Assessment in Two Languages: The Dari-Pashto paradigm
Objective: 
This brief explores and acknowledges the limitations of assessing Dari and Pashto using an ASER-based framework of assessment, and the impact of contextual factors on learning Dari and Pashto.
Background
Afghanistan has two dominant languages, Dari and Pashto, and 6 other languages with Constitutional recognition. De jure, children can choose which language they are educated in out of the 8 official languages (Bahry, 2012; Malone, 2016). For reasons articulated below, Dari and Pashto language schools predominate at a primary and secondary level. Therefore, the South Asian Assessment Alliance (SAAA) will facilitate citizen led assessments in Dari and Pashto. 
Dari, Pashto and the Perso-Arabic script
Dari and Pashto are based on the Perso-Arabic script. Both languages retain 28 of the original abjads of the Arabic script(Mackenzie, 1959)(Penzl, 1954). Dari, which is highly mutually intelligible with Farsi (hereafter referred to as Farsi-Dari) has 32 graphemes while Pashto has 44 graphemes(Mirdehghan, 2010). New letters were needed to represent phonemes of the language to which the Perso-Arabic script was being adapted to(Kurzon, 2013). Pashto has its own modifications to the script to represent phonemes which are not present in Persian(Penzl, 1954). Pashto has been strongly influenced by Indo-Aryan languages, particularly the retroflex in consonants(Bausani, 1971; Henderson, 2015). 
Farsi-Dari, in the Perso-Arabic script is consistent to a high degree, where grapheme and phoneme have high one-to-one correspondence(Rahbari & Sénéchal, 2009). However, Farsi-Dari is not transparent – while the long vowels are represented by graphemes, the short vowels are rarely represented in books after the first few years of education(Rahbari & Sénéchal, 2009). As a result, words or syllables with short vowels are represented as a sequence of consonants. Therefore, a particular set of consonants could correspond to different words and the reader has to rely on her / his lexical and contextual knowledge to deduce meaning (Rahbari & Sénéchal, 2009). This is similar to Arabic in terms of vowelisation (Wafi Hayat, 2019). Further, like other scripts based on Arabic, the orthographic representation of consonants varies depending on where they are placed in the script. As a result, each abjad would have an initial, medial, final form as well as an isolated form(Mirdehghan, 2010). 
Implications of the Perso-Arabic script on reading scores
As per the orthographic hypothesis for skilled reading, the degree of orthographic transparency in the language affects the reading process(Taouk & Coltheart, 2004). Therefore, in transparent orthographies readers can rely on consistent grapheme-phoneme correspondences for non-lexical processing while reading(Rahbari & Sénéchal, 2009). Readers of deep orthographies, such as unvowelised Dari and Pashto do not have this luxury. There are numerous studies which show that the Perso-Arabic script has a deep orthography and is visually complex, compared to other scripts(Abdelhadi et al., 2011; Asaad & Eviatar, 2013; Farukh & Vulchanova, 2014; Taha, 2013) 
However, as per the universal hypothesis of skilled reading, it is argued that lexical processes when reading are paramount and skilled readers of any language rely on well-defined orthographic knowledge for lexical processing(Rahbari & Sénéchal, 2009). As per this view, word reading speed is positively correlated to higher frequency of words. While there are studies that support both views of skilled reading, a study carried out among skilled readers in Farsi found that lexical processes are important when reading fluently(Rahbari & Sénéchal, 2009). Since several children assessed as a part of the EOL nationwide surveys in Afghanistan may not be skilled readers of Dari-Farsi, this hypothesis, if true, has limited applicability.  
