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FOREWORD

Considerablc interest in currcnt language testing and the evaluation of
language teaching programmes amongst both rescarchers and languagc
educators was cvidenced by the cxcellent and wide-ranging attendance at
RELC’s Rcgional Scminar on Language Testing and Language Programme
Evaluation held from 9-12 April 1990. Many well-known personalitics in the
field, from within and outside thc SEAMEO member coantrics, attended and
gave papers or workshops. I am happy that RELC is able to publish sclected
papers that appear in this volumc.

The importance of language testing is recognized by virtually all
professionals in the ficld of language education. It is of spccial importance in
education systems that arc highly competitive, as education systems in
Southeast Asia tend to be, as testing is not only an indirect stimulus to
Icarning, but plays a crucial rolc in detcrmining the success or railure of an
individual’s carcer, with direct implications for his future carning power.

Moreover, in countrics where cducation is scen as central to socio-
economic development, it is important that tests be valid and reliable. Tt is our
belicf that where validity and rcliability arc lacking, individuals as well as
cducational programmcs suffer, and socicty at large is the loser. Thus, testing
is an important tool in educational rcscarch and for programme cvaluation,
and may even throw light on both the naturc of language proficicncy and
languagc Icarning.

Although the theme of the 1990 Scminar cncompasscd both testing and
programme cvaluation, it has not been possible to cover both arcas in onc
anthology, and the present volume deals with papers on testing. Thosce that
deal with programmc cvaluation will be published in a separate volumc later.

The papers presented here are incvitably a sclection, limitations of spacc
having forced us to omit a number of papers. However, i am confident that
the papers offcred all make worthwhilc contributions to the important ficld of
language testing, and that they will be of interest to language cducators both
within and beyond Southcast Asia.

Eamest Lau
Director, RELC
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INTRODUCTION

The hoped-for developments in language testing did not materialise during
thc 1980s. In spite of rapid growth in the ficld, many of the problems that
existed a decade ago arc still with us. Alderson in his paper in this volume sums
up the past decadc as one in which, "therc has been much movement, a lot of it
sideways and backwards and not much of it ... forwards". He describes arcas
where language testing kas made progress, but also lists problems which are as
yet intractablc, and includes recommendations for a wide range of topics on
which rescarch can be targetted.

Naturally, as in all rescarch, the approach taken and the basis of the
rescarch is crucial to the findings. Oller points out some of the fundamental
problems of research in language testing. He argues for a greater understanding
of language proficiency from the point of view of scmiotic abilitics and proccsscs,
as well as the different perspectives of the various people that are involved in the
test making and test taking processes. The variances that show up in language
proficicncy tests could thus be correctly identificd and their sources properly
attributed and controlled. The validity of the tests would be more sccure and
their significance unambiguous. Language testing could then be a "proving
ground" for language theorics, and hence help to define the naturc of language
proficicncy.

A number of writers in this collection discuss sources of variance in test
results:  prompts arc discusscd by Prochnow and Hamp-Lyons, cxperience by
Read, affcctive factors by Porter. Prochnow and Hamp-Lyons rcport that
prompts such as topic assignment and sclection make a difference in grades.
Read similarly shows that test typc makes a differcnce in gctting different
performance from test takers. Porter argues that the gender of the interviewer
is anothcr sourcc of variance in test results.
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According to Oller, language lcarning will take placc when learncrs can
connect their text (discourse) with their own cxpericence, and it is the congruence
between tests and experience that is crucial in determining the validity of tests.
So long a; this congruence or connection cxists, there is less need for rcal world
cxperience or authenticity to be inserted into the tests. Doyé similarly offers the
view that complete authenticity is ncither possiblc nor desirable. He calls for
some balance between authenticity and abstraction, since he believes that what
we gain in validity through authkenticity may result in a loss in terms of
gencralisability.

Broader educational traditions and cducational philosophics arc often
reflected in the stance and balance of language tests. In the view of Morrow,
language tests should reficct the humanistic approach, with some cmphasis on
authenticity. The potential positive washback effect should be an important
consideration for validity.

Materials-based tests tend to better reflect the changes and variation of
tcaching methods. The washback cffccts will also be potentially positive.
Milanovic describes a procedurce through which matcrials-based tests can be
made very rcliable as well.

Alderson stresses that the slow pace of advancement in language testing s,
to a large extent, due to gaps in our understanding of the structurcs and
processes of language proficiency. As a mature discipline, it is appropriatc that
language testing helps to fill some of the gaps. The lack of a universally accepted
yardstick is a manifcstation of this gap. Users of criterion-referencing resort to
rulc-of-thumb mcasures which might be used in accordance with some teaching
or lcarning objcctives. Expert judgement may appear to be an casy approach to
assessment, but there is a problem with reliability when raters tend to show
variability in their judgements. Brindley dctails the short-comings of these
procedures. Arcas for future rescarch arc also discussed so that some of these
dceficiencics can be reduced.

Mecasurement models such as Item Response Theory (IRT) and proficiency
modcls may complement cach other to bring greater under--anding of both
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modcls. MecNamara's efforts to confirm the unidimensionality of IRT will
cnhance the application of IRT. He argues that some critics of the usc of IRT
assume for it roles which arc not intended by the users. As a measurement tool,
it should not be judged according to whether it will decpen our insight into the
structurc of language proficicncy. McNamara firstly responds to some critics of
the unidimensionality of IRT, and sccondly provides some detailed analysis of
data to show IRT docs have unidimensional power.

Large scale as well as small, institutional, tcacher- designed icsts arc al.o
described by some writers in this collection.

The International English Language Testing System (IELTS) as described
by Irgram is very much an international cffort, with an ESP component for
potential students in academic institutions. Morrow describes the Certificates of
Communicative Skills in English (CCSE) tests, which test at four levels of
proficiency in the four skills. For the oral skill sub-test, both IELTS and CCSE
use the face-to-face interview format, which can be cxpensive and difficult to
organisc if large numbers of test-takers and large distances arc involved. The
problems described by other papers such as the lack of criteria, authenticity, and
variability of judgement will no doubt be confronted in these tests. How well the
problems arc solved can only be shown through futurc cvaluation.

Instead of using face-to-face interviews, Stansfield cxplores the potential of
the Simulated Oral Proficicncy Interview using the tape recorder. He shows
that, to a large extent, the outcomes arc comparable to those derived using the
face-to-face format, but potentially have some advantages over the latter.

Most of the papers dcal with tests of English; however Brown describes his
cfforts to establish comparable tests across Southcast Asian languages:
Indonesian, Khmer, Tagalog, Thai and Victnamesc.

Shanta describes a programme within her institution to assess the
competence of students over a long period through a series of asscssment
activitics. Naturally, such claboratc testing projects must be limited to small
numbers of students. Similarly, the usc of computers at present seems to be
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limited to small numbers of test-takers. Alderson is optimistic about the
potcntial uscfulness of the computer as a testing tool. Laurier discusscs some of
his work with Computer Adaptive Testing (CAT) and describes the advantages
and limitations of CAT.

For many lest-takers language tests such as the IELTS and CCSE can have
long-term implications for their carcers, and test-takers descrve reliable and
valid tests. Innovation and cxperimentation arc, however, always nccessary in
order for a disciplinc to progress. The impact of test resuits on testees should
always be part of the cthical consideration when writing tests.
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LANGUAGE TESTING IN THE 1990S: HOW FAR
HAVE WE COME? HOW MUCH FURTHER
HAVE WE TO GO?

J Charles Alderson

INTRODUCTION

The metaphor I have chosen for my title relates to the notion of distance, of
movement from A 1o B, or to C or Z. Reviews of language testing oficn employ
a growth mctaphor: papers and volumes arc often cailed things like
Dcvelopments in Language Testing. The implication is that language testing
grows, like an organism, and in dcvcloping, changes from immaturity to
maturity. In many ways, that is a uscful analegy: ccrtainly it is possible to look
back over the recent history of language testing, and to claim that testing “has
come of age”. The specialisation has become a discipline. From being very
much the junior partncr, not (o say ugly sister in language tcaching and applicd
linguistics, language testing has "developed” to the point where it is almast
respectable - almost an adult. Testers show, 1 believe, increascd sclf-confidence
within applicd linguistics, display less of an inferiority complex, and show a much
greater willingness to contribute from testing to related arcas - teaching, sccond
language acquisition, cvaluation, and so on, as we shall sce. T used to apologisce
for being a language tester, and tell strangers at cocktail partics that I was an
applied linguist, or a teacher trainer. No longer. 1 cven find that my non-tester
collcagues are becoming interested in language testing, which they feel has
become a lively, interesting arca of rescarch and development activity. Some
have cven expressed an interest in fcarning about how onc goes about mcasuring
the outcomes from language lcarning, how language proficiency might be
identificd, and how it is structurcd. So testing has developed and matured to the
point where it is no longer dependent on mother disciplines and arcas of
interest. Testing has become acknowledged as a legitimate arca of inteliectual
cnquiry and professional engagement. At the 12th annual ILTRC in 1990 in San
Francisco, there was talk of forming a professional organisation of language
testing specialists. This is a surc sign that the ficld has matured, gained in
confidence and is able to walk without holding its mother’s hand, and is
development very much to be welcomed.

However, there is a drawback in the analogy with human development.
Humans not only mature, they get older, and cventually wither and die. So if we
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pursued the analogy, we would have to think about how and when language
testing might enter middle and then old age, and what it could look forward to in
the future. If testing is mature now, is it soon going to enter into decline and
decay? Even if language testing is still in its adolescence, and has maturity and
middle age to look forward to, the metaphor still implies the inevitability of
decay and death. It is perhaps interesting to note that I once compared the life
of a test to that of a human, suggesting that its cxistence was typically of the
order of fifteen years:
"After considering developments in English as a Foreign Language
(EFL) ... I conclude that a test has a fairly well established life cycle of
twelve to fifteen years. Once born, a test needs time and careful nurturing
to develop, to attract more and more attention and testees, to establish
credibility as an instrument for a particular purpose, to become recognized
as valid and reliable .... This period scems to take between three and five
years.
Once established the test is then regarded as acceptable for a reasonable
period of time. During this period it might be accepted by a variety of
institutions, referred to in the testing and later teaching literature. It might
be taken by large numbers of students, often forming the goal of their
instruction and aspirations. This period might last anywhere between five
and cight years. Towards the end of this period, however, signs of
senescence appear in the shape of increasing criticism of the test’s influence
on teaching and on students’ ambitions and lives .... Prcssure may then
build up within the test producing body itself ... for a change in test
specification, test content, test format.. It may be that the test no longer
fulfils its original function. Change may be instituted by academic applicd
linguists... or by the examination body itself, ... or it may be brought about
by direct rather than invited teacher involvement. Whocever the agent of
change, however, rebirth is then inevitable, usually after a gestation period
of two to threc years. And so we have another innovation: another baby
test. However, the baby may have a very close rescmblance to the parent,
or it may look very different indeed from its predeccessor” (Alderson, 1986,
pp96-97)

However, although this may be true of a test, I do not believe it to be truc
of testing. Certainly there arc pcople within language teaching who wish that it
were true: that testing would decline and die, and that teachers and learners
could then go about their daily lives unencumbered by tests. There is, after all,
considerable resentment against fests, and their influence, and teachers in
particular bemoan the washback effect. Many teachers also believe that they
know what their learners have learned and have not learned, and how proficient
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or otherwise they arc. The implication is that because they know their learners,
they do not necd tests, nor do they belicve the information tests provide when it
is different from what they themsclves belicve. Clearly language Icarning is a
complex matter, as is the nature of the proficicncy towards which learners are
striving. Equally clearly a language test is going to be only a small, probably
inadcquate sample of what any learner has achicved or can do with language.
And so many teachers, and somec learners, criticise tests for being
"unrepresentative” or even "misleading”. Such tcachers would be happy to sce
testing dic. So would those who feel that testing not only constrains the syllabus,
but also unduly restricts opportunities for learners, cspecially thosc learncrs who
perform less well on the tests - who “fail* them.

However much such people hope that testing will dic, their hopes are
unlikely to be realised. Tests will probably always be nceded as long as socicty is
obliged to make sclection choices among lcarners (as in the case of university
entrance, for example), or as long as there is doubt about the validity or accuracy
of other estimates of what learncrs might have learncd (such as tecacher
judgements). Similarly, learners themselves frequently express the need for
insight into their learning and achicvement through tests. They want to know
how well they arc doing with reference to other people (norm-referencing) and
how well they arc doing with respect to the language, or some morc or less
absolute standard of what they need to achicve. And, of course, it is the
profcssional responsibility of tcachers and testers to provide that information, to
the best of our ability.

So rather than hoping that tests will just go away, it is morc realistic to try
to improve the tests that we have, so that negative washback can become
positive, so that tests reflect what lcarncrs and teachers think learners have
learned and can do, and so that the decisions that arc made on the basis of test
results are as fair and rcasonable as they can possibly be. Which is why
reliability and validity are so important, and why it is important that publicly
available language tests and cxaminations should meet clearly cstablished and
accepted standards. QOne of the first tasks that the proposcd association of
language testing specialists will need to address, is that of standards: what
represents good practice in language testing, how is it be identificd, fostered and
maintaincd? What arc the cxisting standards of our cxamining bodics and
language tests, and should and can these standards be improved? So onc task
for the 1990s will certainly be to improve on the growing profcssionalism of
language testers and language tests, and to set standards to which tests might -
should - must - aspire.

However, this notion of aspiration suggests a different metaphor from that
of growth, development, maturation, then decline, decay and death. It suggests
aspiring to a goal, somcthing distant that is getting closer, or high that is getting




nearer. Hence the metaphor of distance contained in my title, and the idea it
suggests of progress over distance. I am interested in running, and have done
quitc a few long-distance events - half marathons, marathons, and ultra cvents. 1
find short-distance running - sprinting - very painful, and do not enjoy it. Which
partly cxplains why 1 do long-distancz running, and it may also explain why I
cnjoy testing, or at lcast do not find it frustrating. You need stamina to be a
long-distance runner, you need stamina to develop good tests, you need stamina
to do language testing rescarch, you need stamina and paticnce to sce
improvements in language testing over time. The language testing run - the
distance we have to cover - is long, very long. Language learning is very
complex, and there is a great deal we do not know about it: second language
acquisition rescarchers are recally only at the beginning of their journey of
discovery. Language proficiency is a complex phenomenon, and is very little
understood, despite the best efforts of many social science disciplines to attempt
to clucidate it. There are many different, and indeed sometimes competing
modecls of language proficicncy, and we are barely at the beginning of
operationalising and testing and validating those models. Research into testing
methods is fairly recent, and has a long way to go yet: there is a lot we do not
know, a frightening amount of ground to be covered.  We may have made some
progress, as I shall discuss, but there certainly is a lot more to be made.

HOW FAR HAVE WE COME? HOW MUCH FURTHER HAVE WE TO GO?

My title is intended to be suggestive of a range of topics in and related to
language testing.

Firstly it asks about progress in language testing - has there been any? Are
language tests any better now than they used to be? Have we now achieved a
greater understanding of what the problems in language testing are, or how they
might more appropriately be approached if not solved? Have we moved
forwards at all, or have we bcen “running on the spot” these last ten years and
more? Do we now understand more about the nature of language proficiency:
its structure, how it is acquired or lost? Do we have a better idea of what
aptitude for language Icarning is? Do we now know more about how learners
learn, and how we can best measure that learning?

And sccondly, the question can be seen as coming, not from a language
tester, but from a learner: How far have I come: what have I learned so far?
What progress have I made? What is my achievement? as well as How much
further have I to go: what is my ultimate goal? What is the nature of language
proficiency?

s
14’
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I shall be arguing that we nced to bear in mind that we need to be
concerned not only with testing, but with tests; not only with the nature of
second language proficiency, and the design and researching of language
proficicncy tests, but also with language lcarning, and the design and rescarching
of achievement tests; not only with testers, and the problems of our
professionalism but also with testees, with students, and their intcrests,
perspectives and insights. As I said at a conference in Sri Lanka five years ago,
“testing is too important to be left to testers™.

ACTIVITY AND PROGRESS

What progress has there been, then, in language testing? Certainly, if we
stick with the rurning metaphor, there has been a great deal of movement and
activity.

Since 1980, language testing has indced been moving apacc. We now have
an intcrnationally respected journal Language Testing; ncwsletters like
Language Testing Update and Language Testing Notes; a Special Interest
Group within IATEFL for Language Testing; an annual Language Testing
Rescarch Colloquium; and many publications in language testing. Where in
1980 we had relatively few publications specifically in language testing, now we
have many. Pcter Skehan’s recent survey article lists 215 publications in the
Bibliography, of which only thirty-five were published before 1980. Grant
Henning’s book A Guide to Language Testing has been recently complemented
by Lyle Bachman’s volume on Fundamental Considerations in Language
Testing. The sccond edition of Brian Heaton’s volume: Writing English
Language Tests has been complemented by Arthur Hughes’ book Testing For
Language Teachzers, and Cyril Weir's Communicative Language Testing. The
Language Testing Rescarch Colloguium itself has given rise to several volumes
inciuding Jones et al (1985) from the 1983 colloquium and Stansficld (1986)
from the 1985 colloquium, on Technology and Language Testing. In Europe, the
Interuniversitare Sprachtestgruppe (1US) organised annual conferences which
gave rise to several volumes on the theme of "Practice and Problems in
Language Testing".

The list is much longer than this brief, unrepresentative selection. It
should, however, be sufficient to illustrate the fact that language testing appears
to have gencrated a lot of activity, of work, of meetings, publications, discussions,
scminars, COurses, even tests.

Yet where have we got to? How far have we advanced? What do ve now
know that we did not know in 19807 It is instructive, I believe, to compar ¢ what
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was happening in 1980 with what appears to be happening in 1990.

To take an international example, first. The International Language
Testing Research Colloquium, which held its first meeting in 1978, this year held
its 12th annual mecting. The theme of the 1980 meeting in San Francisco was:
The Construct Validation of Oral Proficicncy Tests. Ten years later, in San
Francisec again, the theme was: A New Decade in Language Testing:
Collaboration and Cooperation. In 1980, the colloquium concentrated on oral
testing, with papers on oral proficiency scales, the interviewer’s role, convergent
discriminant validation of oral and written tests, and above all extended
discussion of Bachman and Palmer’s pilot work on the construct validation of
tests of speaking and reading. The reader may recall that the upshot of the
Bachman-Palmer study was that spcaking was shown to bc measurably different
from reading, but that there was evidence of method effects.

In 1990, the colloquium was much Jarger - 106 people attending compared
with 29 invited participants in 1980. Partly as a consequence, there was a much
greater varicty of papers and topics covered. It is difficult to summarise the
topics without distortion, but my subjective impression is that the papers fell
roughly into four areas:

i) test methods: discussion of various ways to measure traits, including the
cffect of the prompt in writing tests, comparisons of open-ended and

multiple choice techniques, and the effect of instructions in summarising
tests

test analysis: the use of Item Response Theory

test content: field specificity of speaking tests, specificity of tests of reading
skills, ESP test content and test bias, approaches to the validation of
reading tests

test development and test analysis: a colloquium on the TOEFL -
Cambridge Comparability study, and another on the development of the
new 1ELTS test, from the point of view of the role of grammar, the nature
of the listenirg and speaking tests, and the issuc of subject-specific testing

Yet although clearly more varied, it is not clear to me that the 1990
colloquium was an advance on the 1980 onc. In some ways, it was a step
backwards, since in 1980 there was a common theme, with research papers
bearing on the same issuc from a varicty of angles, and potentially throwing light
on problems that might have been said to persist in oral testing. However, many
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of the problems that were aired in 1980 are still current: the issuc of oral
proficiency scalcs is cternal, was, for example, addressed in the recent ELTS
Revision Project, and we will hear something about this at this conference from
David Ingram. -

To turn to a national example. Almost cxactly ten years ago, in May 1980,
Alan Davies and 1 hatched a plan to hold an invitational conference at Lancaster
with the aim of reviewing developments and issucs in language testing. After
some deliberation and discussion, we agrecd that the three main "issues” of
interest to British language testers, and hopefully more widely also, were:
communicative language testing; testing English for specific purposes; the
unitary competence hypothesis: testing gencral language proficiency. The
results of the conference were cventually published as “"Issucs in Language
Testing" (Aldcrson and Hughes 1981); out of that mceting also came the
Language Testing Newsletter, which cventually became the journal Language
Testing and at the same conference, discussions were held which led to the
Edinburgh ELTS Validation Study. I think we had a very definite sense that we
were at the beginning of interesting developments, and that much could happen.
A subsequent follow-up conference was held at Reading University on the same
three topics, and the proccedings were published as Current Developments in
Language Testing (Hughcs and Porter, 1983).

