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Abstract

Online testing is becoming a popular way to deliver language tests, partly 
because of its reduced cost, partly because of the high quality of test 

data collection. In language tests, interface validation has received a limited 
attention in professional literature (García, Magal, da Rocha, & Fernández, 
2010). This paper will show the validation process of the OPENPAU 
application, which aims at language testing exam delivery through an 
attitudinal study. The real importance of this project is that it offers reliable 
solutions at a low cost for the needs of a nationally delivered online test 
that can serve to assess all the traditional language skills (namely speaking, 
listening, reading and writing) in an efficient, simple and cost-effective 
manner. Our paper presents the design, development, and evaluation of a 
tablet PC software application for assessing both productive and receptive 
skills in foreign languages for its prospective use in the Final Test of 
Baccalaureate. The software development has been carried out within the 
OPENPAU project (FFI2011-22442), funded by the Ministry of Economy 
and Competitiveness. 
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1. Introduction

The English section of the University Entrance Examination (PAU) is a challenge 
in Spain even today. A number of projects and studies have intended to show 
some of its main assets and pitfalls. Fernández and Sanz (2005) probably did 
one of the best diachronic studies on the topic. Their paper reflected many of the 
different sound research articles that it included. Whittaker (2006) mentioned 
that there are some historical reasons why the foreign language paper was 
included in the PAU. It is also clear that the revision of the Foreign Language 
section of the University Entrance Examination seems totally necessary.

In 2009, the Ministry of Education suggested the introduction of a number 
of tasks by 2011. In that year, the Ministry of Education, Culture and Sports 
decided to postpone those changes to 2013 and later the LOMCE was passed 
and finally the exam will disappear in 2017 (Ministry of Education, Culture 
& Sports, 2013). However, despite the experts’ opinions, as years go by, it is 
also self-evident that the different national and regional governments have 
no interest to improve an old fashioned test that can hardly provide any 
information on the student’s competence (Amengual, 2005, 2006; García, 
2010, 2012). It does not matter whether newer ideas have been provided to 
increase the validity of the test. In this sense, a few years ago Catalunya began 
to deliver the listening comprehension tasks, later Galicia did the same. Very 
few studies, however, have addressed whether this change has actually had 
any impact in the classroom (Wall, 2000). What certainly seems true is that 
the level required to Catalan students is higher than that demanded of the rest 
of the Spanish students. Thus, maybe the inclusion of certain tasks has the 
power to change the educational approach in language testing (Alderson & 
Wall, 1996; Wall, 2005). 

2. Literature review

The effect of tests has been long documented in professional literature 
(Knudson, 1975; Kohonen & Nummenmaa, 1976; Messick, 1996; Pimsleur, 
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1975; Shohamy, 1992 – among many others). The concern in these papers was 
on the negative effects on teaching by jeopardising language learning to give 
ground for test scores and accountability. In 1989, Hughes defined backwash 
as “[t]he effect of testing on teaching and learning” (p. 1). Spolsky (1994) 
considers that backwash relates to the side-effects of testing in the classroom. 
One of the first documented changes introduced by positive washback is 
described by Wall (2005), who performed a total change in education in 
Sri Lanka in accordance to a totally new high school leaving exam. This 
experience helped to create a positive construct by Alderson and Wall (1993). 
According to Weir (2005), this construct does not just include the task rubrics, 
but a much larger set of variables and conditions in which the way of delivery 
has a significant role (Figure 1).

According to Weir (2005), all the factors included in the context validity 
group may have a potential effect in changing the results of a test. The theory 
also states that the use of different means of delivery, however, should have a 
minimal effect in the final score. Indeed, the documented number of learning 
experiences on the use of tablet PC limits the capacity to discern whether they 
have a potential positive or negative affect (Chapelle, 2001). According to van 
Oostveen, Muirhead, and Goodman (2011), there is little evidence to support 
that comfort and familiarity with a tablet PC or iPad. For them, “[i]t is important 
to note that the introduction of a new technology, even if it makes a wide 
variety of affordances available for use, cannot by itself instigate redefinition 
of learning tasks to allow for meaningful learning to occur” (van Oostveen et 
al., 2011, p. 78). However, Crichton, Pegler, and White (2012) consider that the 
use of a tablet PC requires the familiarisation with the purpose of use as well as 
with the new educational technology. This also means that although students 
might be familiarised with the use of mobile technology for leisure and social 
networking, its use for educational purposes (especially for testing) may seem 
unusual or even odd for them. Similar results are found by Waters (2010), who 
considers that iPads may be way behind in usability versus netbooks or even 
laptops, especially in writing (Sullivan, 2013). Although some of these studies 
remark the idea of students’ limitations to use traditional tablets, up to now, no 
studies have addressed the use of tablets with an external keyboard. 
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Figure 1. Theoretical framework of the OPENPAU project (based on García, 
Magal, Litzler, & Giménez, 2014 and Weir, 2005)
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As for their use in testing, there are very few. For instance, Siozos, Palaigeorgiou, 
Triantafyllakos, & Despotakis (2009) said that the use of tablets in their 
experiment in secondary education proved their validity. On the contrary, in one 
of the most interesting papers on the topic, Schaffhauser (2012) states that it 
is necessary to consider “the challenges of security, usability, and content that 
might arise when students are taking tests on tablet devices and discussing how 
these might be resolved” before sound high stakes exams can be delivered by 
tablet or iPad (p. 16).

