareness of the
need to systematically assess oral expression (“Now you mention it, it doesn’t tend to be included
in my marks” [School 1]), which leads to a lack of knowledge about how to determine the problems
shown in oral expression, and how to intervene for its improvement. Finally, we should point out that
none of the participant schools showed concern about oral comprehension assessment.

3.2.2. Assessment Instruments and Procedures

Our findings show how that the assessment instruments used in the primary school classrooms
are exams, the students’ class notebooks, dictations, worksheets provided by educational publishing
houses and observation in the classroom. Exams are, in order of frequency, the predominant assessment
instrument (“[ ... ] you don’t really capture it, because later on you set the exam, or correct notebooks,
or you ask them, ‘hey, write a story’, and you value if they’re using adjectives, if the phrase has been
constructed right, when they tell a story” [School 1]). This circumstance shows how the teachers
assess communicative competence almost exclusively using written discourse, as they have numerous
doubts and problems in the use of other assessment instruments. Other written instruments used
in the classroom are the student’s notebook (“then, in the same way you notice in the writing for
example, in which a notebook is organised and it's now something legible, you mark it, but you don’t
pick it up ... ” [School 1]), dictations (“We also have, for example, for spelling we have a specific
book of spelling [ ... ] and then at the end we have an assessment, a dictation too” [School 4]) and
written worksheets provided by publishing houses (“there are also evaluation worksheets from the
publishing houses, and I normally use them” [School 1]). The assessment with these instruments tends
to be focused on formal and spelling aspects typical of the Spanish language (“written expression and
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spelling with the dictations. And logically well you see how the calligraphy and all the rest is” [School
4]). Likewise, the written expression assessment is devalued, to the extent that texts developed by
the students themselves are not used. The teaching and learning process uniquely assume feedback
should be oriented towards the improvement of the textual microstructure, abandoning the discourse’s
communicative dimension [78]. When observation is applied in the classroom, the teachers appear
to have several deficits when systematising this assessment through specific assessment indicators
and standards:

Really you have a general overview, I give them a general mark for this work which, in the end, doesn’t
belong to Language, so thereafter I don’t reflect it in Language. (School 1)

In brief, assessment in the participant primary schools shows a concentration on the assessment
of communicative competence as a product of writing. Also, this writing becomes the common way to
assess other dimensions, such as reading and oral communication, as the teachers have not developed
the skills to assess the learning processes (“first, looking at their worksheets, their notebooks, their
book, and from time to time I take each one aside, and I give them a dictation, to check if, to check if
they write the words separately, if they write them together, if they write them correctly” [School 1]).
On other occasions, the assessment lacks precise criteria and instruments, leading to the conclusion
that judgement of communicative competence may be described as “impressionistic”:

I'm observing them all the time [ ... ]. Then I have the child who brings me the homework every day,
the child who brings everything very clean and neat, in order ( ... ). And then, at the end of each
term, we also have a global test of all that we ve been practising. (School 2)

The different schools have shown an overall mix-up between the concepts of assessment and
qualification. This leads, in turn, to assessments that do not focus on improvement, and the
feedback received by the students is non-elaborated and not truly connected to the task and its
aim. The imprecision of the criteria—and the scarcity of appropriate instruments for the assessment
of the learning process in the classroom—show a scant and inefficient assessment of communicative
competence in a sample of schools in the south of Spain. Moya and Luengo [25] establish two
requirements prior to the beginning of any assessment process: 1, determine the assessment criteria as
valid indicators for each of the competences. In other words, determine the behaviours to be shown
by students when performing specific tasks; 2, plan the tasks aimed to provide the students with the
opportunity to acquire and express the competences that are going to be assessed. The completion
of these conditions should help to avoid the information gathering process being imprecise and
haphazard. If they are not fulfilled, it would be impossible to know what we seek and how to go about
seeking it.

3.2.3. Limitations

This research has some limitations. One of them has to do with the selection of the number of
participant schools. The decision to focus the research on those four schools was based on the difficulty
of analysing data obtained in schools showing a huge variety and complexity. The thorough analysis of
these data has therefore forced to limit the number of schools involved. A second limitation has been
the selection of a region located in the south of Spain. Our interest in studying the south of Spain lies
in the fact that it is region with the largest school population and the lowest PIRLS 2016 performance.
A third limitation involves the difficulty of accessing the testimonies of primary teachers about the
assessment of communicative competence. Teachers were reticent to talk about their experiences when
they were asked about their training or assessment experience. This led us to invest a considerable
amount of time during the research in obtaining the information needed to approach this issue, and to
reduce the sample to four different schools.
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4. Conclusions

Our study offers a critical reflection on the complexity of educational practices in communicative
competence in the classroom and the teacher’s role as facilitator and mediator. Therefore, our results
help us to understand the educational context of communicative competence in Spanish teachers.
This article’s research questions were focused on the types of tasks related to communicative competence
and their assessment criteria, the instruments and procedures used by the teachers. First, the tasks
associated with communicative competence have shown big disparities, depending on their nature
and focus—i.e., whether they were writing, reading, speaking or listening tasks. According to the
teachers, classroom tasks tend to be oriented to the improvement of writing and, to a lesser extent,
reading. The type of tasks in the classroom acquires a core value in primary education, as the written
code of the language becomes a central measure of school success. Yet the omnipresence of oral
communication in the classroom does not prevent the speaking and listening dimensions of the
communicative competence from being disregarded.

The second question has to do with the criteria, instruments and procedures to assess the
communicative competence. The high frequency in the number of tasks does not correspond with
the scarcity of evidence in systematic assessment criteria, instruments and procedures. The lack of
awareness of assessment tasks and the poverty of techniques and instruments lead to a weak assessment
of communicative competence. Therefore, the inclusion of the competences in the curriculum should
require a new approach, both in its design and in its development, in such a way that the competences
become the axis that gives meaning to and articulates the rest of the elements of the curriculum. Our
study, in line with Sierra et al. [27], shows how assessment is carried out on the content and not on the
dimensions of communicative competence. As a result, the assessment of communicative competence
poses several difficulties for teachers [51].

In conclusion, this research confirms the results of previous studies [79], and delves into the
inquiry of the communicative competence. More specifically, our contribution has focused on the
nature and types of the tasks undertaken in the classrooms, and on their assessment by the teachers.
Our results underpin the necessity of implementing, within the Spanish context [80], the advice from
the European Union Council [3]. This advice is oriented towards three main lines of action:

a. A wider diversity of approaches and learning environments in the school;

b. A specific support for teachers, oriented to the training in key competences;

c. Aninstitutional plan aimed to train the teachers in efficient techniques for the assessment of the
key competences.

Our research results reveal the differences between the prescriptions of the Spanish curriculum
in Ley Organica 2/2006 [1] and Ley Organica 8/2013 [2], and the tasks and assessment carried out by
the primary education teachers nowadays. Like Koh et al. [81], our study shows that teachers should
receive the appropriate training in assessment, enabling the development of the curriculum through
the competences, and, by doing so, transforming the teaching and learning process for students.
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