At the end of 1989, the Special Interest Group in Testing within IATEFL
organised a Testing Symposium in Bourncmouth, cntitled Language Testing in
the 1990s: The Communicative Legacy. The symposium attracted a varicty of
presentations from cxamination bodies in the Unitcd Kingdom, from teachers
involved in testing, and from testing rescarchers. In addition, a mini-colloquium
took place, where precirculated papers were rcacted to by invited speakers. The
proceedings are about to be published in the ELT Documents serics: the main
themes centre around three arcas:  oral testing, computer based testing, testing
and tcaching. In the mini-collequium, the papers concentrated on
communicative testing and the role of grammar; resistance to change; and the
role of judgements, and band scales, in proficicncy asscssment. Many of these
themes arc by now probably familiar from the previous meetings I have
mentioned: communicative testing and oral testing in particular, but also the
rclationship between tcaching and testing, and the naturc of proficiency. The
newcomer is computer-based testing, and I shall come back to that topic shortly.
In general, however, 1 did not and do not get the impression that we have becn
building upon previous research and previous discoveries and successes over the
past decade, and in this impression I am strengthened by Peter Skchan, who is
not only the author of an excellent survey article of language testing (Skehan,
1988), but also presented the opening overview paper at the Bourncmouth
symposium. In his paper, Skchan claims that there has been little notable
progzess in testing in the past decade, which he attributes in part to conscrvative
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forces within society as well as within testing. Firstly, significant advances in
testing tend to depend upon rescarch using large batterics of tests which require
large numbers of students. These are not readily available, and certainly require
considerable investment of resources: time, moncy, people - in order to exploit

the possibilitics. Sccondly, testing has long recognised the need for instruments
to be reliable, and since, at least by traditional statistical measures, it has been
demonstrated that cstablished tests and techniques like the multiple choice
technique can be highly reliable, there must be an inbuilt resistance to change
for tests and techniques that may be tess reliable. Thirdly, the time needed to
develop new tests for public administration is at lcast two, usually more like
three years, and since such innovation will usually entail changes in syllabuses,
tcaching matcrials and teacher training, there is an inbuilt resistance to changing
systems through innovation. (An interesting exception and example of this is
provided by the recent ELTS Revision Project of which I was Project Dircctor,
where although we were charged with innovating in test content and test method,
we were also told very firmly that the new test must be consistent with the old
test, and should not involve radical departures from cxisting practice!) Fourthly,
cxamining bodies tend to be obscssed with sccurity, and thercfore are
understandably very reluctant to allow researchers access to their probably very
considerable datasets. If it were possible to explore such datasets, and to
compare them, we might well be in a much better position to understand what
our current measures do and do not achieve, and to recommend rescarch and
devclopment programmes which could contribute to progress in our
understanding of what and how to test. Fifthly, Skehan puints out that language
testing has not, on the whole, been well served by linguistic or applicd linguistic
theory. Linguistics, especially that branch of linguistics that is concerned with
Universal Grammar, Skehan dismisses as being irrclevant to testing. He argucs,
and 1 tend to agree, that linguistics has provided little or nothing in the way of
insights and understandings that can Icad or has led to improvements or even
changes in language test content. Sociolinguistics, and to some extent
psycholinguistics, at least as represented by sccond language acquisition studics,
have indecd made some progress, and interesting ideas are beginning to sugge=t
thcmselves to language testers. Yet even in these fields, the profusion of
competing and contradictory modcls, often with very slim empirical foundations,
inhibits the language tester or applicd linguist from sclecting " the best model”
on which to base his or her language test. Again, the ELTS Revision Project is a
good casc point. The previous ELTS test had been based upon John Munby’s
model for syllabus design - the communicative needs processor (Munby, 1978).
Brendan Carroll and his associates took the model and appear to have applied it
to the design of test specifications and test content. The Revision Project was
asked to rc-cxaminc this, on the grounds that the Munby model was old-
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fashioned, out of date, and nceded to be replaced. So one of our tasks was to
identify a model of language proficiency on which our test should or could safely
be based. Alderson and Clapham (1989) report on the results of our attempts to
identify an applied linguistic model to replace Munby: we failed. There was
general conscnsus that Munby was indeed no longer appropriate, but absolutely
no agreement on what might replace Munby. In the end, we were forced to
design our own construct, being as eclectic and openminded as we possibly could
in the circumstances.

The point of this anccdote is simply to rcinforce the important point that
Skehan makes: language testing has not been well served by applied linguistic
theory, and has been foreed to reach its own solutions and compromiscs, or to
make its own mistakes. Indeed, it is significant, in my view, that the most likely
influential model of seccond language proficicncy to emerge at the end of the
1980s is the model proposed by Lylc Bachman in his 1990 book. I shall return to
this model shortly, but what is significant here is the fact that Bachman is a
language tester, long concerned with tesearching the naturc of language
proficiency. It is on the basis of his rescarch and empirical findings, coupled
with his experience in language testing, and his consideration of issucs like test
method effects and the facets, as he calls them, of test design, that his model has
developed. Clearly his model owes a dept to Canale and Swain, and Canalc’s
later modifications, which model itself clearly has its origins in much
sociolinguistic thought, but as Skchan points out, it is surely significant that the
model had to be elaborated by a language tester, and is now beginning to be
operationalised through work on the TOEFL-Cambridge comparability Study -
of which more later.

So, in the United Kingdom as well as internationally, the impression 1 gain
is that although there has been much movement, a lot of it is sideways and
backwards, and not much of it is forwards. Are we going round and round in
circles?

What about progress closer to hand? What docs a comparison of the
RELC Seminars on testing and evaluation in 1980 and 1990 reveal? In 1981,
John Read edited the proceedings of the 1980 RELC conference on testing and
cvaluation: Directions in Language Testing. In this volume, the main thcmces
were: The Validation of Language Tests; The Assessment of Oral Proficicncy;
The Mcasurement of Communicative Competence; The Cloze Procedure: New
Perspectives; Self-Assessment of Language Proficiency; The Intcraction of
Teaching and Testing. With the possible exception of the topic of the cloze
procedure, who would wish to deny that such themes might not be just as
appropriate to the 1990 RELC Scminar? Communicative language testing
appears on the programme of this scminar in many disguises. The assessment of
oral proficicncy is still topical, as is self asscssment, the relationship between
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teaching and testing, test development and test validation. I shall be very
interested as I listen to the many presentations at this seminar to scc whether we
arc building upon previous rescarch and understandings, whether we are
reinventing wheels that have alrcady been shown to be adequatce, or even worse
attempting to produce new wheels that are more squarc than the old ones. Will
we, like our reinvented wheels, continue to go round and round in circles,
possibly bumping as we go, thanks to the irregularitics in the circles? That, I
belicve with Peter Skehan, is the challenge to language testing in the 1990s: can
we make progress, can we go forward, or must we continue to go rodhd in
circles? One of the major contributions that this RELC Seminar could make to
language testing, I belicve, is to help us to answer the questions in my title, which
I believe to be central. What progress have we made made in language testing :
What do we now know, that we did not know in 1980? How far have we come?
And secondly, what do we still not know? What needs to be done?

If by the end of the Seminar we have got our personal answers to these
questions, and if we have also a sensc of an emerging consensus among language
testers of the answers, then we will not only have achicved a great deal, but will
also be in a position to move forward.

I do not wish to pre-cmpt your own thoughts on progress to date and the
need for further progress, but I fear that it would be remiss of me, given my title
and the expectations it may have aroused, not to offer my thoughts on what we
have and have not achicved to date. However, I shall do so only bricfly, as [ do
hope that this seminar will clarify my own thinking in this area. Nevertheless, let
me at lcast indicate the following arcas of progress and lack of progress:

TEST CONTENT

The last ten years have scen apparent improvement in the content of
language tests, especially those that claim to be “communicative”. Texts arc
more "authentic”, test tasks relate more Lo what people do with language in "real
- life", our tests are more performance related and our criteria for evaluating
performance arc morc relevant to language use. Advances in performance
testing have accompanicd a movement away from “discrete-point”, knowledge-
focussed tests and have benefited from more integrative approaches to language
assessment. However, we do not know that this apparent improvement is a rcal
advance in our ability to mecasurc language ability. What analyscs and
comparisons have been done suggest that there is little detectable difference
between the "new" and the "old", and much more work needs to be donc to
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establish that progress has indeed been made. Lyle Bachman and his co-workers
have developed a useful instrument for the TOEFL-Cambridge Comparability
Study, intended to identify and examine aspects of "Communicative Language
Ability" (based upon the Bachman model, Bachman 1990), but even this
instrument when perfected will only enable us to compare tests in content terms.
Much more work will need to be done before we can relate the empirical
analysis of test performance to an examination of test content. We are still very
far from being able to say "I know how to test grammatical competence”, I know
how to test the ability to rcad in a foreign language”, and so on.

TEST METROD

Research has clearly shown that there is such a thing as method cffect in
testing. Given that we are not interested in measuring a person’s ability to take a
particular type of test, it is important that we minimise method bias in our
mcasures and maximise their ability to measure trait. We arc more aware than
we were that there is no such thing as the one best method, much less one best
test. We have, I believe, gencrally accepted that no one test method can be
thought of as superior, as a panacea. Therc have been interesting attempts to
devise new testing methods for particular purposes, which remain to be
validated, but which offer alternatives to the ubiquitous multiple-choice. We
have as yct no means, however, of estimating the method cffect in a test score,
much less any way of predicting test method effects or of relating test method to
test purpose. The development of an instrument to identify possible test method
facets through the TOEFL-Cambridge Comparability Study is a welcome
contribution ¢o our future understanding of this issue.

TEST ANALYSIS

Considerable advance has been made in the quantitative and qualitative
tools available to testers. The incrcased use of ltem Response Theory, of
multivariate statistics and casual modelling, including confirmatory factory
analysis, has contributed to an increased understanding of the propertics of
language tests, and recent developments in the use of introspective techniques
for the analysis of test performance promisc to incrcase further that
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understanding. At the same time, the usc of more sophisticated techniques
reveals how complex responses to test items can be and therefore how complex a
test score can be. We have much more work to do before we can claim to have
identificd what it is that any test tests, and thercfore are cqually far from being
able to claim that we have perfected our tools for test analysis.

THE NATURE GF PROFICIENCY

We now know, or belicve, that the answer to the question: what is language
proficicncy? depends upon why onc is asking the question, how onc secks to
answer it, and what level of proficicncy onc might be conceined with. It is
generally accepted that the UCH was overstated, and that proficiency consists of
both gencral and specific components. We know that speaking can be different
from rcading. We also now know, thanks to the work of Gary Buck (Buck,
1990), that rcading and listening can be empirically scparated, provided that
certain conditions are mect. We also know from various sources, including the
empirical work of Vollmer, Sang ct al, and Mike Milanovic in Hong Kong, that
the naturc of proficicncy depends upon the level of proficiency. Advanced
learners tend to cxhibit a rclatively integrated proficiency, which therefore tends
to be unifactorial. Similarly, virtual beginners are likely to exhibit a non-
differentiated proficiency. Whereas intermediate level learners - the majority -
tend to show differentiated abilitics across macro-skills, and therefore their test
performance tends to be multifactorial. However, we are still at the beginning of
this sort of rescarch, and many carefully designed studies with large test
batterics, homogencous subjects, and adequate background information on
learning historics and biodata will be nceded before we can be more definitive in
our statcments about the nature of language proficiency than that.

THE NATURE OF LANGUAGE LEARNING

We know that language learners do learn language. We know very little
about how, about how long it takes, under what conditions, and thercfore we
know littlc about how to measure tke progress of learners. We do know that
proficicncy tests are very insensitive to such progress (as Palmer and Des Brisay
will tell us at this conference). We lack more sensitive measures, and we arc

25w




PAFullToxt Provided by ERIC

thercfore unable cven to make useful statements about the impact on learning
of onc method/teacher /classroom/syllabus over any other. We ought as a
profession to know morc about language learning than that it is complex and
unpredictable! Our previous tendency in language testing to concentrate on the
devclopment and validation of proficiency tests must be reversed in the next
decade by a concerted cffort to devise tests that arc scnsitive to Icarning on
particular programmes, that will help us to explore the nature of language
learning, and to contribute to sccond language acquisition studics, to programme
evaluation, to language teaching and to applicd linguistics morc generally.

REASONS FOR LACK OF PROGRESS

So much for my personal view on our achicvements and lack of
achievements to date. Before 1 offer a few thoughts myself on the directions §
believe we must go in language lesling in order to make further progress, 1
should like to expand on Skchan’s ideas at the Bourncmouth symposium as to
why therc has been so little progress in testing, and then speculate on how this
might be overcome.

There are, [ believe, four main reasons:

i) Language tesling is a young disciplinc, and has only been taken scriously,
and taken itsclf scriously, in the past twenty years or so. As Alan Davies
oncc pointed oul, the resurgence, or increascd attention and respect
accorded to language testings, is due to the influcnce of people like John
Oller, and latterly Lyle Bachman, but this is relatively recent.

Language testing suffcs from a lack of replication: this is a problem
common to the social sciecnces. There is considerable pressure on
researchers, especially doctoral students, to be "original”. As a result, we do
not yet have a tradition of tezm rescarch, or cstablished research agendas,
which researchers in various centres are working on.

The problem of lack of replication, lack of rescarch teams, and lack of a
research agenda is in part duc o a lack of funding. It is relatively unusual,
at lcast in the United Kingdom, and in my cxpericnce also clscwhere, for
language testing - especially achicvement testing - to receive funding from
the rescarch councils or other sponsors of social scicnce rescarch. As a
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result, the research that gets done tends to be done by doctoral students,
striving to be original, or by individual researchers working on their own
(this is a point also made by Skehan), or by researchers within organisations
like the Defense Language Institute in the USA, or the Centre for Applied
Linguistics, who are necessarily bound by the prioritics of their
organisations. Occasionally the examination bodies fund outside rescarch -
the TOEFL - Cambridge Comparability Study is a good example of this , as
arc some of the research studies reported in the ETS TOEFL Research
Report Scries. However, understandably enough, the examination and test
development bodies are more interested in funding research that will
contribute directly to the development of their own tests and examinations,
rather than to progress in language testing more generally.

Lack of a coherent framework within which to work, so that ideas can
contribute to cach other, allowing the systematic cxploration of onc aspect
and its relationship to other aspects of the framework or model.

In order to make progress in language testing, we need to pay attention to
these problems. The first problem will, of course, resolve itself as testing
becomes a more established ficld of study. There are reasons to belicve, as |
suggested at the beginning, that this has alrcady occurred, that language testing
is now sufficiently developed and mature, or language testers arc sufficiently well
trained and experienced, for this no longer to be a problem. The sccond
problem can be overcome by an awarcness of its existence: those of us who
direct and supervise rescarch should consciously encourage replication and the
accumulation of rescarch findings. We should also consciously scek
opportunities for collaboration among rescarchers and rescarch tecams. The
fourth problem - the lack of a common framework - is partly resolved by the
appearance of the Bachman model, which is beginning to be welcomed by testing
rescarchers in a variety of situations as a very uscful and usable starting point
and framework. I am sure that we would all have our individual misgivings or
criticisms of parts of the modcl, but that should not prevent us from
cndcavouring to operationalise aspects of it, in order to explore rclationships
among them. The third problem is perhaps the most problematic: funding for
rescarch and development. I have no easy solutions to that, but will be very
interested to hear what other have to say about this, from their institutional and
national perspectives.
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DIRECTIONS

In what follows, I offer a few of my own thoughts, on what 1 belicve to be

important areas for language testing to pay attention to in the next decade and
more.

Achievement and research in language learning

Now that testing has come of age, it is time for testers to make major
contributions to other arcas of applied linguistics. Three related areas come to
mind immediately: programme cvaluation, sccond language acquisition rescarch
and classroom learning. In each case, it will be important for language testers to
pay much more attention to the development and rescarching of achicvement
tests. In each case, what is nceded is a set of carefully constructed, highly
specific tests which can be shown to be sensitive to learning. The concentration
of language testing researchers on developing and researching proficiency tests is
understandable: most funding bodics want proficiency tests, rather than tests
that relatc reliably, and validly and directly to specific achicvement on particular
syllabuses, materials and programmes, or to the acquisition of particular
language items/features/skills. The fact is that much programme cvaluation
uses inappropriate tests: cither proficicncy tests which can hardly be expected to
be sensitive to learning in a detailed rather than global sensc; or poorly
constructed, untrialled or unvalidated "achicvement” tests (the use of the cloze
test in Canadian immersion studics, the Bangalore evaluation, ctc is a case in
point). The net effect is that findings arc of dubious validity or indced certainty,
and our professional knowledge of the effect let alone effectiveness of teaching
and learning is minimal. Put crudely, we ought to know far more than we do
about the nature of language learning and I believe that onc of the reasons we
do not is the neglect of the contribution that language testing could make to
gathering insights in this arca. There are, of course, immensely difficult issucs to
be faced in deciding when and what someone has learned something, but these
are not insupecrable, and I belicve that the 1990s will sce much more
collaboration between language testers, second language acquisition rescarchers,
programme evaluators and language teachers than we have scen hitherto.

2. Washback

It is a commonplace to declare that tests have an impact on teaching -
washback is everywhere acknowledged and usually deplored. At the same time,
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it is not uncommon to point out that tests can have both negative and positive
influcnces on the curriculum, a fact which has been used in some scttings in
order to bring about innovation in the curriculum through the test. Usually, the
test is said to lag behind innovations and progress in materials, teacher training
and classroom practice, until the dissonance between the two becomes so
uncomfortable that the test has to change. In some settings, however, deliberate
innovation in the content and method of the examinations has been used to
reinforce or in some occasions even £o in advance of changes in materials and
methods, However, in both sets of circumstances - where the test is held to have
ncgative washback on teaching and where the test is being used to bring about
classroom change - there is remarkably little evidence of the impact of the test.
What there is is largely ancedotal, and not the result of systematic empirical
research. What is nceded, and there arc signs that this will become an increased
focus for testing related rescarch in the future, is rescarch into the impact of
tcsts on classrooms. Do teachers "simply” use previous exam papers as textbook
material? If so, do they simply expect students to take the tests, and then to
receive the answers? How long in advance of the exam does such tcaching
begin, and what do students think of it , and how do they benefit from it? Why
do teachers do it - if they do? Arc there other, equally or more cffective
strategics for preparing students for exams, or for helping students to perform to
the best of their ability in tests? What do tests do to the process of learning? Is
washback nccessarily negative, and do teachers necessarily and incvitably resent
the influence and power of the test, or do they welcome it as providing
motivation for learners and guidance to the teacher? Studics of the washback
effect are only just beginning - Isracl and Nepal are twe exanples, and my own
University is involved in a four year project in Sri Lanka to seck to determine
attitudes to tests and the nature of their impact.

Test Content

The last few years have seen a resurgence in interest in the content validity
of tests. Over the past ten years there has developed a tendency for test
developers to devise taxonomics of the skills and content being tested by their
tests. Such taxonomics are typically contained in the Specifications of the test,
which are used for the guidance of item writers, and they have been heavily
influcnced by the writings of curriculum and syllabus developers. The classic
example of these in the USA is Benjamin Bloom and his associates, in the
Taxonomy of Educational Objectives, and in the United Kingdom in EFL/ESP
in the work of John Munby and his Communicative Needs Processor. The
existence of taxonomics in test specifications has led to an attempt to test
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individual skills and objectives in individual items, and to the concomitant claim
that certain itcms do indeed test certain skills/objectives.

Unfortunately, however, recent research has begun to cast doubt on these
claims, at least to the extent that it has proved somewhat difficult in some
circumstances to get "expert” judges to agree on what is being tested by
individual items. If judges do not agree with each other, or with the test
constructor, on what items arc testing, then it becomes somewhat difficult to
substantiate claims as'to the content validity of an item, and conceivably also a
test.

The development and usc of introspective techniques in other arcas of
applied linguistics - especially in the study of rcading - has led to their
application to an understanding of what test candidates do when they are taking
tests. Insights gained to date have centered upon test-taking strategies - what
might be called test-wiscness and its absence: how students approach the task of
taking a test - and test-processing: what students report of their mental
processes when they arc reading and listening, writing responses and completing
multiple-choice grammar tests. What this new arca of test analysis is beginning
to show is that students approach test items in a highly individual way and,
morcover, that students get the correct answer for a varicty of different reasons.
Somctimes they get the answer right without knowing the right answer,
sometimes they get the answer wrong whilst clearly displaying the ability being
tested. Even more worrisomely, in some ways, is the fact that individual students
have been seen to get the answer right, yet have displayed abilitics that were not
supposedly being tested, nor have they displayed evidence of the ability that the
test constructor believed was being tested.