In addition to orthographic depth, the visual complexity of scripts, determined by the graphemic characteristics of words will have an impact on reading processes. A study compared the orthographic depth and visual complexity of Hindi and Urdu, two languages that are highly similar when spoken(Rao et al., 2010). Visually, they are represented by the highly transparent Devanagari abugida and the opaque Perso-Arabic script (Rao et al., 2010). This provided for an illustrative comparison, as within the SAAA, Nepali, Bengali and Burmese scripts are all abugidas while Pashto and Dari, like Urdu, are abjads. It was found that the shallow script of Devanagari had a positive impact on the word formation strategies of Hindi readers. First language Urdu speakers processed and read the script in Devanagari quicker and more accurately than in the Perso-Arabic script and this is due to the higher visual complexity of Perso-Arabic based scripts(Rao et al., 2010). This is significant, since Urdu speakers would have to learnt to read Urdu using the Perso-Arabic script. Another study, studying Arabic, which has fewer abjads than Urdu attributed the visual complexity of Arabic to a high perceptual load which led to slower and more difficult processing when reading(Abdelhadi et al., 2011). The authors argue that visual complexity has a greater effect than orthographic depth amongst elementary school readers. 
The position-specific grapheme of the Perso-Arabic script has implications on reading with studies finding that the fluency in the position-specific script being acquired at a later stage in the reading process. It was found among skilled readers that reading fluently and accurately relies heavily on the correct form of the grapheme used for a given position in the word(Taouk & Coltheart, 2004), further supporting whole-word orthography cognitive approach of skilled Arabic readers.  
Assessing Dari and Pashto using the CLA framework
The Citizen-led assessment framework is based on an understanding of language learning from the point of view of Indo-Aryan languages based on the Devanagari script. Most languages that the ASER assessment is used for are abugidas, like Devanagari. Abugidas or syllabic alphabets usually contain a consonant with a vowel. The vowel is either inherent or it can be modified by using diacritics. A cluster of consonants is represented by special symbols that incorporate features of both consonants. The ASER tool also applies a framework where children are expected to linearly transition from recognising abugidas (either consonants or vowels), to recognising words, and then sentences – a variant of the rationale of teaching phonics in alphabet-based systems.
Language learning may not be as linear as the proponents of phonics-based approaches suggest. The process of literacy for people speaking languages that use abjads can be quite different. A study that measured the speed of reading of vowelised and unvowelised words and pseudo-words illustrated that the speed and accuracy of reading unvowellised words was the highest and reading pseudo words was the lowest(Rahbari & Sénéchal, 2009). Readers were finding it easier to read unvowelised words despite higher phonemic clues from vowelised graphemes, a finding also shared by another study (Ibrahim, 2013). Further, readers in this study read words over pseudo words quickly and accurately. This suggests that a reader draws upon their lexicon when reading by using whole word orthographic codes. This directly accesses whole word phonological information that a reader possesses.(Rahbari & Sénéchal, 2009)(Ibrahim, 2013). When reading pseudo words, there is no lexicon to rely on and therefore a reader must rely on grapheme-phoneme decoding. 
The current CLA based on the ASER framework has its limitations when capturing the cognitive processes involved when processing Perso-Arabic scripts. It should be noted, as studies have pointed out, when readers are beginners they rely on phonological recoding abilities, and the vowelised words would help (Taouk & Coltheart, 2004). As reading skills develop, readers rely on visual-orthographic information which utilise whole word strategies(Ibrahim, 2013)(Taouk & Coltheart, 2004). The current CLA tools in Dari and Pashto are vowelised, catering to an early reading level. 
The ASER framework also involves reading isolated words. In the Perso-Arabic script, the unvowelised words require to draw on information of vocabulary, morphology and exposure to print, since heterophonic homographs, with similar consonants, but different, non-visualised vowels can lead to phonological and semantic ambiguity (Mirdehghan, 2010; Rahbari & Sénéchal, 2009). The ASER tool vowelised isolated words to overcome this challenge and to correspond graphemic representation to early grade reading textbooks. However, for a skilled reader, this assessment would require drawing on different cognitive functions than when reading these words in real-world texts such as advertisements, notices and signposts. 