3. Methodology

In order to observe the degree of satisfaction of using a tablet PC as a delivery 
system for the University Entrance Examination, an online questionnaire was 
delivered to 31 first year university students at Universidad Politécnica de 
Valencia in January 2014, with a primary version of the OPENPAU prototype of 
tablet-delivered online test. The test is intended to be taken with 10 inch tablets 
with a Windows 8 environment (see Figure 2).

Figure 2. Student taking the tablet-based language test through the OPENPAU 
application
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4. Results

The questionnaire revolved around three main items.

1) Considero que los exámenes on-line de la aplicación OPENPAU son útiles (I 
consider that the online tests delivered through the OPENPAU application are 
useful). The results indicated that students were mostly sceptical towards the use 
of this type of test (Figure 3). This response can be due to the lack of previous 
experience. Low-stakes tests are not usually delivered online, and the only high-
stakes that most students may have had to take in their school life in Spain is the 
PAU, which obviously is not computer-based. As a consequence, many may feel 
strange when taking an online foreign language test. Another issue could be their 
own attitude towards how foreign languages should be assessed. A third reason 
for this response would be the lack of specific preparation and skills to take such 
tests despite its user-friendly design and usability.

Figure 3. Response to ‘I consider that the online tests delivered through the 
OPENPAU application are useful’

2) Tengo la sensación de control de los exámenes online de la aplicación 
OPENPAU (I have the sensation of control of the online tests of the OPENPAU 
application). The responses to this item indicate the same tendency as in the 
previous item (Figure 4). The most evident indication is that there is a great 
number of undetermined responses and a slight tendency towards a negative 
feeling of control. Test taker training may be the key issue in this case. It is 
important to note that participants in this research had never had any contact with 
the application before. Thus, their negative responses could have been expected.
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Figure 4. Response to ‘I have the sensation of control of the online tests of the 
OPENPAU application’

3) Considero que los exámenes online son útiles para mejorar mis conocimientos 
y competencias de un idioma (I consider that online tests are useful to improve 
my knowledge and competence in the language). Item 3 may contrast with Item 
1, since students were more positive towards using tests than to the platform. 
However, although the results are slightly better, no significant conclusions 
could be drawn. As in the two items before, the largest response was the subjects’ 
inability to take a position and the central tendency was the largest response 
(Figure 5).

Figure 5. Response to ‘I consider that online tests are useful to improve my 
knowledge and competence in the language’

5. Conclusions

Although the results of this short study did not evidence the interest of the 
students in this application, given the current tendency of research in the use 



Chapter 24 

290

of tablets for education, we consider it of high interest at a national level to 
continue with the current research. This work is just a first approach towards 
this issue but, as indicated by Item 3, if the adequate conditions are present, 
students could be receptive to tablet-based language tests and recognise the 
value of online-delivered language tests. In this sense, given the current state of 
affairs in contemporary education, it would be interesting to study responses to 
similar studies in a few years. Besides, further studies should focus on the other 
stakeholders’ (teachers, administrators, educational boards and so) attitudes 
towards the implementation of this delivery system. Additional studies should 
study the impact of training on the new tasks, the presence of underdeveloped 
skills (especially speaking) in instruction and organisation, and administration 
issues. 

This paper provided the theoretical framework and a very brief description of 
the OPENPAU tool. Further publications will provide more detailed information 
on the importance for ubiquitous language learning through training, advantages 
of mobile based-testing, and types of semi-assisted speaking interaction with 
tablet-based delivery. The use of tablets in the Final Test of Baccalaureate will 
depend to a large extent on budgets and the whole framework of this exam in the 
future. At this point, our hopes are high, but only time will tell.
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