If individuals respond to single items individually, revealing different skills
and abilities in so doing, and if "expert” judges disagree about what is being
tested by individual test items, then it is unclear whether we are justified (a) in
saying that a given item is testing a particular skill for any group of learners, and
(b) in grouping together the responses of different learners to the same item for
the purposes of item analysis (even facility values and discrimination indices). If
there are doubts about the legitimacy of grouping individual responscs (which
arc at least poteatially different psycholinguistically) to one item, there must also
be doubts about the wisdom and indced interpretability of grouping responses to
items to arrive at test scores for one individual, and even less to arrive at group
test results. Given that traditional test statistics - reliability indices and validity
cocfficients and calculations - depend upon grouping data - perhapi it is small
wonder that factor analyses of large datasets of performance on lar e numbers
of items result more frequently than not in unifactorial structures, or in mult-
factorial views of proficiency that arc difficult to interpret. This is at lcast an
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argument for interpreting statistical data cautiously, especially if it runs counter
1o our intuitions and insight into language lcarning from other perspectives. It is
not an argument for doing away with language tests altogether.

4.  Structure of language proficiency

The appearance of Issues in Language Testing Research, the admission by
John Oller that he had pushed the Unitary Competence Hypothesis too far, and
above all the careful empirical work of Bachman and Palmer led many to declare
that the notion of "general language proficicncy” had gone too far: language
proficiency is both unitary and divisible at the same time, it scems. Thus there is
a common or general factor in proficiency as measured by test results and also
evidence for separabic components, sometimes relating to the macro-skills,
sometimes to less easily definable traits. For a while in the early 1980s, the
debate was quiet, all was resolved, we thought. However, recently further
rescarch evidence for a very strong general factor as provided by rescarchers like
Fred Davidson and the work of the Comparability Study has led some to
reconsider their position. The to-some-disappointing finding that the factor
structure of test batteries is more unifactorial than theory would lead us to
expect is being accounted for by the notion that the nature of language
proficiéncy may vary depending upon the level of proficiency. Thus advanced
lcarners might be thought to have intcgrated their abilitics in different skill
arcas, and therefore to manifest a general proficiency, or at least a proficicncy
that is relatively undifferentiated in the sense that no one skill is radically
distinguishable from another skill. Good language users tend to be good at
grammar and rcading, writing and spcaking, listening and vocabulary. Thus onc
might expect a unifactorial structure for language proficicncy at the higher levels.
However, lower intermediate students might well find that their reading abilitics
far outstrip their speaking or listening abilities, and therefore one might expect
that at the lower levels of proficiency, language proficiency is more
differcntiated, more multi- factorial. Recent rescarch in this general area does
scem o offer some evidence to support this view, and it is likely that further
research into the nature of language proficiency will have to look at more
homogencous groups than has been the case in the past. Grouping candidates
from widely varying cultural, cthnic, linguistic and educational backgrounds
together in order to make inferences about test content and construct and
therefore also about language proficiency, is a dubious excrcise at best, and also
possibly highly misleading. Of course, rescarchers have used such
heterogencous populations partly because of the tests being investigated -
especially the TOEFL - and also because of the populations from whom data has

18

31




Q

ERIC

PAFullToxt Provided by ERIC

been gathered - typically the Language Institutes associated with an American
University, whose populations may be relatively homogeneous educationally but
certainly not culturally or linguistically.

It is hoped that the realisation of the problems associated with this, and the
nced for closer attention to the nced to test language achievement rather than
proficiency, might well lead to an increcase in the studies that are conducted on
populations in individual countries, within particular educational settings. This
might also enable us to focus more clearly on achicvement and learning within
institutions and systems.

5. CBELT: computer-based language testing and the impact of technology.

Onc major development since 1980 has been the advent of personal
computers utilising powerful and advanced micro-processors. Such computers
are increasingly being used not only for the calculation of test results and the
issuing of certificates, but also for test delivery and scoring. Computerised
adaptive testing is an important innovation, where the computer “tailors™ the test
that any candidate takes to that candidate’s ability level as revealed by his/her
performance on previous test items. Thus on the basis of his/her responsc to
the first item, the computer calculates the candidate’s ability tevel (using IRT in
some form) and selccts the next item from an item bank at that cstimated level
of ability. Through an iterative process of cstimation and administration, the
computer is able to achicve a reliable estimate of a candidate’s ability with fewer
items than is normally possible, thus increasing the cfficicncy with which tests
can be administered and rcducing the time neccssary.

Computers arc also increasingly being used for the routine administration
of a range of different tests for different purposes. Unfortunately, the tests
administered arc usually cither multiple-choice, or fixed ratio cloze tests scored
by the exact word procedure. Whereas such test methods are coming under
increasing scrutiny and criticism clsewhere in language testing, the advent of the
computer has to datc proved to be a conservative force in test development: test
mcthods arc being used that might otherwise be questioned, because it is
thought difficult for the computer to dcal with other test methods. The
tremendous opportunitics that computers might offer for innovation in test
mcthod have not yet been taken up, despite the possibilitics outlined in
Aldcrson, 1988,

The speed, memory, patience and accuracy of the computer would appear
to offer a varicty of possibilities for innovation in test method that should be
actively explored in the 1990s. In addition, however, it is alrcady clear that
dclivering tests on computer allows the possibility for a blurring of the
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distinction between a test and an exercise. The computer can assess a student’s
response as soon as it has been made: this then allows the possibility for
immediate fecdback to the student before he/she progresses to the next item. It
also allows the possibility of giving the student a "sccond chance”, possibly for
reduced credit. The computer can also provide a varicety of help facilities to
students: on-line dictionarics can be made casily available, and with not much
more effort, tailor-made dictionarics - dircctly relevant to the meanings of the
words in the particular context - can also be available, as can mother tonguc
cquivalents, and so on. In addition, the computer can dcliver clues to lcarners
who request them. These clues can be specific to particular items, and can
consist of hints as to the underlying rules, as to mcanings, as to possible
inferences, and so on. Again, the test developer has the possibility of allowing
access to such clucs only for reduced credit. Morcover, the computer can also
offer the possibility of detailed exploration of a particular arca of weakness. If a
student performs poesly on, say, two items in a particular arca, the machine can
branch the student out into a diagnostic loop that might explorc in detail the
student’s understanding and weakncsses/strengths in such an arca. 1f thought
desirable, it would be casy to branch students out of the test altogether into
some lcarning routinc or sct of explanations, and then branch them back in,
either when they indicated that they wished the test to continuc, or once they had
performed at some pre-specificd criterion Ievel.

In short, a range of support facilitics is imaginable through computers - and
indeed software alrcady cxists that allows the provision of some of these ideas.
The provision of such support raiscs serious questions about the distinction
between tests and exercises, and the consequences of providing support for our
understanding of candidates’ proficicncy and achicvemeat. Since the computer
can also keep track of a student’s usc of such facilitics, it is possibic to produce
very detailed reports of progress through a test and of performance on it, thus
allowing the possibility of detailed diagnostic information. The big question at
present is: can tcachers and testers usc this information? Will it reveal things
about a student’s proficiency or achievement or learning or test taking strategics
that will be helpful? We do not yet know, but we now have the hardware, and

partly the software, to find out, and a duty to explore the possibilities and
consequences.

6. Learner-centered testing

The very real possibility of the provision of support during tests, and the
tailoring of tests to students’ abilitics and needs, raises the important issue of
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student-centered testing. For a long time in language teaching there has been
talk of, and some exploration of the concept of, lcarner-centered teaching and
lcarning. This now becomes an issuc in testing, and as teachers we will need to
decide whether we need and want to explore the possibilities. Interest in
students’ sclf-asscssment has continued throughout the decade; the advent of
introspective methods for investigating test content and test taking processes
allows us to gather information on test processes from a student's perspective
and thus to get a different, student-centered, perspective on test validity. Itis
possible to cnvisage further developments where students are invited to
contribute more dircctly to the test development process, by getting them to
indicate what they consider suitable measures of outcomes from instructional
programmes might be. What do they think they have learned during a
programme and how do they think they can demonstrate such learning? An
increased focus on such questions could help learners as well as teachers become
morc awarce of the outcomes of classroom learning, which would in turn inform
thosc who need to develop classroom progress and achicvement tests.

Clearly such suggestions are revolutionary in many scttings, and I am not
necessarily advocating that students design tests for themselves, their peers or
their successors, at least not immediately. It is often nccessary to begin such a
devclopment cautiously: onc way aircady suggested and indeed being tried out
in various contexts is to ask students what they are doing when they respond to
test items. Another way is to ask students to comment and reflect on the
discrepancy between their test results or responses, and their own view of their
ability, or their peers’ vicws or their teachers views. Such cxplorations may well
help us to understand better what happens when a student meets a test item, and
that might help us to improve items. It might also help students to understand
their abilitics better, and might even encourage students to contribute more
substantially to test development. The idecas may appear Utopian, but I would
argue that we would be irresponsible not to explore the possibilities.

Judgments in language testing

Language testers have long been awarc that testing is a judgemental
activity. The development of multiple-choice tests was an attempt to reduce
unrcliability of scoring judgements, by making it possible to mark tests by
machine. Those concerned with the development of direct or semi-direct tests of
spcaking and writing abilitics have traditionally sought to establish the reliability
of subjective scoring judgements/carcful training through scorers, through inter
and intra-rater comparisons, and it is commen practice in many parts of the
world to report scorer rehiability coefficient:. However, there are many arcas
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beyond scoring where judgements are important in language testing. Thesc
include: the design of the test, involving decisions about test method and test
content, and judgements about what is being tested by items and subjects.
Testers also have to make judgements about the appropriacy of items to given
target populations, especially important in settings where pre-testing and
pilotting of tests is impossible, or massively difficult. Testers also often have to
decide which students should be deemed successful on tests and which not: who
has passed and who failed? Somc traditions of language testing - I am thinking
here especially of the British tradition - rcly very heavily indeed on "expert
judgements’. Examinaticn bodics sclect individuals to produce, edit and mark
their tests who they consider to be "expert”. Much depends upon the accuracy
and reliability of such individuals, and it should be said that it is rarc for
examination boards to challenge such judgements.

However, recent rescarch suggests that it may be unwise to leave "expert”
judgements unchallenged. In a recent paper, 1 present results (Alderson, 1990)
of studics of judgements in three arcas: content inspection, item difficulty and
pass-fail grades. 1 have already alluded to the first arca above: in two studies, |
showed that "expert” judges do not agree with cach other on what is being tested
on a range of rcading tests. Morcover, where there was agreement among
judges, this did not nccessarily agree with the intentions of the test constructor,
nor with what students reported of their test-taking processes. It is much more
difficult than we may have thought to decide by content inspection alone what a
test is testing.  Yet much testing practice assumes we can make such judgements.

In a sccond study, [ showed that test writers, cxperienced test scorers, and
experienced teachers, were unable to agree on the difficulty of a set of items, for
a given population, and were unable to predict the actual difficulty of items. This
shows clearly the need for pre-testing of items, or at the very least for post-hoc
adjustinents in test content, after an analysis of item difficulty. Declarations of
the suitability, or even unsuitability of a test: for a given population arc likely to
be highly inaccurate.

In a third study, [ investigated agrcement among judges as to the suitability
of cut-offs for grades in school-leaving cxaminations. There was considerable
disagreement among judges as to what score represented a "pass , a "credit” and
a "distinction” at O Level. Interestingly, it proved possible to set cut-offs for the
new cxamination by pooling the judgements - the resuit of that cxercise came
remarkably close to a norm-referenced percentile cquating mcthod.
Nevertheless, the amount of disagreement as to what constituted an adequate
performance for students is worrying; a worry that is confirmed by a recent
review of standard-sctting procedurcs by Berk, who shows the instability and
variability of judgements (Berk, 1986).
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What will clearly be necded in the cuming years is a sct of studies into the
accuracy and nature of the range of judgements that language testers are
required to make, in order to identify ways in which such judgements can be
made reliable and also more valid. Testing depends upon judgements by
"experts”. We need to know how to improve these judgements, and how to
guarantee their reliability and validity.

8. Traditional concerns

This question of the reliability and validity of judgements in testing brings
me on to my final point, which relates to the traditional concerns of language
testers and users of language tests. Arc the tests valid? Are they reliable? What
standards are followed to ensure reliability and validity?

Any review of rescarch and practice in language testing reveals an ongoing
concern with test validation. The past decade has indeed scen the introduction
of new ways to validate tests, both statistical through Item Response Theory,
Confirmatory Factor Analysis, MultiTrait, Multimethod analyses of convergent
and discriminant validitics, and the like, and qualitative, through introspective
studies, through comparisons with “rcal-life" language use, through increased
sensitivity to developments in language teaching and applied linguistics,
increased concern for the “communicative” nature of the tests, and so on. We
have also seen attempts to devise new test methods that might help us to reduce
method bias, and it is increasingly commonplace to advocate at least the
triangulation of test nethods (ie the use of more than one test method in any
test battery) in order to maximise our chances of measuring traits, not just test
method abilities.

Clearly more needs to be done in the validation of the new tests we
produce - this certainly applies to the so-called communicative tests like the
CUEFL and thc IELTS, but also morc generally across the range of language
tests for which we are responsible. But in addition to this, I believe that the
1990s will be a period during which there will be increasing pressure from test
users and from test researchers for accountability: accountability of test quality
and the mcaning and interpretation of test scores. 1 have alrcady mentioned in
passing thc proposed development of a professional association of language
testing specialists. Associated with that will come a requircment that we develop
a sct of standards for good practice in language testing. There already exist
general standards for educational and psychological testing - the APA, AERA
and NCME standards. However, these do not refer specifically to language
tests, nor, I believe, do they take account of, or accommodate to, the variety of
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test development procedures that cxist around the world. The TOEFL -
Cambridge Comparability Study I have referred to revealed considerable
differences in approaches to test development, and to the cstablishing of
standards for tests in the United Kingdom and the USA. Similar cross-national
comparisons clsewhere would doubtless also reveal considerable differences.
What we need to do is not to imposc onc sct of standards on other systems, but
to explore the advantages and disadvantages, the positives and negatives of the
different traditions that might cmerge from a survey of current practice, and to
incorporate the positive features of current practice into a set of standards that
could - should? - be followed by those who develop language tests. There
alrcady cxists a well-documented and well-articulated psychometric tradition for
establishing test standards, especially but not exclusively in the USA. What we
now need to do is to identify the positive features of other traditions, and to
explore the extent to which these arc compatible or incompatible with the
psychometric tradition.

Clearly this will take time, and considcrable effort, and may well cause
some anguish. Just as does a long-distance run. The analogy may not be entircly
inappropriate, since the cffort may well need stamina and determination. And
the end-point may well be distant. But I belicve it to be worthwhile.

To summarise; Recent rescarch is beginning to challenge some of the basic
assumptions we have made in the past 20-30 years: our judgements as experts
arc suspect; our insights into test content and validity are challengeable; our
mecthods of test analysis may cven be suspect. The apparent progress we think
we have made - that we celebrate at conferences and seminars like this one, that
we publish and publicise - may well not represent progress so much as activity,
sometimes in decreasing circles.

It may at times appear, it may cven during this talk have appeared as if the
goal is reducing into the distance. Arc we facing a mirage, in which our goals
appear tantalisingly close, yet recede as we try to reach them? I belicve not, but
1 do believe that we need patience and stamina in order to make progress. At
lcast language testing is now macure cnough, confident enough, well trained
cnough, to take part in the run, to begin the long distance journey. Did you
know that to take part in long-distance events, at least in the United Kingdom,
you have to be at Icast cighteen years old? Modern approaches to language
testing arc at least that old. We should not despair, but should identify the
direction in which we want and need to move, and continue to work at it.
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CURRENT RESEARCH/DEVELOPMENT IN
LANGUAGE TESTING

John W. Oller. Jr

INTRODUCTION

Without question, the most important itcm on the present agenda for
language testing research and development is a more adequate theoretical
perspective on what language proficicncy is and what sources of variance
contribute to its definition in any given test situation. Perhaps the least
developed idea with reference to the rescarch has been the differentiation of
sources of variance that are bound to contribute to obscrved differences in
mcasurcs of language proficiency in different test situations.

Among the sources of variance that have heretofore been inadequatcely
sorted out arc those attributable (o text/discourse as opposed to authurs
contrasted also with audience or consumers. With respect to these three
positions, which may be roughly rclated to Peirce’s categorics of thirdness,
firstness, and sccondness respectively, several distinct dimensions of cach sourcc
may be sorted out. Among the most salient variables to be taken into
consideration are background knowledge, relative language ability, and
motivation of author (first person) and consumer (second person) as well as
the propertics that can be distinguished as pertaining to the discourse/text itsclf.
For an example or two, these several sources of variability (and others) arc
discussed within a Peircean perspective relative to research on cloze procedure
and scveral other ways of investigating coherence/comprehensibility of
texts/discourses vis a vis certain producers and interpreters. It is argucd that
impoverished theories that fail to take the three positions of firstness,
sccondness, and thirdness into consideration are doomed to inadequacy. Nor is
rescarch that fails to do so apt to be reasonably interpretable, Examples of
experimental rescarch projects that do and do nat consider the relevant variables

arc discussed. Finally, some general recommendations are offered for test
development and future rescarch.
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GREETING

After ten years, it is a distinct pleasure to be back in Singapore again and tv
attend once more an international confcrence at RELC on language testing. As
Charles Aldcrson reminded us at least “a little” has happened in the interim
(since the 1980 conference) and we look forward to seeing what the next decade
may bring forth. Wc may hope that all of us who were able to attend this year
will be able to come back in ten years lime. We are saddered to note that Dr.
Michacl Canalc is no longer with us, and arc reminded of our own mortality.

It is a "noble undertaking’, as General Ratanakoses (Minister of Education
in Thailand and President of SEAMEQ) told us yesterday that we arc cmbarked
upon, but a difficult onc. Therefore, if we arc to stay in it for the long haul, as
Alderson said, we will require a certain level of stamina”. The Dircctor of
RELC. Mr. Earnest Lau and Dr. Jakub Isman, the Dircctor of the SEAMEQO
Sceretariat, defined very admirably at the opeaing of this ycar’s seminar the
scope and limits of (e problems that we grapple with and their importancc Lo
the enterprisc of education especially in multilingual settings. Again and again, in
papcers at the conference, we are reminded of the central role of language in the
communication of information, the cstablishment and maintenance of social
norms. and in the very definition of what education is all about.

A GOAL AND A PLAN

This morning 1 want o speak to you about current rescarch and
development in language testing. Followiag the recommendation to be
+audience-centered”, from A. Laticf in one of yesterday’s scssions, and also a
suggestion from Adrian Palmer, I have tricd wherever possible 10 illustrate the
various theoretical and practical conccrns of my own presentation from things
«aid at the conference. My goal is to introduce a theory of scmiosis (our usc of
the ability we have as human beings to form sensible representations) which
repards language testing as a special vasc. Along the way 1 will introduce Charlcs
Sanders Peirce [1839-1914], the Amecrican scicntist, mathematician, logician, and
philosopher, best known in this ccntury, perhaps, for having been the mentor of
William James and John Dewcey.
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A GOLDEN RULE FOR TESTERS

In fact, having mentioned Peirce, I am reminded of something he wrote
about being audicnce-centered. By the end of the talk, I hope you will sce its
relevance to all that I have to say and to the method ! have tricd to employ in
saying it. When he was a young man concerning the process of writing, he wrote
in his private journal, "The best maxim in writing, perhaps, is really to love your
reader for his own sake" (in Fisch, ct al., 1982, p. 9). It is not unlike the rule laid
down in the Mosaic law and re-iterated by Christ Jesus that we should love our
neighbors as oursclves. It is a difficult rule, but onc that every teacher in some
measurc must aspire to altain. Morcover, in interpreting it with reference to
what I will say here today, it is convenient that it may be put in all of the
grammatical persons which we might have nced of in reference to a general
theory of semiosis and to a more speeific theory of language testing as a special
case.

For instance, with respect to the first person, whether speaker or writer, it
would be best for that person to try to sec things from the viewpoint of the
sccond person, the listener or reader.  With reference to the second person, it
would be good to scc things (or to try to) from the vantage point of the first.
From the view of a third person, it would be best to take both the intentions of
the first and the expectations of the sccond into consideration. And, as Ron
MacKay showed so cloquently in his paper at this meecting, cven evaluators
(acting in the first person in most cascs) are obliged to consider the position of
“stakcholders" (in the sccond person position). The stakcholders are the persons
who are in the position to benefit or suffer most from program evaluation. They
arc the persons on the scene, students, teachers, and administrators, so it follows
from the generalized version of Peirce’s maxim for writers (a sort of golden rule
for testers) that evaluators must act as if they were the stakcholders.