The Varieties of Written Pashto 
Various linguists and anthropologists have recorded different varieties of Pashto, but there is consensus among academics that there are 3 or 4 main varieties of Pashto(Henderson, 1983)(Dupree, 1984). What is interesting and relevant is that despite the Kandahar dialect being dominant, there are some differences in the orthography where the graphemes used vary as per the variety in the phonemes of the dialect(Penzl, 1954). Since this observation, there have been some attempts at standardisation of Pashto in Afghanistan and Pakistan. 
In Pakistan, the last decade has seen some mother tongue education in Pashto in the province of Khyber-Pakhtunkhwa (International Crisis Group, 2014). Afghan citizens, numbering millions have lived as refugees or migrants have lived in Pakistan, especially in Khyber-Pakhtunkhwa, for several years. Since several have returned to Afghanistan, some Pashto speaking children are likely to have learnt a different orthographical form of Pashto. Additionally, when these Pashto children read the Afghan Pashto script, they will phonemically re-encode the text they read in the manner of the Peshawari dialect of Khyber-Pakhtunkhwa of Pakistan. Assessors will have to keep in mind these nuances to ensure variations in pronunciation are not perceived as errors. 
Language, Power and Politics
Since Dari is spoken as a first and second language by 80% of the population and Pashto as a first language by 38-44 %(Dinakhel, 2018) (although these numbers vary due to the lack of a recent census), there has been a shifting power dynamic between the two, with both vying for primacy in the modern Afghan state(Ahmad et al., 2018; Bahry, 2012; Dinakhel, 2018). 
Pashto is the language of the biggest ethnic group the Pashtuns and has been dominant in administration and military. Dari has a very rich literary heritage, and is considered the language of culture, prestige, and the historical language of courts. Dari is also the first language of several ethnic groups such as the Tajiki, Hazara, Aimaq(Ahmad et al., 2018). It is spoken as a lingua franca between several different communities. Between Dari and Pashto language speakers, Dari usually is the language of communication, leading to an asymmetrical bilingualism(Bahry, 2012; Dinakhel, 2018). The 1964 Constitution made Pashto and Dari official languages and Pashto the national language, which put an onus on non-Pashto speakers to learn Pashto(Dinakhel, 2018)(Bahry, 2012).
Other languages which have Constitutional recognition, as per the 2004 Constitution and can qualify for official use include Uzbek, Turkmen, Balochi, Pashaie, Pamiri and Nuristani (Ahmad et al., 2018). Learning materials were supposed to be developed in these languages by 2014 (Dinakhel, 2018). It should be noted that there are 39 languages in Afghanistan by some accounts(Ahmad et al., 2018). The Inclusive and Child Friendly Education Policy 2014 developed by the Ministry of Education also recognises a right to learn in the mother tongue (Malone, 2016). Pashaie (Malone, 2016) and Uzbek (Ahmad et al., 2018)have, in a very limited way been introduced for primary education. We have not yet found evidence of education in smaller languages such as Balochi. However, we recognise that due to the lack of resources such as published and printed textbooks and other teaching-learning materials, issues of accessibility and distribution, as well as economic and distress migration, children are likely to be taught in Pashto or Dari. 
Therefore, language learning is situated in a socio-political context – and a delicate one, as it is the case in many other places in South Asia. The circumstances through which a child learns a language in school is not only affected by factors within the school but also several broader socio-political factors at a macro and meso level. It also means that some of the children assessed will not be assessed in their mother tongue, but in the language of school instruction. While it may not be feasible to carry out assessment in every mother tongue in the SAAA, the mother tongue of the child can be recorded for policy makers to explore whether there is a link between poor literacy and mother tongue education.
Summary
Overall, this brief has tried to capture the complex linguistic, orthographic and political landscape from the perspective of understanding language learning.  It also recognises the ASER framework’s limitations. It also recognises that across the SAAA, there will be orthographic variations across languages and countries which would affect reading scores, among various other crucial factors related to the pedagogy and sociology of education. Therefore, comparisons and analysis within the SAAA will carry caveats, and articulate nuanced solutions in the spirit of constructive transnational dialogue among all stakeholders.
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