Therefore, with all of the forcgoing in mind, I will attempt to express what 1
have to say, not so much in terms of my own cxperience, but in terms of what we
have shared as a community at this conference. May it be a sharing which will go
on for many years in a broadening circle of fricndships and common concerns. 1
supposc that our common goal in the "noblc undertaking” upon which we have
embarked from our different points of view converging here at RELC, is to
share our successes and our quandarics in such a way that all of us may benefit
and contributc to the bettcrment of our common cause as communicators,
teachers, educators, experimentalists, theorcticians, practitioners, language
testers, administrators, cvaluators, and what have you.
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A BROADER THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVE

It scems that our natural proclivity is to be a little bit cautious avcut
embracing new thcorctical perspectives. Therefore, it is with a certain
reasonable trepidation that I approach the topic of semiotic theory. Adrian
Palmer pointed out that people have hardly had time to get used to the term
“pragmatics” (cf. Oller, 1970) before there comes now a new, more difficult and
more abstract set of terms drawn from the semiotic theory of Charles Sanders
Peirce. It is true that the term "pragmatics” has been at least partially
assimilated. It he come of age over the last two decades, and theoreticians
around the we:id t ow use it commonly. Some of them even gladly incorporate
its ideas into grammatical theory. Iam very pleased to sce that at RELC in 1990
there is a course listed on "Pragmatics and Language Teaching”.

Well, it was Peircc who invented the term, and as we press on with the
difficult task of sinking a few pilings into solid logic in order to lay as strong a
foundation as possible for our theory, it may be worthwhile to pause a moment
to realize just who he was.

C. 8. Peirce [1839-1914]

In addition to being the thinker who invented the basis for American
pragmatism, Peirce did a great deal else. His own published writings during his
75 years, amounted to 12,000 pages of material (the equivalent of 24 books of
500 pages each). Most of this work was in the hard sciences (chemistry, physics,
astronomy, geology), and in logic and mathematics. During his lifctime, however,
he was hardly known as a philosopher until alter 1906, and his work in grammar
and scmiotics would not become widely known until after his death. His
followers, William James [1842-1910] and John Dewey [1859-1952}, were better
known during their lifctimes than Peirce himself. However, for those who have
studied the three of them, there can be little doubt that his work surpassed theirs
{(see, for cxample, comments by Nagel, 1959).

Until the 1980s, Peirce was known almost exclusively through eight volumes
{about 4,000 pages) published by Harvard University Press between 1931 and
1958 under the title Collected Writings of Charles S. Peirce (the first six volumes
were cdited by Charles Hartshorne and Paul Weiss, and volumes seven and cight
by Arthur W. Burks). Only Peirce scholars with access to the Harvard archives
could have known that those cight volumes represented less than a tenth of his
total output.
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More recently, in 1979, four volumes on mathematics appeared under the
editorship of Carolyn Eiscle. Peirce’s work on mathematics, it is claimed, rivals
and surpasses the famed Principia Mathematica by Bertrand Russell and Alfred
North Whitehead. In 1982 and 1984 respectively two additional tomes of
Peirce’s writings have been published by Indiana University Press. The series is
titled Writings of Charles S. Peirce: A Chronological Edition and is expected,
when complete, to contain about twenty volumes. The first volume has been
edited by Max Fisch, et al., (1982) and the second by Edward C Moore, ct al,
(1984). In his Preface, to the first volume (p. xi), Moore estimates that it would
require an additional 80 volumes (of S00 pages each) to complete the publication
of the remaining unpublished manuscripts of Peirce. This would amount to a
total output of 104 volumes of 500 pages cach.

Nowadays even dilcttantes (such as Walker Percy a popular writer of
novels) consider Peirce to have been a philosopher. In fact, he was much more.
He earncd his living from the hard sciences as a geologist, chemist, and enginecr.
His father, Benjamin Peirce, Professor of Mathematics at Harvard was widely
regarded as the premicr mathematician of his day, yet the work of the son by all
measures seems to have surpasied that of the father (cf. Eiscle, 1979). Among
the better known accomplishments of Charles Sanders Peirce was a
mathematical improvemeat in the periodic table of chemistry. He was also onc
of the first astronomers to correctly determine the spiral shape of the Milky Way
Galaxy. He gencralized Boolean algebra - a development which has played an
important role in the logic of modern computing. His work in the topological
problem of map-making is, some say, still unexcelled.

Ernest Nagel wrote in 1959, "There is a fair consensus among historians of
ideas that Charles Sanders Peirce remains the most original, versatile, and
comprehensive mind this country has yet produced” (p. 185, also cited by Moore,
1984, p. xi). Noam Chomsky, the foremost linguist and language philosopher of
the twenticth century, in an interview with Mitsou Ronat in 1979, said, "The
philosopher to whom I feel closest - is Charles Sanders Peirce” (p. 71). In fact, it
is Peirce’s theory of abduction (or hypothetical inference; sec Oller, 1990) that
Chomsky credits as the basis for his whole approach to the study of language.

THE CRUCIAL ROLE OF INFERENCE

Peirce himself saw abstract representation and inference as the same thing.
Inference, of course, is the process of supposing something on the warrant of
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something clse, for example, that therc will be rain in Singapore because of the
build-up of thunderheads all about. Peirce wrote, "Inference in general
obviously supposes symbolization; and ali symbolization is infcrence. For every
symbol ... contains information. And ... all kinds of information involve
inference. Inference, then, is symbolization. They are the same notions" (1865,
in Fisch, 1982, p. 280). The central issue of classic pragmatism, the varicty
advocated by Peirce, was to investigate "the grounds of inference” (1865, in Fisch,
p. 286), or, in different words, the connection of symbols and combinations of
them with the world of experience. However, Peirce differed from some so-
called "pragmatists” because he did not see experience as supplying any basis for
infercnce, but rather, infercnce as the only possible basis for experience. In this
he was encouraged by his prccursor Immanuel Kant, and his position would be

later buttressed by nonc other than Albert Einstein (see pertinent writings of
Einstein in Oller, 1989).

PRAGMATIC MAPPING

Figure 1 gives a view of what I term “pragmatic mapping”. It is by definition
the articulate linking of text (or discourse) in a target language (or in fact any
scmiotic system whatever), with facts of experience known in some other manner
(i.c., through a different semiotic system or systems).

FACTS TEXTS

«The World of (Representations
Expernience) of all sorts)

Einstein’s
Gulf

Figure 1. Pragmatic mapping.
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That is, pragmatic mapping (also known as abductive reasoning), is a kind of
translation process. It is a process of taking a representation in one form and
interpreting it in terms of a representation in some other form. The only thing
that keeps this process from being completely circular, and therefore cmpty, is
that we really do have some valid knowledge of facts in an external world.
Another point to be made is that the process of pragmatic mapping also involves
risk. Or as James Pandian put it at this conference, "We talk a lot about what we
don’t know". Or putting the point in a slightly weaker form, we only have some of
the facts most of the time and we arc sccking to discover others or we may
merely be speculating about them.

THE PLACE FOR SKEPTICISM

To some extent, therefore, British skepticism of the sort advocated by
David Hume [1711-1776] and Bertrand Russcll {1872-1970] was only partially
well-“ounded. If there were no sccure knowledge, and if all representations were
always of doubtful interpretation in all circumstances (which they arc not), then
all representations would ultimately be meaningless, and communication and
language acquisition would be impossible. However, both communication and
language acquisition do in fact occur, and are in fact possible precisely because
we do posscss a great deal of well-cquilibrated knowlcdge {previously
established pragmatic mappings) concerning the external world--a world that is
as real as the space-time continuum can be. All of this is thrashed out in detail in
Ollcr (1989) through a collection of writings by Einstein, Peirce, James, de
Saussure, Russell, Dewey, and Piaget, so that argument will not be reiterated
here. Let it simply be noted that for all of its merits in pointing out the naivencss
of naive realism and the positive benefits of empiricism, British skepticism failed
to so much as touch the skin of classic pragmatism or the Peirccan idea of
abductive reasoning which forms the basis for the diagram given in Figure 1.

There are two interpretations of the figure that arc of interest here. First,
there is the general theory that it suggests for the comprehension of semiotic
material, i.c., texts or discourse, in general, and second, there is the more specific
application of it to language testing theory which we arc about to develop and
claborate upon.




NECESSARY AND SUFFICIENT CONDITIONS

With respect to the first interprecation we may remark that the theory of
pragmatic mapping, though entircly neglected by reviewers like Skehan (1989),
offers both the necessary and sufficient conditions for language comprehension
and acquisition. In order for any individual to understand any text it is necessary
for that individual te articulately map it into his or her cwn personal expericace.
That is, assuming we have in mind a particular linguistic text in a certain target
language, the comprehender/acquirer must determine the referents of referring
noun phrases (who, what, where, and the like), the deictic significances of verb
phrases (when, for how long, ctc.), and in general the meanings of the text. The
case is similar with the producer(s) of any given text or bit of text. All of the
same connections must be established by gencrating surface forms in a manner
that articulately corresponds to facts. If such texts are comprchended and
produced (here 1 diverge from Krashen somewhat) over a sufficient period of
time, the outcome is language acquisition. For this to occur, it figures that the
individual in question must both have access to comprehensible input and must
engage in comprchending it. Morcover, the learner must actively (productively)
engage in the articulate linking of texts in the target language with his or her own
experience. In fact, comprehension already entails this much cven before any
active speaking or writing ever may take place. This entails sufficient motivation
in addition to opportunity. Therefore, the theory of pragmatic mapping provides
both the necessary and sufficient conditions for language acquisition (whether
primary or non-primary).

EINSTEIN'S GULF

Obviously, the theory requires elaboration. Before going on to a slightly
claborated diagram viewing the process in terms of a hicrarchy of scmiotic
capacitics, however, a few comments are in order concerning the middle term of
Figure 1 which is referred to as “Einstein’s gulf'. Although it may be true that
there really is an external world, and though we may know quite a lot about it
(albeit practically nothing in relation to what is to be known; sce the reference to
Pandian above), our knowledge of the world is always in the category of being an
inference. There is no knowledge of it whatever that does not involve the
inferential linking of some representational form (a semiotic text of some sort)
with the facts of experience. The physical world, therefore, the cosmos in all its
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vast extent, we do not know dircctly--only indirectly and inferentially through our
representations of it.

The fact that physical matter should be representable at all is as Einstein
put it, miraculous. He wrote of a "logically unbridgeable gulf* which "scparates
the world of sensory experiences from the world of concepts and propositions”
(Einstein, 1944, in Oller, 1989, p. 25). This guif poses an insurmountable barrier
to any theory that would attempt to explain human intellect in a purcly
materialistic manner. All materialistic philosophies end in the abyss. There is
for them, no logical hope whatever. It would be good to dwell on the
philosophical and other implications of this, but we cannot linger here.

FACTS ARE INDEPENDENT OF SOCIAL CONSENSUS

Another point worthy of a bouk or two, is that what the material world is,
or what any other fact in it is, i.e., what is real, in no way depends on what we
may think it to be. Nor does it depend on any social consensus. Thus, in spite of
the fact that our determination of what is in the material world (or what is
factual concerning it), is entirely dependent on thinking and social consensus
(and though both of thesc may be real enough for as long as they may endure),
reality in general is cntirely independent of any thinking or conscnsus. Logic
requires, as shown independently by Einstein and Peirce (more claborately by
Peirce), that what is real must be independent of any human representation of it.
But, we cannot develop this point further at the moment. We must press on to a
more claborate view of the pragmatic mapping process and its bearing on the
concerns of language testers and program cvaluators.

APPLIED TO LANGUAGE TESTING

In fact, the simplest form of the diagram, Figurc 1, shows why language
tests should be made so as to conform to the naturalness constraints proposed
carlier (Oller, 1979, and Doye, this conference). It may go somc way to
explaining what Read (1982, p. 102) saw as perplexing. Every valid language test
that is more than a mere working over of surface forms of a target language
must require the linking of text (or discourse) with the facts of the test taker’s
cxperience. This was called the meaning constraint. The pragmatic linking,
moreover, ought to take place at a reasonable speed--the time constraint. In his




talk at this conference, Alderson stressed, as others have throughout, the
importance of reliability and validity. It is validity that the naturalness
constraints are concerned with directly.

THE SEMIOTIC HIERARCHY

Figurc 2 gives a more developed view of the pragmatic mapping process.
As my point of reference here at this year’s RELC seminar for what follows
immediately, I take N. F. Mustapha’s suggestion, that we must lock at the
psycho-motor functions that cnter into the taking of a language test.

General Semotic Capacity

Ljnguistlc
Semiotic
Capacity

Kinesic
Semiotic
Capacity

ldw‘ L2 L" K K K SM

. . . SM,  sM_

Sensory-
Motor Semiotic
Capacity

Fuyrure 2. Different kinds of semiotic capaaties.
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The new diagram, therefore, suggests that a hicrarchical organization exists. At
the top of the hicrarchy is what might be calied genceral semiotic capacity. This
is our ability to represent facts at the highest level of abstraction imaginable. 1t
undergirds all the less gencral and more specialized capacities by which we make
sense of our world. At the next level down we find at cast three {perhaps there
are more, but there cannot be any less) universal human capacities that arc also
of a representational (semiotic) sort: linguistic, kinesic, and scnsory-motor. In
their most abstract and general forms, cach of these capacitics is nonctheless
distinct. Linguistic ability is the onc most studied by us language testers so we
may pass over it for the moment.

Kinesic Capacity. Kinesic ability pertains to our knowledge of the meanings
of gestures, some aspects of which arc universal and some of which are
conventional and must be acquired. Smiling usually signifies fricndliness, tears
sadness, and so on, though gestures such as these are always ambiguous in a way
that linguistic forms are not ordinarily. A smile may be the ultimatc insult and
tears may as well represent joy as sorrow. Sensory-motor represcntations arc
what we obtain by secing, hcaring, touching, tasting, and smelling. They include
all of the visceral and other sensations of the body.

Sensory-Motor Capacity. Sensory-motor represcntations, as we learn from
empiricism, arc the starting point of all experience, experimentation, and
therefore of scicnce, and yet a little logic soon reveals that they are insufficient to
determine anything by themselves (this was the valid point to be derived from
the skepticism of Hume and Russcll, see Oller, 1989 for claboration). The
problem with sensory-motor representations is to determine what preciscely they
are representations of. What do we sce, hear, ctc? The general logical form of
the problem is a Wh-question with an indeterminate but emphatic demonstrative
in it: namely, "What is that?" To scc the indeterminacy in question, picture a
scientist in a laboratory with a surpriscd cxpression on his face looking at a
strange new concoction in a test-tube, or under a microscope, on a CRT, or in a
mathematical formula, or wherever, and asking, "What is that?” Or imaginc a
person on the strect or a language tester who asks the same question of any
observed datum.

A gesture may help the observer determine whatever is in question. For
instance, if somconc points to whatever is in question or merely looks at it, this
narrows down the ficld of possible resolutions of the demonstrative reference,
but it never can adequately determine the phenomenon or object in question
unless it is supported by something more abstract--namely, a conceptual or
linguistic representation. With the gesturc alone there is always the problem of
finding out what it refers to. What precisely is pointed to or significd? In
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cxpericnce, gestures may serve deictic or other significant functions, but, as
Peirce pointcd out, gestures arc always reactionally dcgencrate. Sensory-motor
representations arc also degencrate, but in a rather different way. They actually
fade or dissipate over time, or cven if they can be well-preserved, the physical
facts themselves to which the sensory-motor impressions correspond will change
and thus distort the connection between the sensory-motor representation and
whatever it purports to represent.

Linguisiic Capacity. Herc is where language comes to the rescue. Whiie
sensory-motor represeniations by themselves are entirely inadequate to
determine any facts about expericnce completely, and gesturcs hardly help
except to bring certain significances to our attention, language affords the kind
of abstract conceptual apparatus nccessary (0 fully determine many of the facts
of expericnce. For instance, it is only by linguistic supports that we know that
today we arc in Singapore, that it is Tuesday, April 9, 1990, that Singapore is an
island off the southern tip of Malaysia, and west of the Philippines and north of
Australia, that my name is John Oller, that Edith Hanania, Margaret Des Brisay,
Liz Parkinson, Jagjcct Singh, Ron MacKay, Adrian Palmer, Kanchana Prapphal,
P. W. J. Nababan, James Pandian, Tibor von Elck, and so forth, are in the
audience. We know who we arc, how we got to Singapore, how we plan to icave
and where we would like to go back to after the meeting is over, and so forth.
Our knowledge of all of these facts is dependent on linguistic representations. if
any one of them were scparated out from the rest, perhaps some rcason could be
found to doubt it, but taken as 2 whole, the reality suggested by our common
representations of such facts is not the least bit doubtful. Anyone who pretends
to think that it is doubtful is in a statc of mind that argumentation and logic will
not be able to cure. So we will pass on.

Particular Systems and Their Texts. Bencath the three main universal
semiotic capacities identificd, various particular systems arc indicated. Each of
these requircs experience and acquisition in order to connect it to the class of
texts which it defines. Each specialized semiotic system, it is asserted,
supertends, or defines (in the manner of a particuiar grammatical system), a
class of texts, or alternatively, is defined in part by the universal system that
underlics it and in part by the texts that it relates to.

Relevance to Language Testing Illustrated. Now, fet’s scc how this
hicrarchical model is relevant to language testing. John Read, in his very
informative paper, without perhaps intending to, showed the relevance of several
aspects of this model. For instance, onc of the critical aspects of language use in
the writing process is not merely language proficiency per se, which is
represcnted as any given Lj, in the diagram, but is also dependent on background
knowledge which may have next to nothing to do with any particular Lj. The
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background knowledge can only be cxpressed represcntationally as some
combination of linguistic, gestural (especially indexical signs), and sensory-motor
representations. It is at least obtained through such media. Perhaps in its most
abstract form it is represented in purely abstract logical forms, at least part of
whose structure, will be propositional in character (i.¢., equilibrated relations
between subjects and predicates, negations of these, and concatenations of
various conjunctive and disjunctive sorts). However, knowledge which is not
ultimately grounded in or related to sensory-motor contexts (i.c., scnsory-motor
representations) is mere superstition or pure fiction. That sort of knowledge we
can know nothing of because it has no bearing on our experience.

THREE SORTS OF RESULTS PREDICTED

Looking at the pragmatic mapping process in terms of the proposed
hierarchy predicts three kinds of results of immediate importance to us language
testing researchers and program cvaluators. Each sort of result is discussed in
one way or another in papers at this conference, and it may be uscful to consider
cach in turn.

(i) Distinct Factor(s) Explained. As John Read, Achara Wongsatorn, and
Adrian Palmer showed, languuge proficiency can be broken into a
varicty of factors and, as Rcad argued most convincingly, language
proficiency per sc can properly be distinguished (at least in principle)
from background knowledge. Each of the various factors (sometimes
trait, sometimes skill, and sometimes method) involves different aspects
of the hierarchy. For example, this can casily be demonstrated logically
{and experimentally as well) with respect to the distinctness of
background knowlcdge from language proficiency by sccing that the
same knowledge can be expressed more or less cquivalently in L1, L2,
or in fact in any Lj whatever that may be known to a given user or
community of users. Therefore, background knowledge is distinct from
language proficiency.

General Factor(s) Explained. However, the hicrarchical view of the
theory of pragmatic mapping also shows that background knowledge
and language proficicncy must be incvitably interrelated. This is
logically obvious from the fact that the theory (following Peirce) asserts
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that all comprehension and all representation is accomplished via a
complex of translation processes. That is to say, if cach and cvery
semiotic representation must be understood by transiating it into some
other form, it follows that the various forms must have some common
ground. The hypothesizing of “general semiotic capacity” at the dcepest
level of the hierarchy cxpresses this fact most perfectly, but, in fact,
every node in the hierarchy suggests the interrelatedness of clements
above and below that node. Hence, we have a fairly straightforward
explanation for the generally high correlations betwe.n language
proficiency, school achievement, IQ tests, subject matter tests, as well as
the interdependency of first and sccond language proficiency, and many
similar interactions. The gencral factor {morc likely, factors, as John
Carrol! has insisted) obscrved in all kinds of cducational or mental
testing can be explained in this way.

(iii) Non-Linearity Predicted. The interrclatedness of clements in the
hicrarchy, furthcrmore, is bound to increase with increasing maturity
and well-roundedness of cxperience, i.c., at higher and better integrated
levels of experience. This result has been commented at this year’s
RELC scminar by Charles Stansficld in public discussion with Alderson
(also see Oltman, Stricker, and Barrows, 1990). We see in a
straightforward way why it is that as normal human beings mature,
skills in all the various clements of the semiotic hierarchy are bound to
mature at first at rather different rates depending on cxperience. This
will produce, in the early stages, rather marked differences in basic
skills (Figurc 3) and traits (or components of language proficicncy,
Figurc 4), just as Palmer pointed out at this scminar with reference to
the sort of model that Canale and Swain, and Palmer and Bachman
have argucd for.

PAFullToxt Provided by ERIC




GENERAL SEMIOTIC CAPACITY

LINGUISTIC SEMIOTIC  KINESIC SEMIOTIC SENSORY MOTOR

CAPACITY wexw SEMIOTIC CAPACITY
LONG-TERM

MEMORY

Affectve Evaluation
+ or - with vanable

SHORT-TERM strength
MEMORY

CONSCIOUSNESS OR IMMEDIATE AWARENESS

SIGHT HEARING  TOUCH TASTE SMELL

Y
FACTS TEXTS

{Tne World of (Representations
Expenence) of all sorts)

Einstein's
Gulf

Figure 3. A modular information processing expansion of the pragmatc
mapping process.
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Figure 4. Language proficiency in terms of domains of grammar.
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However, as more and more cxpericnce is gained, the growth will tend
to fill in gaps and deficicncies such that a greater and greater degree of
convergence will naturally be observed as individuals conform more and
more to the semiotic norms of the mature language uscrs of the target
language community (or communities). For cxample, in support of this
general idea, Oltman, Stricker, and Barrows (1990) write concerning
the factor structure of the Test of English as a Foreign Language that
"the test’s dimensionality depends on the examinec’s overall level of
performance, with more dimensions appearing in the least proficicnt
populations of test takers” (p. 26). In addition, it may be cxpected that
as maturation progresses, for some individuals and groups, besides
increasing standardization of the communicatien norms, there will be a
continuing differentiation of specialized subject matter knowledge and
specialized skills owing to whatever differences in experience happen to
be sustained over time. For example, a person who speaks a certain
target language all the time will be expected to advance in that language
but not in one that is never expericnced. A person who reads lots of old
literary works and studics them intently is apt to develop some skills
and kinds of knowledge that will not be common to all the members of
a communily. Or, a person who practices a certain program of sensory-
motor skill, e.g., playing racquetball, may be expected to develop certain
skills that a marathoner will not necessarily acquire, and so forth
throughout the limitless possibilitics of the hicrarchy.

An Information Processing View. Another way of looking at the samc basic
hicrarchy of semiotic capacitics, still in relation to the pragmatic mapping theory,
is in terms of information processing, as shown in Figure 5.

Language (L. )

Listening Speaking Signing Interpreting Reading Writing Thinking
Figure 5. Langnage proficiency in terms of modalities of processing.
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Here the general question is what sorts of intcrnal processing go on as a
language user either produces or interprets representations in relation to facts of
experience. The more specific question, of interest to language testing, is how
does the test taker relate the text (or discourse) of the test to the facts of his or
her own experience. The general outlincs of the model may be spelled out as
follows. Information impinges on the language user from the external world first
through the senses. We might say that this is the first line of defensc, and it feeds
directly into consciousness or immediate awareness. At the same time
consciousness is also guided by expectations coming from the various
internalized grammatical systems, linguistic, kinesic, and sensory-motor. As
information is processed according to thesc several inter-coordinated, and to
some extent co-dependent expectancy systems, what is understood passes to
short-term memory while whatever is not understood is filtered out as-it-were,
even though it may in fact have been perceived. What is processed so as to
achicve a deep level translation into a general semiotic form goces into long term
memory. All the while information being processed is also cvaluated affectively
for its content, i.c., whether it is good (from the vantage point of the processor)
or bad. In general, the distinction between a positive or negative marking, and
the degree of that markedness, will determine the amount of encrgy devoted to
the processing of the information in question. Things which are critical to the
survival and well-bcing of the organism will tend to be marked positively in
terms of affect and their absence will be regarded negatively.

Affect as Added to Cognitive Effects. The degree of importance associated
with the object (in a purcly abstract and gencral sensc of the term "object”) will
be determined by the degree of positive or negative affect associated with it. To
some extent this degree of markedness and cven whether a given object of
semiosis is marked positively or negatively will depend on voluntary choices
made by the processor. However, there will be universal tendencies favoring
survival and well-being of the organism. This means that on the positive side we
will tend to find objects that human beings usually regard as survival enhancing
and a complementary sct of negative clements that will usually be seen as
undesirable.

With respect to language processing morc specifically, the consequences of
affective cvaluation are immense. We know of many experimental cffects which
show both the importance of positive and correct cognitive expectancics (these
presumably from the semiotic hicrarchy of capacities: linguistic, kincsic, and
sensory-motor) and of positive or negative affective valuations of objects of
perception, awareness, and memory. These effects are sometimes dramatic and
relatively casy to illustrate. In tachistoscopic presentations of stimuli, it is well-




PAFullToxt Provided by ERIC

known that contextually expected words, for instance, are casicr to perceive than
unexpected ones {the British psychologist John Morton comes to mind in this
connection). In fact, cither positive or negative expectations may be created by
context which either make it casier or in fact make it harder than average to
perceive a given item. These experiments carry over rather dircectly into the
whole genre of cloze testing to which we will return shortly. However, it can be
demonstrated that in addition to the effects of cognitive expectancics, affective
evaluations associated with stimuli also have additional significant and important
(a distinction made by James Dean Brown [1988] and alluded to by Palmer at
this mecting) cffects on processing. For instance, when we are hearing a
conversation amid background rioise and not listening, we are api to perk up our
cars so-to-spcak whenever we hear our own name mentioned. 1t is as if the ears
themselves were specially tuned for the mention of our own name. ‘This effect
and others like it, well-known to experimental psychologists are collectively
known under the terms perceptual vigilance and perceptual defense. The latter
phenomenon is common to the difficulty we sometimes experience in perceiving
somcthing we really don’t want to sce (c.g., obscenities or representations
pertaining to death, and the like).

Relating all of the foregoing to language testing, I am reminded again of
Read’s paper of yesterday cvening. As he pointed out the evidence scems to
suggest that writers who are highly motivated and well-informed do better on all
sorts of writing tasks. They gencrally write more, at a greater level of
complexity, and with greater coherence. Furthermore, the graders and anyone
else who takes the time to read such cssays find the ones written by better
motivated and better informed writers to also be that much more
comprehensible. All of which leads me to the most important and final diagram
for this paper, Figurc 6.
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Figure 6. The three Peircean categories as positions or
perspectives of persons in referencs t~ cloze tast
performances (dotted lines indicata indirect inferential
connections whila solid iines indicats more or less direct
perceptual connections).

FIRST, SECOND, AND THIRD PERSPECTIVES

Not only is it nccessary in language testing rescarch and in program
cvaluation (o develop a more comprehensive and better defined theoretical
perspective on what semiotic capacitics and processes there are, and how they
interrelate with cach other, but it is also, T believe, urgently necessary to
differentiate the various perspectives of the persons involved in the process. The
first person or producer of discourse (or text) is obviously distinct from the
sccond person or consumer. What is not always adequately appreciated, as
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Read points out in his paper at this mecting, is that variability in language tests
may casily be an indiscriminant mix from both positions when only one is
supposcdly being tested. What is more, logically, therc is a third position that is
shared by the community of users (who will find the text meaningfui) and the
text itsclf. Incidentally, for those familiar with Scarle’s trichotomy in speech act
theory (a rather narrow version of pragmatic theory), we may mention that what
he calls illocutionary force (or meaning) pertains to the first position,
perlocutionary force to the second, and mere locutionary force to the third.

It will be noted that the first person is really the only one who has direct
access to whatever facts he or she happens to be representing the production of
a particular text. Hence, the first pe:son also has direct access to the text. At the
same time the text may be accessible directly to the person to whom it is
addressed, but the facts which the text represents (or purports to represent in
the case of fiction) arc only indirectly accessible to the second persen through
the representations of the first. That is, the second person must infer the
intentions of the first person and the facts (whatever cither of these may be).
Inferences concerning thosc facts are based, it is hypothesized, on the sort of
semiotic hicrarchy previously claborated (Figures 1-5). Similarly, a third person
has dircct access neither to the facts nor the intentions of the first person nor the
understandings of them by the second person. All of these points must be
inferred, though the text is dircctly accessible. The text, like the third persen(s),
also logically is part of the world of facts from the point of view of the third
person, just as the first person and second person are part of that world. (For
anyone who may have studicd Peirce’s thinking, the threc categorics
differentiated here will be readily recognized as slightly corrupted, i.c., less
abstract and less general, versions of his perfectly abstract and general categorics
of firstness, secondness, and thirdness.)

Going at these categories in a couple of different ways, I am surc that I can
make clearer both what is meant by them in general and how they are relevant to
the practical business of language testing. When, as language testers, we ask
questions about skills and traits, as Canalc and Swain (sce Palmer’s references)
did and as Palmer and Bachman have in their several joint projects (again, see
Palmer’s references), we arc concerned primarily in most cascs with what is
going on in cither the first or sccond position. However, with some procedures
attention shifts to the third position, ¢.g., when we usc language tests to
investigate characteristics of textual structure.

The point that I want to make in this next scction is that unless the two
other positions (beyond whichever of the three may already be in focus), and
possibly a great many subtle variables within cach, are controlled, it is likely that
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data drawn from any language testing application will be relatively meaningless.
Unfortunately this is the casc with far too many studies. As Palmer emphasized
in his revicw of program evaluation with respect to theorics of language
acquisition and whatever sorts of proficiency may be acquired, it appears that the
language teaching profession is long on methods, recipes, and hunckes, and short
on theories that are clear enough to put to an experimental test.

TESTING PROCEDURES AS PROVING GROUNDS

For instance, consider cloze procedure as a family of testing techniques.
Between 1983 and the end of 1989 about 717 rescarch projects of a great varicty
of sorts were conducted using cloze procedure in onc way or another. A data
search turned up 192 disscrtations, 409 studics in ERIC, ¢ d 116 in the PsychLit
database. At this conference there were a number of other studies that cither
employed or prominently referred to cloze procedure (but especially sec R. S.
Hidayat, S. Boonsatorn, Andrca Pcnaflorida, Adrian Palmer, David Nunan, and
J. D. Brown). We might predict that some of the many cloze studics in recent
years, not to mention the many other testing techniques, would focus on the first
person position, i.e., variability attributable to the producer(s) of a text (or
discoursc); some on the sccond person position, variability attributable to the
consumer(s); and some on third position, variability attributable to the text itsclf.
Incvitably, studics o: the third position relate to factors identified with a
community of language uscrs and the sorts of texts they usc.

Always a Tensional Dynamic. In fact, the interaction between a writer (or
speaker) and a reader (or listener) through text (or discourse) is always a
dynamic tensional arrangement that involves at least three positions
simultancously. Sometimes additional positions must be posited, but these, as
Peirce showed, can always be scen as complications of the first three positions.
All three of the basic positions also logically cntail all of the richness of the
entire semiotic hicrarchy claborated previously in this paper (Figures 1-5). Also,
as John Read hinted (and as Peter Doyé stated overtly), we may move the whole
theory up a level of abstraction and consider that “test-raters are different peopic
from the test-makers, and that the way the raters interpret the task is a further
source of variability in the whole process” (Read, this conference). What is not
apparent in Read’s statement, though T don’t think he would deny it, is that the
probicm hinted at is completely gencral in language testing rescarch and
applications. All tests are susceptible to the same sort of logical criticism in
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terms of the sources of variability that will influence scores on them.

Congruence or i;oodness-of-Fit as the Central Issue. In effect, the
question throughout all the levels of abstraction that are imaginable, as Doyé
correctly intuited though he did not say this explicitly, is whether or not the
various possible positions of interlocutors (first and sccond positions) and texts
(third), testers (first position once removed) and tests (third position once
removed) interlocutors and texts, raters (first position twice removed) and
testers and interlocutors and texts, etc., are in agreement. It is miraculous (as
Einstein observed decades ago, see Oller, 1989) that any correspondence (i.c.,
representational validity) should ever be achieved between any representations
and any facts, but it cannot be denied that such weli-cquilibrated pragmatic
mappings arc actually common in human expericnce. They are also more
common than many skeptics want to admit in language testing research as well,
though admittedly the testing problem is relatively (and only rclatively) more
complex than the basic communication problem. However, I believe that it is
important to sce that logically the two kinds of problems are ultimatcly of the
same class. Therefore, as testers (just as much as mere communicators) we scek
convergences or "congrucnces” (to use the term employed by Peter Doye)
between tests and what they are supposed to be tests of.

Reality and cven authenticity (apart from the idea of congruence as defined
within the theory of pragmatic mapping or the correspondence theory of truth
which is the same thing; cf. Oller, 1990), on the other hand, arc hardly worth
discussing since they are so casy to achieve in their minimal forms as to be trivial
and empty criteria. Contrary to a lot of flap, classrooms are real places and what
takes place in them is as rcal as what takes place anywhere clse (c.g., a train
station, restaurant, ballpark, or you name it!) and to that extent tests arc as real
and authentic in their own right as any other superficial semiotic event.
Interviews are real cnough. Conversations, texts, storics, and discoursc in
general can be just as nonsensical and ridiculous outside the classroom (or the
interview, or whatever test) as in it. Granted we should get the silliness and
nonsense out of our teaching and our testing and out of the classroom (except
perhaps whei: we are merely beirg playful which no doubt has its place), but
rcality and authenticity apart from a correspondence theory of truth, or the
pragmatic mapping theory outlined here. are mcaningless and empty concepts.

Anything whatever that has any cxistence at all is ipso facto a real and
authentic fact. Therefore, any test no matter how valid or invalid, reliable or
unreliable, is ipso facto real and, in this trivial way, authentic. The question is
whether it really and authentically corresponds to facts beyond itself. But here
we introduce the whole theory of pragmalic mapping. We introduce all of
Peirce’s theory of abduction, or the claborated correspondence theory of truth,
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The test is scen as representative of something cise. It is the correspondence to
that something else which is really at issuc. We introduce the matter of validity,
truth, and goodness of fit in relation to an extcrnal world beyond the test per se.
Tests, curricula, classrooms, tcachers and tcaching arc all rcal cnough, the
problem is to authenticatc or validate them with reference to what they purport
to rcpresent.

With reference to that correspondence issue, without going into any more
detail than is necessary to the basic principles at stake let me refer to a few
studies that show the profound differences across the several pragmatic
perspectives described in Figure 6. Then [ will reach my conclusion concerning
all of the foregoing and hopefully justify in the minds of participants in the
conference and other readers of the paper the work that has gone into building
up the entirc semiotic theory in the first place. There are many cxamples of
studics focussing on the first position, though it is the Icast commonly studied
position with cloze procedurc. A dramatically clear cxample is a family of
studies employing cloze procedure to discriminate speech samples drawn from
normals from samples drawn from psychotics.

The First Person in Focus. When the first person is in focus, variability is
attributable to the author (or spcaker) of the text (or discourse) on which the
cloze test is based. In onc such study, Maher, Manschreck, Weinstein, Schneyer,
and Okunicff (1988; and sce their references), the third position was partially
controlled by sctting a task where the subjects described Breughel’s "The
Wedding Feast”. Then cloze tests were made by replacing every fifth word with
a standard blank. Paid voluntcers (n = 10), then, were asked to “rate” (i.c., fill in
the blanks on the various) spcech samples with a minimum of two raters per
samplec. The assumption here being that the sccond position variability will be
negligible. (In fact, this assumption will turn out to be wrong in this casc just as it
so often is in others). Results then were pooled across raters and the various
authorial groups werc contrasted. In fact, some discrimination did appear
between different samples of speech, but (and this is the critical point to our
theory), the rescarchers realized rather late that the second position involved
variables that might drastically affect the outcomes.

A follow up study in fact aimed to test whether more educated “raters” (i.c,,
the paid volunteers who filled in the cloze tests) might be better at guessing all
kinds of missing itcms and therefore might produce a cciling effect. In such a
casc any diffcrences between the speech samples of normals and psychotics
would be run together at the top of the scale and thereby washed out. Indced
the follow up confirmed this cxpectation and it was concluded that less educated
(and probably, therefore, less proficient) “raters” would gencrally produce
greater discrimination among normal and psychotic speech samples. In addition
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to demonstrating that cloze procedure is sensitive to differences in the first
position for psychotics and normals, this study (albeit unintentionally) showed
how the procedure has to be tuned to the right level of difficulty for "raters” (i.c.,
persons in the second position) in order to get results. Another alternative
would have been to adjust the level of difficulty of the task performed by the
normals and psychotics thereby producing more complex passages (in the third
position) to be cloze-rated.

Another pair of studies that focussed on first position variability with cloze
procedure sought to differcntiate plagiarists from students who did their own
work in introductory psychology classes. In their first cxperiment (E1), Standing
and Gorassini (1986) showed that students received higher scores on cloze
passages over their own work (on an assigned topic) than over somcone else’s.
Subjects were 16 undergraduates in psychology. In a follow-up with 22 cascs, E2,
they repeated the design but used a "plagiarized” cssay on a new topic. In both
cascs, scores were higher for psychology students who were filling in blanks on
their own work.

Clearly the rescarchers assumed in both E1 and E2 that they had
sufficicntly controlled the variability attributable to differences in the second
position, i.c., that of the subject filling in the blanks on onc or another cloze
passage, and in the third, i.c., the text itsclf. The rescarchers assumed that the
texts in E1 would be reasonably comparable since they were all written on an
assigned topic. John Read’s paper at this meeting shows that in many cascs this
assumption will probably not be correct. In fact, it seems fairly likely that a
really bright plagiarist, one who knew the subject-matter well and who was highly
proficicent in the language at issuc in the plagiarized material, might very well
escape detection. Motivation of the writers, the amount of expericnce they may
have had with the material, and other background knowledge are all
uncontrolled variables.

With respect to E2, the third position is especially problematic. Depending
on the level of difficulty of the text sclected, it is even conceivable that it might
be casier to fill in the blanks in the *plagiarist’s” work (the essay from an
extrancous source) than for some subjects to recall the exact word they
themselves uscd in a particularly challenging essay. There is also a potential
confounding of first and second positions in E1 and in E2. Supposc onc of the
subjects was particularly up at the time of writing the essay and cspecially
depressed, tired, or down at the time of the cloze test. Is 1t not possible that an
honest student might appear to be a plagiarist? Or vice versa? At any rate,
difficulty, topic, level of abstraction, vocabulary employed, motivation, alertness,
and a host of other factors that might be present at the time of writing and not at
the filling in of the blanks (or vice versa) are potential confounding variables.
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Nevertheless, there is reason to hold out hope that under the right conditions
cloze procedure might be employed to discourage if not to identify plagiarists,
and it should be obvious that countless variations on this theme, with reference
to the first position, are possible.

The Second Person in Focus. As an example of a study focussing on the
sceond position, consider Zinkhan, Locander, and Leigh (1986). They attempted
to determine the relative cffectiveness of advertising copy as judged by
recallability. Two indcpendent dimensions were identificd: onc affective,
relating to how well the subjects (n = 420) liked the ad, brand, and product
catcgory, and one cognitive rclating to knowledge and ability of the subjects (we
may note that background knowledge and language proficicncy are confounded
here but not necessarily in a damaging way). Here, since the variability in
advertising copy (i.c., third position) is taken to be a causal factor in getling
people to remember the ad, it is allowed to vary freely. In this case, the first
position effectively merges with the third, i.c., the texts to be reacted to. It is
inferred then, on the basis of the performance of large numbers of measurcs
aimed at the second position (the n of 420), what sorts of performances in
writing or constructing ads are apt to be most cffective in producing recall. In
this instance since the number of cases in the sccond position is large and
randomly sclected, the variability in second position scores is probably
legitimately cmployed in the inferences drawn by the researchers as reflecting
the true qualitative reactions of subjects to the ads.

Many, if not most, sccond language applications of cloze procedure focus
on some aspect of the proficiency or knowledge of the reader or test taker.
Another example is the paper by R. S. Hidayat at this conference who wrote,
“Reading as a communicative activity implics interaction between the reader and
the text {or the writer through the text). To be able to do so a reader should
contribute his knowledge to build a ‘world’ from information given by the text.” 1
would modify this statcment only with respect to the "world” that is supposcdly
"built" up by the reader (and or the writer). To a considcrable cxtent both the
writer and the reader arc obligated to build up a representation (on the writer’s
side) and an intcrpretation (a representation of the writer’s representation, on
the reader’s side) that conforms to what is alrcady known of the actual world
that reader, writer, and text arc all part of (in defense of this see the papers by
Peirce, Einstein, Dewey, and Piaget in Oller, 1989). In an cven morc important
way, the reader’s interpretation should conform in some degree to the writer's
intended meaning, or clsc we could not say that any communication at all had
occurred. Therefore, the reader had better aim to build just the world that the
writer has in mind, not merely some "possible world" as so many theoreticians
arc fond of saying these days. Similarly, the writer, unless he or she is merely
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building up a fictional concoction had best have in mind the common world of
ordinary cxpericnce. Even in the case of fiction writing, of course, this is also
necessary to a very grcat extent, or clse the fiction will become
incomprchensible.

Happy to say, in the end, Hidayat’s results are completely in line with the
theory advocated here. They show a substantial correlation between the several
tests aimed at grammar, vocabulary, and whatever general aspects of
comprehension are measured by cloze. This is as we should expect, at lcast for
rcasonably advanced learner/acquirers. Witness prediction (ii) above that as
language lcarncrs mature towards some standard level their various skills and
components of knowledge will tend more and more to even out and thus to be
highly correlated--producing general semiotic factors in corrclational research.
This being the case, apparcntly, we may conclude that the first and third
positions were adequatcly controlled in Hidayat's study to produce the expected
outcome in the sccond position.

In addition, relative to obscrved general factors in language testing
rescarch, recall (or refer to) the high correlations reported by Stansficld at this
conference. His results are doubly confirmatory of the expected convergence of
factors in the second position for rclatively advanced learners (sce prediction ii
above) because, for one, he used a pair of rather distinct oral testing procedures,
and for two, he did it with five replications using distinct language groups. In
Stansficld’s casc, the oral tests, an Oral Proficicncy Interview (OPI) and a
Simulated Oral Proficiency Interview (SOPI), are themselves aimed at
mcasuring variability in the performance of language uscrs as respondents to the
intervicw situation--i.c., as takers of the test regarded as if in sccond position.
Though subjects are supposed to act as if they were in first position, since the
interview is really under the control of the test writer (SOPI) or interviewer
(OPI), subjects arc really reactants and therefore are seen from the tester’s point
of view as being in second position. As Stansficld observes, with an ordinary OPI
standardization of the procedure depends partly on training and largely on the
wits of the interviewer in responding to the output of cach interviewee.

That is to say, there is plenty of potential variability attributable to the first
position. With the SOPI, variability from the first position is controlled fairly
rigidly since the questions and time limits are set and the procedure is more or
less completely standardized (as Stansficld pointed out). To the extent that the
procedure can be quite perfectly standardized, rater focus can be directed to the
variability in proficicncy cxhibited by interviewees (second position) via the
discourse (third position) that is produced in the intcrview. In other words, if
the first position is controlled, variability in the third position can only be the
responsibility of the person in second position.
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With the OPI, unlike the casc of the SOPI, the interviewer (first position)
variability is confounded into the discourse produced (third position). Therefore,
it is ali the more remarkable when the SOPI and OPI are shown to corrclate at
such high levels (abovc .90 in most cascs). What this suggusts is that skilled
interviewers can to some cxtent factor their own proficiency out of the picture in
an OPI situation. Nevertheless, cautions from Ross and Berwick (at this
conference) and Bachman (1988) are not to be lightly set aside. In many
interview situations, undesirable variability stemming from the first position (the
interviewer or test designer) may contaminate the variability of interest in the
sccond position. This cavcat applics in spades to variability with respect to
particular individuals intcrvicwed though less so as the number of interviewees is
increased. To avoid undesirable contamination from the first position, the
interviewer (or test writer) must correctly judge the interests and abilities of the
intervicwee in each case so as not to placc unnccessary stumbling blocks in the
way. Apparently this was accomplished fairly successfully on the whole (though
one wonders about individual cases) in Stansficid’s study or clse there would be
no way to account for the surprisingly strong corrclations between OP1 and
SOPI.

The Third Position in Focus. For a last case, consider a study by Henk,
Helfeldt, and Rinchart (1985) of the third position. The aim of the study was to
determine the relative sensitivity of cloze items to information ranging across
sentence boundarics. Only 25 subjects were employed (second position) and two
cloze passages (conflating variables of first and third position). The two
passages (third position) were presented in a normal order and in a scrambled
version (along the lines of Chihara, ct al., 1977, and Chavez-Oller, ct al., 1985).
The relevant contrast would be between item scores in the scquential versus
scrambled conditions. Provided the items arc really the same and the texts are
not different in other respects (i.c., in terms of extrancous variability stemming
from first and/or second positions, or unintentional and extrancous adjustments
between the scrambled and scquential conditions in the third position).

That is, the tests must not be too casy or too dilficult (first position) for the
subject sample tested (second position), or, alternatively, that the subject sample
docs not have too little or too much knowledge (second position) concerning the
content (supplicd by the first position) of onc or both texts, the design at least
has the potential of uncovering some items (third position) that are sensitive to
constraints ranging beyond sentence boundaries. But docs it have the potential
for turning up all possible constraints of the type? Or cven a representative
sampling? Hardly, and there arc many uncontrolled variables that fall to the first
and sccond positions that may contaminate the outcome or prevent legilimate
contrasts between the sequential and serambled conditions from showing up
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cven if they are really there.

In spite of this, the researchers conclude that cloze items don’t do much in
the way of measuring intersentential constraints. It does not seem to trouble
them that this amounts to implying that they have proved that such items arc
either extremely rarc or do not exist at all anywhere in the infinitude of possible
texts. This comes near to claiming a proof of the theorctically completely general
null hypothesis--that no contrast exists anywhere because nonc was observed
here. This is never a legilimate rescarch conclusion. Anyonc can see the
difficulty of the linc of rcasoning if we transform it into an analogous syllogisu
presented in an inductive order:

Specific case, first minor premise: I found no gold in California.

Specific casc. second minor premise: 1 scarched in two (or n) places (in
California).

General rule, or conclusion: There is no gold in California.

Anyonc can sce that any specific casc of a similar form will be insufficient to
prove any gencrai rule of a similar form. This is not a mere question of
statistics, it is a question of a much deeper and more basic form of logic.

CONCLUSION

Therefore, for reasons made clear with cach of the several examples with
respect to cach of the three perspectives discussed, for language testing rescarch
and devclopment to be optimally interpretable, care must be taken by
researchers to control the variables of whichever of the two positions are not in
focus in a particular application of any given test. In the end, in response o
Jagject Singh (of the International Islamic University in Sclangor, Malaysia) who
commented that she’d have liked to get more from the lecture version of this
paper than she felt she received, 1 have two things to say. First, that 1 am glad
she said she wanted to reccive more and flattered that "the time", as she said,
“scemed to fly by" during the oral presentation (I had fun too!), and sccond, 1
hope that in ycars to come as she and other participants reflect on the
presentation and the written version they will agree that there was even more (o
be enjoyed, reflected upon, understood, applied, and grateful for than they were
able to understand on first pass. As Alderson correctly insists in his abstract, the
.*udy of language tests and their validity "cannot proceed in isolation from
developments in language ¢ducation more gencrally” (apropos of which, also see
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Oller and Perkins, 1978, and Oller, in press). In fact, in order to proceed at all, I

RIC

am confident that we will have to consider a broader range of both theory and
rescarch than has been common up till now.
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THE DIFFICULTIES OF DIFFICULTY: PROMPTS
IN WRITING ASSESSMENT

Liz Hamp-Lyons and Sheila Prochnow

INTRODUCTION

In the ficld of writing assessment, a growing cducational industry not only in
the United States but also worldwide, it is often claimed that the “prompt", the
qu ition or stimulus to which the student must write a response, is a key
variable. Maintaining consistent and accurate judgments of writing quality, it is
argucd, requires prompts which are of parallut difficulty. There are two
problems with this. First, a survey of the writing assessment literature, in both
L1 (Benton and Blohm, 1986; Brosscll, 1983; Brossc 1l and Ash, 1984; Crowhurst
and Piche, 1979; Freecdman, 1983; Hoetker and Yrosscll, 1986, 1989; Pollitt and
Hutchinson, 1987; Quellmalz et al, 1982; Ruth and Murphy, 1988; Smith et al,
1985) and L2 (Carlson ct al, 1985; Carlson and Bridgeman, 1986; Chiste and
O'Shea, 1988; Cummings, 1989; Hirokawa and Swalcs, 1986; Park, 1988; Reid,
1989 (in press); Spaan, 1989; Tedick, 1989; Hamp-Lyons, 1990), rcveals
conflicting cvidence and opinions on this. Sccond (and probably causally prior),
we do not yet have tools which enable us to give good answers to the questions
of how difficult tasks on writing tests arc (Pollitt and Hutchinson, 1985).
Classical statistical methods have typically been used, but arc unable to provide
sufficiently detailed information about the complex interactions and behaviors
that underlic writing ability (Hamp-Lyons, 1987). Both g-thcory (Bachman,
1990) and item response theory (Davidson, in press) offer more potential but
require either or both costly software and statistical expertise typically not
available even in moderate-sized testing agencices, and certainly not to most
schools-bascd writing assessment programs.

An cntircly different dircction in cducation research at the moment,
however, is toward the use of judgments, attitude surveys, expericntial data such
as verbal protocols, and a generally humanistic oricntation. Looking in such a
direction we sce that language teachers and essay scorers often feel quite
strongly that they can judge how difficult or casy a specific writing test prompt is,
and arc frequently heard to say that certain prompls arc problematic because
they arc casier or harder than others. This study attempts to trcat such
obscrvations and judgments as data, looking at the evidence for teachers’ and
raters’ claims. If such claims arc borne out, judgments could be of important
help in cstablishing prompt difficulty prior to large-scale prompt piloting, and
reducing the problematic need to diszard many prompts because of failure at the
pilot stage.
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1I. BACKGROUND

The MELARB, a test of English language proficiency similar to the TOEFL
but containing a direct writing component, is developed by the Testing Division
of the University of Michigan’s English Language Institute and administered in
the US and in 120 countrics and over 400 cities around the werld. In addition to
the writing component, the test battery includes a listening component and a
grammar/cloze/vocabulary/reading component (referred to as "Part 3*). There
is also an optional spcaking component, consisting of an oral interview. Scores
on the 3 obligatory components are averaged to obtain a final MELAB score,
and both component and final scores are reported. Scores arc used by college or
university admissions officers and poteutial employers in the United States in
making decisions as to whether a candidate is proficient cnough to carry out
academic work or professional dutics in English.

The writing component of the test is a 30-minute impromptu task, for which
candidates arc offered a choice of two topics. Topics arc brief in length, usually
no more than three or four lines, and intended to be generally accessible in
content and prior
assumptions to all candidates. Topic development is an ongoing activity of the
Testing Division, and prompts are regularly added to and dropped from the
topic pool. In preparation of cach test administration, topic sets arc drawn from
the topic pool on a rotating basis, so as to avoid repeated usc of any particular
topic sct at any test administration site. Currently, 32 topic sets (i.c. 64 scparate
topics) arc being used in MELAB administrations in the US and abroad and it is
these topic sets, comprising 64 scparatc prompts, which cxamined in this study.

MELAB compositions arc scored by traincd raters using a modificd holistic
scoring system and a ten-point rating scale (scc Appendix 1). Each composition
is read independently by two readers, and by three when the first two disagree by
more than one scale point. The two closest scores are averaged to obtain a final
writing score. Thus, there are 19 possible MELAB composition scores (the 10
scalc points and 9 averaged score points falling in between them). Compositions
from all administration sites are sent to the Testing Division, where they arc
scorcd by trained MELAB raters. Inter-rater reliability for the MELAB
composition is .90.

11. METHOD

Since rescarch to date has not defined what makes writing test topics
difficult or casy, our first stcp toward obtaining expert judgments had to be 1o




design a scalc for rating topic difficulty. Lacking prior models to build on, we
chosc a simple scale of 1 to 3, without descriptions for raters to use other than
1=casy, 2=averagc difficulty and 3=hard. Next the scalc and rating procedures
were introduced to 2 trained MELAB composition readers and 2 ESL writing
experts, who cach used the scale to assign difficulty ratings to 64 MELAB topics
(32 topic scts). The four raters’ difficulty ratings were then summed for each
topic, resulting in onc overall difficulty rating per topic, from 4 (complete
agreccment on a 1=casy rating) to 12 (complete agreement on a 3-hard rating).
We then compared “topic difficulty” (the sum of judgments of the difficulty of
cach topic) to actual writing scores obtained on those topics, using 8,497 cascs
taken from MELAB tcsts administered in the period 1985-89.

Next, we categorized the 64 prompts according to the typs of writing task
cach represents. We began with application of the topic type catcgorics
developed by Bridgeman and Carlson (1983) for their study of university faculty
topic preferences. However, judges found that of Bridgeman and Carlson’s nine
catcgorics, three were not usable because there were no instances of such topic
types in the datasct; further, only about half of the dataset fit in the remaining six
categorics. The remaining half of the topics were gencerally found to call cither
for cxpository or for argumentative writing. The expository/argumentative
distinction is of coursc onc which has been made in many previous studics
(Rubin and Piche, 1979; Crowhurst and Piche, 1979; Mohan and Lo, 1985;
Qucllmalz et al, 1982; ctc). Another noticcable difference between topics is that
some call for the writer to take a public oricntation toward the subject matter to
be discussed whercas others call for a more private orientation. Similar
distinctions between prompts were noted by Bridgeman and Carlson (1983), who
discuss differences in their various topic types in terms of what they call "degree
of personal involvement”, and by Hoctker and Brosscll (1989) in their study of
vz: iations in degree of rhetorical specification and of “stance” required of the
writer,

Bascd on these distinctions, we created a set of 5 task type categorics: (1)
cxpository/private; (2) expository/public; (3) argumentative/private; (4)
argumentative /public, and (5) combination (a topic which calls for more than
one mode of discoursc and/or more than one oricntation; an cxample of such a
topic might be onc which calls for both exposition and argumentation, or one
which calls for both a personal and public stance, or even one which calls for
both modes and both oricntations). Examples of the five types are shown in
Appendix 2. All 64 topics were independently assigned to the category, and then
the few differences in categorization were resolved through discussion.
Following a commonly held assumption often found in the literature (Bridgerian
and Carlson, 1983; Hoctker and Brosscll, 1989), we hypothesized that some ivpic
type categorics would be judged generally more difficult than others, and that
expository/private topics would, on average, be judged lcast difficult, and
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argumentative/putlic topics most difficult. To test this prediction, we used 2
two-way analysis of variance, setting topic difficulty as the dependent variable
and topic type as the independent variable.

[11. RESULTS and INTERPRETATIONS

Topic Difficulty

When we displayed the summed topic difficulties based on four judges’
scores for cach of the 64 prompts, we obtained the result shown in Table 1:

Table i
Topic Difficulty for 64 MELAB Prompts
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Most prompts had a difficulty score around the middlc of the overall
difficulty scale (i.c. 8). This is cither because most prompts arc moderately
difficult, or, and morc likely, becausc of the low reliability of our judges’
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judgments. The reliability of the prompt difficulty judgments, using Cronbach’s
alpha, was .55.

And here was our first difficulty, and our first piece of interesting data: it
seemed that claims that casy readers and language teachers can judge prompt
difficulty, while not preciscly untrue, are also not precisely true, and certainly not
true enough for a well-grounded statistical study. When we looked at the data to
discover whether the judgments of topic difficuity could predict writing score,
using a two-way analysis of variance, in which writing score was the dcpendent
variable and topic difficulty was the depcndent variable, we found that our

predictions were almost exactly the reverse of what actually happen (see Table
2).

Table 2: Difficulty Judgments and Writing Scores

ANALYS1S OF VARIANCE OF B8.CATSCOR Na 8583 OUT OF 8583

SOURCE OF SUM OF SORS MEAN SQR F-STATISTIC SIGNIF
BETWEEN 8 413.31 51.663 5.2529 .0000
WITHIN 8574 84327 . 9.8352

TOTAL 8582

84740. (RANDOM EFFECTS STATISTICS)

ETA« .0698 ETA-SQR= .0049 (VAR COMPw .46927 -1 %VAR AMONG= .47)

SUMD IFF N MEAN VAR I ANCE STD DEvV

(4) 679
(s) 113
(6) 737
7 1539
(8) 2325
(9) 1501
(10) 1040
(11) 577
(12) 72

.9455 8.443¢
.9823 6.5533
. 1045 9.3872
.4048 10.579
.4705 9.5634
.5776 10.851
.6519 9.1242
.7660 10.763
.4028 7.1453

.9058
.5599
.0638
.2526
.0925%
L2941
.0206
.2807
6731

WWWYOwOD®
NWWWWWWwNN

GRAND 8583

(']

. 4394 9.8742

w

. 1423

Mcan writing score increascd, rather than decreascd, as topic difficulty
increased, except for topics in the group judged as most difficult (those whose
summecd rating was 12, mcaning all four judges had rated them as 3=difficult)
As shown in Figurc 1, topic difficulty as measurcd by "expert” judgment is unable
to cxplain any of the variance in MELAB writing score.
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Figure 1: ANOVA

Topic Difficulty and Writing Scor¢

ANALYS 1S OF VARIANCE OF 8.CATSCOR N= 8583 OUT OF 1044l
SOURCE OF SUM SGRS MEAN SQR F-STaTV SIGNIF

REGRESSION 1 372.05 372 05 37 84 ooco
ERROR 8581 84368. 9.8320
TOTAL 8582 84740.

MULT Re 06626 R-S5SQR= .00438 SE« 3.1356

VARIABLE PARTIAL COEFF STO ERROA T-STAT SIGNIF

CONSTANT 8.5291 .15178 56 .180 0.
16.SUMOIFF 06626 .11458 .18623 -1 6.1515 co00

Further, while the effect of judged topic difficulty on writing score is significant
(p=.000C), the magnitude of the cffect is about 18 times smaller than would be
expected, considering the relative lengths of the writing and topic difficulty
scales. That is, since the writing scale is approximately twice as long as the topic
difficulty scale (19 points vs. 11 points), we would cxpect, assuming "cven” writing
proficiency (i.c. that writing proficiency increases in steps that are all of cqual
width) that every 1-point increasc in topic difficulty would be associated with a 2-
point decrcase in wriling scorc; instead, the cocfficicnt for topic difficulty cffect
(.11456) indicates that a 1-point increase in topic difficulty is .ctually, on
average, associated with only about a 1 /10-point increase in writing score. Also,
it should be noted that such an increase is of little practical consequence, since a
change of less than a point in MELAB writing score would have no effect cither
on reported level of writing performance o: on final MELAB score.

Task Type Difficulty

We had hypothesized that when topics were categorized according to topic
type, the topic type categorics would vary in judged difficulty level, and that the
overall difficulty level of categorics would vary along two continua: “oricntation”
(a private/public continuum), and "responsc mode"  (an
cxpository/argumentative continuum) (sce Figure 2).
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Figure 2: Response Mode. Orientation and Topic Difficulty

expository.

Prcdictions

private

public

L/ argumentative

Table 3 shows the difficulty ratings for cach category or "response mode™:

: Respense Moder and Difficulty Ratings

ExpPers
[$31¢}

= ADOOORNNAOO NS bbb

[oNe]

X diff=8.746
X wr =9.398

Topic Category Groupings

ArgPers
s Diff

49A

128

38A

388

42A

35A

24A

29A

398

45B

T diff=8.440,
T wr.=9.359

ArgPub

L Dufr
37A
39A
43B
21B
228
24B
31A
33A
46A
118
13A
428
138
278
44A
S50A

— e = (O WOOODDD

N e =000

X diff=8.932
X wr =9.904

Comb.

off

30B

28A
45A

268

X
<

D
6
34A 7
8
8
1

1

diff=7713
wr=9517

overall X diffe7,.9495%

Lig
]
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We conducted an ANOVA. shown in Figurc 3, which showed that our
predictions were correct: prompts categorized as expository/private by judges

are, on average, judged casicst and those categorized as argumentative/public
are judged hardest.

Figurc 3: ANOVA

Topic Difficulty Judgments and Responsc Mode Difficulty

Judgments

ANALYS IS OF VARIANCE OF 16 .SUMDIFF N- 8437 QUT OF 8497

SOURCE DF SUM OF SQRS MEAN SQR  F-STATISTIC SIGN!HE

BETWEEN 4 8635.0 2158.8 998 42 0.
WITHIN 8482 18361 2.1€22

TOTAL 8496 26996 (RANDOM EFFECTS STATISTICS)

£TA= 5656 ETA-SOR= .3199 (VAR COMP= 1.3219 XVAR AMONG- 37 94)

CATEGORY VAR ANCE STD OtV
EXPPRI
EXPPUB
ARGPR |
ARGPUB
COMB IN

.BEBG .69
.6618 .2891
7447 .3209
.6482 .2838
.0549 L7478

GRAND -1775 .7826

CONTRAST

OBSERVED PREDICTED F-STAT SIGNIF

-2.0986 -0. 892.49 0.
-2.7098 -0. 1488 .0 .
-1.7261 -0. 603.74 0.

Since the two sets of judgments were made by the same judges, albeit six months
apart, such a finding is to be cxpected.

Judgments and Writing Scores

When we looked at the relationships between our "expert” judgments of
topic difficulty and task type, and compared them with writing scores, our
predictions were not upheld by the data. We had hypothesized that topics in the
category judged most difficult (argumentative/public) would get the lowest
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scores, while topics in the category judged least difficult (expository/private)
would get the highest scores, with topics in the other categories falling in
between. To test this hypothesis, we conducted a two-way analysis of variance, in
which writing score was the dependent variabie and topic type the independent
variable. The results of the ANOVA, shown in Figure 4, reveal that our
predictions were exactly the reverse of what actually happened: on average,
expository/private topics are associated with the lowest writing scores and
argumentative /public the highest.

Figure 4: ANOVA

Writing Performance for Prompt Categorics

ANALYS1S OF VARIANCE OF 8.CATSCOR Ne 3497 OUT OF 8497
SOURCE DF SUM OF SORS MEAN SQR  F-STATISTIC SIGNIF

BETWEEN 4 896.71 224 .18 22.899 0000
WITHIN 8492 83137, 9.7500
TOTAL 8496 84034, {RANDOM EFFECTS STATISTICS)

.

ETAw 1033 ETA-SQRe .0107 (VAR COMP= .13141 %VAR AMONG= 1.22)

CATEGORY VAR {ANCE SYD DEV
EXPPR)
ErPPUB
ARGPR
ARGPUS
COMB 1N

8.9849 2.9976
11.348 3.3887
2.9127 J.1484
$.6762 3.1107
10.100 3.1781

GRAND $.8910 3.1450

CONTRAST

GBSERVED PREDICTED F-STAT SIGNIF

-.80192 -0. 28.781 .0000

-.87924 -0. 34.599 .0000
.20941 -0. 1.9627 L1613

We then looked at the combined ceffects of topic difficulty and prompt
categorics, predicting that topics wiih the lowest difficulty ratings and of the
casicst (expository/private) type would get the highest writing scores, and that

topics with the highest  difficulty ratings and of the hardest
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(argumentative/public) type would get the lowest writing scores. To test this, we
again used a two-way analysis of variance, this time selecting writing score as the
dependent variable and topic ditficulty and topic type as the independent
variables. It should be noted that in order to be able to usc ANOVA for this
analysis, we had to collapse the number of difficulty levels from 9 to 2, in order
to climinate a number of empty cells in the ANOVA table (i.c. some topic types
had only been assigned a limited range of difficulty ratings). The results of this
analysis arc shown in Figure 5.

Figurc 5: ANOVA

Topic Difficulty Judgments, Prompt Categories, and Writing

Pcrformance

COUNT CELL MEANS
1647 8.99454
215 .27442
290 .60690
431 .97680
399 .62406
891 .19080
995 .64121
1253 .30247
1986 .88822
390 .40769

b3
1
b3
1
b3
2
2
2
2
2

WO VYWY YYR

SOURCE SUM OF SQUARES OF MEAN SQUARE F TAIL PROB

MEAN 451627.86928 b3 451627.86938 46319.54
diftic 46.57869 b3 46.57869
type 769.24715 4 192.31179
dt 357.94852 4 89.48713
ERROR 82750.52196 7 9.75027

As the ANOVA suggests and Table 4 shows clcarly, our predictions were
again almost the reverse of what actually happened: expository/private topics
judged casiest (expri 1), as a group had the sccond lowest mean writing score,

while argumentative/public topics judged most difficult, as a group had the
second highest mcan writing score.
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Table 4:

Combined Effects of Topic Difficulty and Topic Type

x writing _score topic type & dyfficuzty

8.27442 expository/public 1
8.99454 expository/private 1
9.19080 expository/private
.30247 arqumentative/private
-40769 combination
.60690 arqumentative/private
.62406 combination
64121 expository/public
.88822 argumentative/public

.97680 argumentative/public

Iv. DISCUSSION

Thus, patterns of relationship between topic difficulty, type and writing
performance which we predicted based on commonly held assumptions were not
matched by our writing score data. What we did find were uncxpected but
interesting patterns which should serve both to inform the item writing stage of
dircct writing test development, and to define questions about the cffects of topic
type and difficulty on writing performance which can be explored in future
studics.

Scveral intriguing questions for further tudy arisc from possible
cxplanations for the patterns we did discover in our data. Onc possible
cxplanation is that our judges may ilave misperceived what is and is not difficulty
for MELAB candidales to write about. A comnion pereeptio  about writing test
topics is that certain types of topics are more cognitively demanding than others,
and that writers sill have morce difficulty writing on these. Yet, it may be that
cither what judges pereeive as cognitively demanding to ESL writers is in fact
not, or alternately, that is not nccessarily harder for ESL writers to write about
the topics judged as more cognitively demanding while some L1 studics have
concluded that personal or private topics arc casier for L1 writers than
impersonal or public oncs, and that argumentative topics arc more difficult to
writc on than topic, calling for other discourse modcs, these L1 findings do not
nceessarily generalize to ESL writers.

Another possible explanation for the patterns we discovered is that perhaps
more competent writers choose hard topics and less competent writers choosc
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casy topics. In fact, there is somc indication in our data that this may be truc. We
conducted a preliminary investigation of this question, using information
provided by Part 3 scorcs of candidates in our datasct. The Part 3 component is
a 75-minutc multiple choice grammar/cloze/vocabulary/reading test, for which
reliability has been measured at 96(KR21). The Pearson corrclation between
Part 3 and wriling componcnt scorces is .73, which is generally interpreted 1o
mean that both component arc mcasuring. to some cxient, general language
proficiency. We assumcd, for our investigation of the above question, that
students with a high general language proficicney (as mcasurcd by Part 3) will
tend 10 have high writing proficicncy. In our investigation we cxamined mean
indecd been chosen by candidates with higher mean Part 3 scores. We found this
1o be truc for 15 out of 32--nearly half--of the topic scts: thus, half of the time,
gencral language proficicncy and topic choice could account for the definite
patterns of rclationship we observed between judged topic difficulty, topic type
and writing performance. Onc of these 15 sets, set 27, was uscd in a study by
Spaan (1989), in which the sume writers wrotc on both topics in the sct (A and
B). Whilc she found that, overall, there was not a significant difference between
scores on the 2 topics, significant differences did occur for 7 subjects in her
study. She attributed these differences mostly to some subjects apparently
possessing a great deal more subjcct matter knowledge about one topic than the
other.

A further possible explanation for the relationship we observed between
difficulty judgments and writing scores could be that harder topics, whilc perhaps
more difficult to write on, push students toward better, rather than worse wriling
performance. This question was also explored through an investigation of topic
difficulty judgments, mean Part 3 scores and mean writing scores for single
topics in out datasct. We found in our datasct 3 topics whose mcans Part 3
scores were below average, but whose mean writing scores Werc average, and
which were judged as "hard"(11 or 12, argumentative/public). One of these
topics asked writers to argue for or against US import restrictions on Japancse
cars; another asked writers to arguc for or against governments trcating illegal
alicns diffcrently based on their different reasons for cnlering; the other asked
writers to arguc for or against socialized medicine. The disparity between Part 3
and writing performance on these topies, coupled with the fact that they were
judged as difficult, suggests that perhaps topic difficulty was an intcrvening
variable positively influcncing the writing performance of candidates who wrote
on these particular topics. To thoroughly test this possibility, future studies could
be conducted in which all candidates write on both topics in these scts.

A related possibility is that perhaps topic difficulty has an influence, not
nccessarily on actual quality of writing performance, but on raters’ evaluation of
that performance. That is, perhaps MELAB composition raters, consciously or
subconsciously, adjust their scores to compensate for, or even reward, choice of




a difficult topic. In discussions between raters involved in direct writing
asscssmenl, it is not uncom non for raters to express concern that certain topics
arc harder to write on than others, and that writers should therefore be given
“extra credit” for having attempted a difficult topic. Whether or not these
concerns (ranslate into actual scoring adjustments is an important issue for direct
wriling assessment rescarch.

V. CONCLUSION

In sum, the findings of this study provide us with information about topic
difficulty judgments and writing performance without which we could effectively
proceed to design and carry out research aimed at answering the above
questions. In other words, we must first test our assumptions about topic

difficulty, allowing us to form valid constructs about topic difficulty, allowing us
to form valid constructs about topic difficulty effect; only then can we proceed to
carry out meaningful investigation of the cffect of topic type and difficulty on
writing performance.
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APPENDIX 1

MOHGAH DELISH LANGUAGE ASSESSMENT BATTERY
COMPOS I TION GLOBAL PROF ICIENCY DESCRIPTIONS
(See reverss for composition codes)

s

Tooic 8 richly s fully deveicped. Fimcbis s of & wids range of SyRtactic (sentance lsvel) strcturss, ag scorats sophological (worg
forms) control. Thare 8 & wide range of aproprictely Umed vocabuary, Organization I aorariate and effective, and there i excelient
contro! of comnection,  Speling and purctuation apee” emor free.

k<

Teoie & Rilly and comphixly daveloped. Fisxbis use of 2 wide range of syntactic structures, Mormrolkogical contsol s nearly aways
aorats, Yocahulry i brosd and agpropriatsty ued.  Organization % wall controlied 8nd &XXOPriate to U saterial, and the witing is redl
comected.  $peiing and punctimtion eTors we not distracting.

87
Teoke &5 wall wth of its y. Varimi syntactic structures are used with soee fiexbiiity, and there s Qood

somiobgical control.  Yocabulary I brosd and Ustmily used aporopriately.  Organizatin s controlied and ganerally aoprepriate to the
siterial, and thers are few prebiess with connection.  Speiiing and punctustion errors are ot distracting.

g

Topic s generally Clsarly and compitaly developed, with at isast somo acknowledgessnt of its comdlexity. Sath simDie and complex synfactc
stctures are ganerally adequately used; thers i adoqate sorphoiogical control.  Vocabulary use shows Some flextlity, and Is usally
aorooriats. Organizatin s controlied and showe same acorooriacy to the mtsrial, and comnection i Usally adequts. Spelirg and
punctuation «Tors e yomstiess dstracting.

n

Tonkc I deveiped Claarly but not compistsly and withaut adoowiedging its complexity.  oth seple and compisx syntactic stnctures are
precent; 1 208 77" ecsays thees are cautiusly and scarately used shis id othars Lwre i& mory flIncy and iess 200LTacy.
Sorphologica! control 8 noorsistant.  YocaDudary s adequats, but mey scomstimss be bwoorooriately umed. Organization i Qarwrally
controled, whils connection 8 sosstines sheent or ureoosssul,  Speling and punctimtion eTars are sosetimes distracting.

n

Tooke development I8 prasant, aithough lisitad by noospistenses, leck of clarity, or fack of foas. Tta teolc mey be treated as thougn it
tas only one marslon, or only o poit of view B powsbie. N scme *73" eseays Doth shpie and comphex syntactic stnctures re present,
Mm-\ym.m:mnmnumnnmmmhmwofuwamm Sorphologice! control '

W dncy & and soastines Neporopriately Laed. Qrgentzatin s partially controlied. whils connection is
oftan sbeant or Uneucosesful.  SpeHing and punctimtion errors are soestimes distranting.

.14

Topk devepment 8 pressnt Bt restrictsd, and often ncomplets or ucieer. SEDE fyntactic strctres dosinate, with mny eTors;
compiex syntactic stnuctaee, if reswt, oe not controlied,  Lacks sorphological oontrol.  WerTow and shpls vocabulary Usally aoroxiestes
et bt 8 oftan heporopristely used, Organtzation, when apparent, s poorly cantrolisd, and [itts of no carrection i aparant.
Seling and pnctimtion s are often dstracting.

-]
Cavtais 't sigh of topic devekomertt. Sapie myntactic structures are present, but with amry emors; lacks sorphological contsol  Kerrow

Nd siDie Y rhbits ion. Thera s Iittis or o orgenization, & Mo carection apparsnt.  Speling and punctiation erors
oftan caune 3erics interference.

7

0ftan extrasely short; oantaing ondy fragasntary commnication sbout the topic. Thers i (ittis eyntactic or sorphoiogical control.
Vocabulary I8 highly restrictsd and neccuratsly used. o organization or connection & aparent. Selirg ks often INdeCyherabis and
gurctuntion s SN Or KPS randos.

2

Extremsly short, usaily sbost 40 words o lees. Commnicates rothiy, and s often oapied directly from the prompt. There i Iittie sign of
syntactic or s corttrol, Y & sxtresely restrictad and repatitively uned. Thwre s no aparent organization or
covection. wlm:wmmmmmxm-umumm

K01,
n.or(M&mtm)mm:mﬂmﬁ&um:mmmmwwmmnmmxmuwwu

witer has sarsly digresesd from or sisinterpreted a topic. NO.I. coupositions often apeer prepared and wemorized.  They are ot assigned
00res o 00des, w0

o




APPENDIX 1 (CONT'D)

MICHGAR DXLISH LNGUIGE ASSESSHENT BATTERY
COMPOS | TION CODES
(Ses reverss for cosposition giabe) proficiency descrptions)

MOTE: menu-n-nnnmumtm-mhmmnmvmmwuwmm«mmmmorn{mm

COE  |NTERPRETATION
) topic wspeciatly poorty or ocepietsly dwveioped
] topkc eapecially well deveioped

organization eepecilly NappCooriets to materiel
organization eepecially tncontrotied
organization especially il controlied
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APPENDIX 2: Samples of Topic Categories

Type 1: EXPOSITORY/PRIVATE

When you go to a party, do you usually talk a lot, or prefer to listen? What does
this show about your personality?

Type 2: EXPOSITORY/PUBLIC

Imaginc that you arc in charge of establishing the first colony on the moon.

What kind of pcople would you choose to take with you? What qualities and
skills would they have?

Type 3: ARGUMENTATIVE/PRIVATE

A good fricnd of yours asks for advice about whether to work and make moncy
of whether to continuc school. What advice would you give him /her?

Type 4: ARGUMENTATIVE/PUBLIC

What is you opinion of mercenary soldiers (those who arc hired to fight for a
country other than their own?)
Discuss.

Type 5: COMBINATION (ARGUMENTATIVE/EXPOSITQ: 7 /PUBLIC)

Pcople who have been seriously injured can be kept alive by machines. Do you
think they should be kept alive at great expense, or allowed to dic? Explain your
rcasons.
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THE VALIDITY OF WRITING TEST TASKS

John Read
INTRODUCTION

Therc is a long tradition in the academic world of using cssays and other
forms of wrilten expression gs « means of assessing student proficicncy and
achievement. In carlier times essay writing scemed to be quite a
straightforward method of cxamining student performance.  However, with the
development of the modern scicnce of language testing, writing has come to be
considered onc of the more difficult skills to test adequatcly because we now
recognisc the importance of achicving a satisfactory level of both intra-rater and
inter-rater reliability in the marking of such tests. It is no longer considered
acceplable to rely simply on the subjective judgement of a single teacher who has
not been specifically trained or guided for the task -- although it has to be
admitted that this is an idca that dics hard in the context of academic assessment
in the university.

The modern concern about achieving reliability in marking has mcant that
relatively Iess attention has been paid to the other major issue in the testing of
writing: how Lo clicit samplcs of writing from the students.  Recent rescarch on
writing involving both native speakers and sccond language learncrs raiscs a
number of questions about the sctting of writing test tasks. The relevant
research involves not only the analysis of writing tests but also more basic studics
of the nature of the writing process.  Some of the questions that arisc arc as
follows:

1 To what extent is performance influenced by the amount of prior
knowledge that writers have about the topic that they are asked to
writc about in a test?

2 Does it make a difference how the writing task is specificd on the test
paper?

3 Do different types of task produce significant differences in the
performance of learners in a writing test?

The purposc of this paper is to explore these questions, with particular
reference to the author's experience in testing English for academic purposcs,
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and then to consider the more gencral issuc of what constitutes a valid writing
test task.

THE ROLE OF PRIOR KNOWLEDGE

Onc starling point in the selection of writing test tasks is a consideration of
the role that knowledge of the subject matter might play in writing performance.
In the casc of reading, it is now widcly accepted - on the basis of the rescarch by
Carrell (c.g. 1984, 1987), Johnson (1981) and others - that background
knowledge is a very significant factor in the ability of second language readers to
comprchend a written text. Furthermore, testing researchers such as Alderson
and Urquhart (1985) and Hale (1988) have produced scme evidence that a lack
of relevant background knowledge can affect performance on a test of reading
comprechension.  Until recently, there have been few comparable studies of the
role of background knowledge in second language writing, but it scems
reasonable to expect that it docs have a similar effect: someonc is likely to write
better about a familiar topic than an unfamiliar one.

Of course, in genceral terms this factor has long been recognised as a
significant onc in the testing of writing, and there are various ways in which
testers have sought to minimisc its effect.  One approach is to give carcful
consideration to the choice of topic.  Jacaobs, ct al. (1981:12-15) suggest, among
other thingr, that the topic should be appropriate to the educational lcvel and
interests of the students; it should motivate them to communicate with the
rcader and should not be biased in favour of any particular sub-group among
them. In other words, it should be a subject about which all potential test-takers
have enough relevant information or opinions to be able to write to the best of
their ability. On the other hand, it should not be too simple or predictable.

Another solution is Lo give the test-takers a choice of topics. In this case, it
is 1scumed that there is a range of interests and backgrounds represcnted among
the test-takers, and so it is hoped that all of them will find at lcast onc that
motivates them to write as best they can.

However, an alternative approach to the problem of the cffect of
background knowledge is to design tasks that provide the test-takers with
~¢levant content material to work with.,  Thus, although differences in prior
knowledge of the topic are not climinated, the students are all provided with
subject matter to usc in completing the writing task, so that the focus of their
cfforts is not so much on generating ideas but more on cxpressing the ones
provided in an appropriate manner,
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A CLASSIFICATION OF WRITING TEST TASKS

In order to provide a basis for analysing writing test tasks according to the
amount of content matcrial that they provide, it is uscful to refer to Nation’s
(1990) classification of language learning tasks. In this system, tasks arc
categorised according to the amount of preparation or guidance that the learners
are given. If we adapt the classification to apply to the testing of writing, there
are three task types that arc relevant and they may be defined for our purposes
as iollows:

1 Independent tasks:  The learners are sct a  topic and
expected to write on it without any guidance.

This approach to the assessment of writing, known as the timed impromptu
test, is commonly used in universitics in the United States, especially in large-
scale placement and proficiency tests. It assumes that all of the test-takers have
background knowlcdge in the form of information, idcas and opinions that are
relevant to the topic set.  Another term which describes this type of task is "free
composition”.

In their simplest form, independent writing tasks can be illustrated by
means of these topics, which are typical of thase which arc used in the

composition scction of the Michigan English Language Assessment Battery
(MELAB):

The rolc of agriculturc in my country today
Why young people in my country need a college cuucation

Mceting the cnergy needs of a modern world - problems and
prospects

) (Quoted in Jacobs, Zingraf ct al., 1981)

2 Guided tasks: The learners are provided with guidance while
they are writing, in the form of a table, a
graph, a picturc or relevant language material.

Here we arc not referring to “guided composition”, in which lower
proficiency learncrs are given language support, but rather tasks which provide
content support, cspecially in the form of non-lincar text material.

Onc major test which uses guided tasks of this sccond kind is the Test of
Written English, the direct writing component of TOEFL (Tcest of English as a

79




PAFullToxt Provided by ERIC

Forcign Language). In onc of the two alternating versions of this test, the
candidates are presented with data in the form of a graph or a chart and are
asked to write an interpretation of it (Educational Testing Service, 1989: 9). For
example, a preliminary version of the test included three graphs showing changes
in farming in the United States from 1940 to 1980, the task being to explain how
the graphs were rclated and to draw conclusions from them.

3 Experience tasks: The students arc given the opportunity to
acquire relevant content and skills through
prior experience before they undertake the
writing task.

Tasks of this kind arc found in major EAP tests such as the International
English Language Testing Service (IELTS) and the Test in English for
Educational Purposes (TEEP). In both of these tests, writing tasks are linked
with tasks involving other skills to some cxtent in order to simulate the process
of academic study. For example, in the first paper of TEEP, the candidates
work with two types of input on a single topic: a lengthy written academic text
and a ten-minute lecture.  In addition to answering comprchension questions
about cach of these sourcces, they are required to write summarics of the
information presented in cach onc {Associated Examining Board, 1984). The
same kind of test design, where a writing task requires the synthesizing of
information from readings and a lecture presented previously on the same topic,
is found in the Ontario Test of ESL (OTESL) in Canada (Wesche, 1987).

Thus, the three types of task vary according to the amount and nature of the
content material that is provided to the test-takers as part of the task
specification.  The assumption is that this may help to reduce :he cffects of
differences in background knowledge among test-takers and, when the writing
tasks arc linked to carlier recading and listening tasks, may represent a better
simulation of the process of academic study than simply giving a stand-alone
writing test.

THE TASKS IN THE ELI WRITiNG TEST

In order to illustrate in praciical terms the use of guided and experience
tasks in the assessment of writing for academic purposes, let us look at the tasks
used in a writing test developed at the English Language Institute of Victoria
University. The test is administered at the end of a three-month EAP course
for forcign students preparing for study at New Zealand universitics, and forms
part of a larger proficicncy test battery.  The test results provide a basis for
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reporting on the students’ proficicncy to sponsoring agencics (where applicablc)

and to the students themselves.  They arc not normally used for university

admission decisions; other measures and criteria are employed for that purpose.
The test is composed of three tasks, as follows:

Task 1 (Guided)

The first task, which is modclicd on onc by Jordan (1980: 49), is an cxample of
the guided type. The test-takers are given a table of information about threc
grammar books. For each book the table presents the title, author namc(s),
price, number of pages, the level of learner for whom the book is intended
(basic, intermediate or advanced) and some other fcatures, such as the
availability of an accompanying workbook and the basis on which the content of
the book is organiscd. The task is presented to the learners like this: "You go
to the university bookshop and find that there are three grammar books
available. Explain which onc is likely to be the most suitable onc for you by
comparing it with the other two.”

This is a guided task in the sensc that the students arc provided with key facts
about the three grammar books to refer to as they write. Thus, the focus of their
writing activity is on sclecting the relevant information to usc and organising the
composition to support the conclusion that they have drawn about the most
suitable book for them.

Task 2 (Expericnce)

For the sccond task, the test-takers are given a written text of about 600 words,
which describes the process of steel-making.  Together with the text, they
reccive a worksheet, which gives them some minimal guidance on how to take
notes on the text. After a period of 25 minutes for taking notes, the texts arc
collccted and lined writing paper is distributed.  Then the students have 30
minutes to write their own account of the process, making usc of the notes that
they have made on the worksheet but not being able to refer to the original text.
It could be argucd that this sccond task is another example of the guided type, in
the sense that the students are provided with a reference text that provides them
with content to usc in their writing.  However, it can also be scen as a simple
Lind of cxperience task, because the test proccdure is divided into two distinct
stages: first, rcading and notetaking and then writing, While they are composing
their text, the students can refer only indircctly to the source text through the
notes that they have taken onit.




Task 3 (Experience)

The third task, like the sccond one, is intended to simulate part of the process of
academic study. In this case, the preparation for the test begins five days
beforchand, because in the week leading up to the test the students all study the
topic on which the test task is based as part of their regular classwork. The
topic uscd so far has becn Food Additives. The classes spend about five hours
during the week engaged in such activitics as rcading relevant articles, listening
to mini-lectures by the teacher, taking notes, having a class debate and discussing
how to organise an answer to a specific question related to the topic.  However,
the students do not practise the actual writing of the test task in class.

The weck’s activitics arc intended to represent a kind of mini-course on the topic
of Food Additives, leading up to the test on the Friday, when the students are
given an examination-type question related to the topic, to be answered within a
time limit of 40 minutes. The question is not disclosed in advance cither to the
students or the teachers. A recent question was as follows:

Processed foods contain additives.
How safe is it to cat such foods?

This third task in the test is a clear example of an experience task. It provides
the students with multiple opportunitics during the week to learn about the topic
(to acquirc relevant prior knowledge, in fact), both through the class work and
any individuai studying thcy may do. Of course this docs not climinate
differcnces in background knowledge among the students on the course.
However, it is considercd sufficient if the students’ interest in the topic is
stimulated and they learn cnough to be able to write knowledgeably about it in
the test.

TOWARDS A BROADER ANALYSIS OF TEST TASKS

The classification into independent, guided and experience types focuscs
attention on one important dimension of writing test tasks: the extent to which
they provide content support for the test-takers.  However, recent developments
in the study and teaching of writing have highlighted a varicty of other
consi ‘erations that need to be taken into account, and it is to these that we now
turn.

The literature on academic writing for native speakers emphasises the need
to state explicitly some of the requirements that have traditionally been taken for
granted. It is now more widely recognised that students need not only the
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ability to marshal content material cffectively but also to tailor their writing for
specific readers (or "audicnces”) and purposes. In addition, they need guidance
on such matiers as the amount to be written and form of text that they should
produce. If such specifications are nceded for native speakers of English, then
the need is even greater in the case of foreign students who - as Hamp-Lyons
(1988: 35) points out - often lack knowledge of the discourse and pragmatic rules
that help to achieve success in an academic cssay test.

Al a theoretical level, Ruth and Murphy (1984) developed a model of the
"writing assessment cpisode” involving three actors - the test-makers, the test-
takers and the test-raters - and correspondingly three stages: the preparation of
the task, the student’s responsc to it and the evaluation of the student’s responsc.
The model highlights the potential for mismatch between the definition of the
task as intended by the test-makers and as perceived by the students.  Assuming
that in a large-scale testing programme the testeraters are different people from
the test-makers, the way that the raters interpret the task is a further source of
variability in the whole process.

The tasks in the ELI writing test described earlier can be used to illustrate
some of the problems of interpretation that arise. For example, in Task 1, the
purposc of the task is not very clear. In real life, if onc were making a decision
about which grammar book to buy, onc would normally weigh up the various
considerations in one’s mind or at most compose a list similar to the table in the

stask specification, rather than writing a prosc text about it.  Some of the
students who took the test apparently had this difficulty and their solution was to
compose their response in the form of a lctter, cither to a fricnd or to the
manager of the university bookstore.  Neither of these alternatives was entircly
satisfactory, but the fact that some students responded in this way represcats
useful feedback on the adequacy of the task specification.  The instinct of some
of the teacher-raters was to penalize the letter-writers, on the grounds that there
was nothing in the specification of the task to suggest that a letter should be
written. However, onc can cqually argue that it was the task statement that was
at fault.

Another kind of interpretation problem has arisen with the third task, when
the question has been stated as follows:

Processed foods contain additives.
How safe is it to cat such foods?

The test-sctter intended the first sentence to be an introductory statement
that could be taken as given; it was the second sentence that was supposed to
be the actual writing stimulus.  However, in the most recent administration of
the test, a number of the students took it as a proposition to be discussed and
devoted the first half of their compusition to it, hefore moving on to the

83
Gy
[VAREY




PAFullToxt Provided by ERIC

question of the safety of the additives. Ruth and Murphy (1984: 417-418) noted
the same phenomenon with a similar writing prompt for L1 students in the
United States.  Whercas the majority of the students considered the opening
sentence of the prompt to be an operative part of the specification that needed
to be referred to in their essays, none of the teacher-raters thought it necessary
to do so.

Faced with such problems of interpretation, test-writers are in something of
a dilemma. In a writing test, it is obviously desirable to minimisc the amount of
time that the students need to spend on reading the question or the task
statement.  On the other hand, as Hamp-Lyons (1988: 38) points out, a short
statem.nt may give inadequate guidance to the students on the kind of
composition that they arc expected to produce.  This suggests that longer
statements arc necessary, but also that they must be composed with great care in
order to reduce the possibility of misinterpretation.

The following cxample of a "statc-of-the-art” writing task specification
comes from a proposed test prepared by the U.S. Defense Language Institute for
the selection of language teaching applicants:

Assume that you have just returned from a trip and arc writing a letter
to a close fricnd. Describe a particularly memorable expericnce that
occurred while you were traveling,

This will be one paragraph in a longer letter to your friend. The
paragraph should be about 100 words in length.

You will be judged on the style and organization of this paragraph as
well as vorabulary and gramusar. Remember, the intended reader is a
close fric  (Herzug, 1988: 155

In terms of our classificavion, this is still an independent task, because it
provides no content material for the test-takers to work with, but obviously it
provides explicit specifications for the task in other respects.

Carlson and Bridgeman (1986: 139-142) give a uscful summary of the
factors to be considered in designing a stimulus for an academic writing test,
based on their experience with the development of the Test of Written English.
However, the most comprchensive system for classifying writing tasks is
undoubtedly that established by Purves and his collcagues (Purves, Soter, Takala
and Vahapassi, 1984) for the 1EA Study of Written Composition in sccondary
schools in cightcen countries. Their system consists of fifteen dimensions:
instruction, stimulus, cognitive demand, purpose, role, audicnce, content,
rhetorical specification, tone/style, advance preparation, length, format, time,
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draft, and criteria. Obviously not all of these dimensions need to be specified in
any individual writing stimulus, but they highlight the complexities involved,
especially wh *n the test-sctters and the test-takers do not share the same cultural
and cducational backgrounds.

DOES TYPE OF TASK MAKE A DIFFERENCE?

A moere general issuc related to the preparation of writing tests is whether
the type of task makes a difference to the students’ performance. No matter
how carcfully a task is specified, its validity may be limited if it does not provide
a basis for making generalizations about the test-takers’ writing ability.  The
issuc is of particular rclevance for a test like the Test of Written English (TWE)
because, although two different task types are used, only once of them is included
in any particular administration of the test. Thus, if task type is a significant
variable, candidales may be advantaged or disadvantaged depending on which
version of the test they take. Carlson and Bridgeman (1986) report that the pilot
study of the TWE showed no significant differences in performance on the two
types of task. However, Stansficld and Ross (1988) acknowledge that this is a
question which requires further investigation.

In fact, Reid (1988) found cvidence of differences between the TWE tasks
when she analysed student scripts from a pre-operational version of the test
using the Writer’s Workbench, a computer text-analysis program which provided
data on discourse flucncy, Iexical choice and the use of cohesion deviees in the
students’ writing.  The program revealed significant differences in the discourse
fcatures of the texts produced in response to the two different tasks.

There are a numbcer of other recent rescarch studies which provide
evidence that type of task docs make a difference in tests for both L1 and L2
writers. In their study of L1 sccondary students in Scotland, Pollitt and
Hutchinson (1987) uscd five different tasks.  They found that the casier tasks
were thosc in which the content and organization of the text were cued in various
ways by the test stimulus. In addition, tasks that were closer to personal
experience and spoken language (letter-writing or story-telling) were less
demanding than morc formal oncs, like ¢xpressing an opinion on a controversial
topic.

This variation according to formality was also present in Cumming's (1989)
rescarch on L2 writers at a Canadian university. The ratings of his three tasks
differed significantly and, in particular, there was a clear distinction between the
informal topic (a personal letter) and the more academic ones (an argument
and a summary).
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Of course, in a test of academic writing, one would normally expect that
only more formal tasks would be set.  However, a recent study by Tedick (1988)
indicates that chere is another distinction that is relevant to the setting of
academic writing tests: that of general vs. specific topics.  Tedick’s subjects, who
were graduate ESL students in the United Staics, wrote one essay on a general
topic and another on a topic related to their own ficlds of study. The essays on
the field-specific topic were longer, more syntactically complex and of higher
overall quality (as measured by holistic ratings) than the essays on the general
topic. Furthermore, the field-specific essays provided better discrimination of
the threc levels of ESL proficicncy represented among the subjects. Tedick
concluded that allowing students to make use of prior knowledge of their
academic subject gave a better measure of their writing proficiency than the kind
of general topic that is commonly used in writing tests.

Thesc findings can be interpreted in relation to Douglas and Selinker’s
concept (1985) of "discourse domains”, which arc the content arcas that arc
particularly meaningful and important for individual test-takers. Like Tedick,
Douglas and Sclinker argue that performance in tests of language production is
affected by whether the test-takers can relate the test topic to their own interests
and ficlds of specialization.  Although these authors have looked specifically at
oral production, it secms reasonable to expect that discoursc domains may play a
role in writing test performance as well.

There is clearly morc rescarch to be done to explore the variability in types
of writing task. As Stansfield and Ross (1938) point out in a survey of research
nceds for the Test of Written English, there are two ways in which writing tasks
can be shown to be meaningfully different.  The first kind of evidence is
psychometric: are there significant differences in the rankings of the test-takers
when the ratings from cach of the tasks are subjected to corrclational analysis?
In other words, arc the different tasks mcasuring the same underlying construct?
Secondly, one can usc linguistic cvidence to identify differences by means of
syntactic and discoursc analyses of the students’ texts.  Thus, measures of
fluency, frequency of error and syntactic complexity can be obtained to reflect
various aspects of the quality of the writing. Stansficld and Ross arguc that,
from the point of view of construct validity, the psychometric evidence is crucial:
"if an empirical analysis of performance ratings on cach task failed to show any
significant variation between the two sets of ratings, onc could claim that both
were tapping the same construct, even if qualitative differences were found in the
language uscd on cach task.” (op. cit.: 166) However, they acknowledge that at
least some writing specialists consider that qualitative, linguistic differences are
also important.

For the present, it sccms prudent to include a varicty of writing tasks in a
writing test. It can be argued that this not only makes the assessment more
reliable by producing several samples of writing from cach student, but it
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contributes to the validity of the test by giving a broader basis for making
gencralizations about the student’s writing ability.

CONCLUSION: Writing as Process

However, this leads to one final issuc that is relevant to a consideration of
the validity of writing tasks. The testing of writing incvilably focuses on the text
that the test-taker produces or, in other words, the product rather than the
process. Practical constraints normally mean that the students can be given only
a limited amount of time for writing 7ad therefore they must write quite fast in
order to be able to produce an adequate composition. The preceding discussion
of different tasks and ways of specifying them has concentrated on the issuc of
how to elicit the kind of texts that the test-setter wants, with little consideration
of the process by which the texts will be produced and whether that reflects the
way that people write in real lifc.

However, any contemporary discussion of writing asscssment must take
account of the major developments that have occurred over the last fifteen yeas
in our understanding of writing processes. In the case of L1 writers, rescarchers
such as Britton ct al. (1975), Murray (1978), Perl (1980) and Graves (1983) have
demonstrated how people compose a segment of text, pausc to read and
consider it, revise or replace it, plan further segments of text and so on. Murray
(1978) described writing as "a process of discovery”, threugh which writers
explored their ideas and found out what they wanted to express. As Kelly (1989
80) puts it, "the act of writing has great gencrative power, both in the scnse of
creating ideas and creating the language to express those ideas”. Studies by
Zamel (1983), Raimes (1987), Cumming (1989) and others have found that L2
writers cxhibit very much the same strategics in composing text as L1 writers do.

There are a number of implications of this research for the asscssment of
writing. If the production of written text is not strictly lincar but inherently
recursive in nature, normally involving cyclical processes of drafting and revising,
this suggests that test-takers need to be given time for (hinking about what they
arc writing; in addition, explicit provision needs to be made for them to revise
and rewrite what they hive written.

The question, then, is how the writing process can be accommodated within
the constraints of the test situation  Of course, any test situation is different
from the context of real-world language processing, but the disjunction between
"natural” writing processes and the typical writing test is quite marked,
particularly if we arc interested in the ability of students to write essays, rescarch
reports and theses, rather than simply to perform in examination scttings.  Even
a substantially increased time allocation for completing a test task does not alter




the fact that the students arc being required to write under constraints that do
aot normally apply to the writing process.

There arc various ways in which one can reduce the effects of the time
constraints. One means is to limit the demands of the writing test task by
providing support as part of the task specification. The provision of content
material, as is done with guided and experience tasks. is one way of reducing the
complexity of the writing task and allowing the test-taker to focus on the
structure and organization of the text.

Another, more radical approach which is gaining ground is to move away
from a reliance on timed tests for writing assessment. This may not be possible
in large-scale placement or proficicney tests for practical reasons, but there is
now increasing interest in portfolio assessment (see, e.g., Katz, 1988: 196-198),
which involves collecting a standard sct of different types of writing completed by
cach student over a period of time (usually as part of a course) and then having
them assessed according to agreed criteria by one or two teachers other than the
class teacher. Once again, there are practical difficulties in implementing this
approach, but it may be valuable as a supplemeatary method of assessment,
especially in the casc of postgraduate students whose primary academic writing
activities are the preparation of theses and rescarch papers.

Clearly, all of these considerations indicate that the validity of writing test
tasks is a complex issuc and one that is likely to receive increasing attention in
the years to come.
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AFFECTIVE FACTORS IN THE ASSESSMENT OF
ORAL INTERACTION: GENDER AND STATUS

Don Porter
INTRODUCTION

1 LINGUISTIC COMPLEXITY AND LANGUAGE TESTS

In its internal structure and in its componcnts, linguistic ability is cxtremely
- if not infinitcly - complex. Any attempt to summarize linguistic ability in the
form of a description will necessarily have to consist of some form of
simplification of the original complexity. Language tests arc constructed on the
basis of such simplifying descriptions of linguistic ability in general - what we
might call linguistic ‘models’ - and arc themsclves devices for generating
descriptions of the individual language user’s ability in terms of the underlying
modcl. So languagc tests, too, must simplify what they asscss.

Somctimes the descriptions produced by a language test arc in terms of
numbers, cg ‘72%’ or perhaps ‘39% in Writing, 72% in Reading’ (although it is
difficult to know what such descriptions of linguistic ability could mcan, they arc
so abstract and rclativistic); somctimes the descriptions are put in terms of
verbal descriptions, cg:

‘very little organisation of content; for the most part satisfactory
cohesion; some inadcquacics in vocabulary; almost no grammatical
inaccuracics’
(Bascd on criteria for Test of English for Educational
Purposes: Wecir, 1988)

But whatever form the description takes, the gencral headings under which
the various aspects of the description fall are not God-given, inherent in the
naturc of language or linguistic ability, so much as imposed on a continuum of
confusing and unruly data by language specialists. Language ability does not fall
ncatly into natural pre-cxisting categorics, but has to be forced into man-made
catcgorics with varying degrees of success. A description which aims for
completeness by having special headings for all the bits which do not quite fit
may well end up by being more complex than the original language ability being
described - and the mare complex the description gets, the less our brains are
ablc to grasp it in its catircty: the less it means to us. A truly uscful description
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of a language ability, then, will be onc which leaves a great deal out! What such
a description will do will be to focus on various features which are fclt to be
particularly salicnt and important. That is to say, it will be founded on a
theoretical model - one which, in the features it chooses to highlight, and in the
way it relates thosc features one to another, atiemplts to capture the essence of
the languagge ability. The questions for a test, then, arc: how claborate a model
should it be based on if it is to avoid the criticism that it lcaves out of account
crucial features of the language ability to be measured; and on the other hand
how much complexity can it afford to report before it runs the risk of being
unusable?

Communicative Language Testing

Testers vary in whether they claim to be producing or discussing
communicative compelenec tests, communicative performance tests, or simply -
and convenicntly - communicative tests, and views of what thosc various terms
imply also vary considerably. There is no widely accepted overall model of
communicative proficicncy used as a basis for this approach to language testing.
Nevertheless, there is in Britain at least a fair degree of working consensus about
the sorts of characteristics such tests ought to have. We may cite just the
following few as being fairly typical:

(a) Tests will be based on the needs (or wants) of lcarncrs. 1t would be
unrcasonable to assess a learner’s ability to do through English
somecthing which he has no need or wish to do. A principle such as this
suggests that the different needs of different learners may call for
different types of linguistic ability at different levels of performance; in
principle tests incorporating this idea will vary appropriatcly for cach
new sct of needs in the number and type of abilities they assess, and in
their appraisal of what constitutes a satisfactory level of performance.
Resalts will be reported separately for .ach ability in the form of a
profile, We arc thus immediately faced with a degree of test complexity
at the points of test-content, assessment criteria, and report format.

(b) Tests will be based on language use in the contexts and for the purposes
relevant to the learner. It is at least conccivable that any onc of the
linguistic ability types mentioned in the previous paragraph might be
required in a number of distinct contexts crucial to the lcarner and for
more than one distinct purpose in any given context. 1€ varying context
and purposc are scen as central features of natural communication, this
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suggests that particular contexts and purposcs require particular
dcployments of linguistic abilitics. Both context and purpose will then
nced to be suitably incorporated is tests and will represent two further
dimcnsions of complexity.

(c) Tests will employ authentic texts, or texts which embody fundamental
featurcs of authenticity. These ‘fundamental features’ may well include
appropriate format and appropriate length, both of which will vary with
the type of text. Concerning length in particular, longer texts are said to
require types of processing different from those necded for shorter
texts. Text authenticity then implies yet another dimension of
complexity.

These characteristic features, together with others, reflect the assumption
that, in Oller’s (1979) terms, language ability is not unitary, but in fact very
divisible.

Tests alrcady cxist which scck to embody all these and other features of
natural communication for more or fess well-defined groups of learners. The
challenge is great and the difficultics formidable. Bachman (1990) has criticised
such tests as suffering from inadequate sampling and consequent lack of
gencralizability of their results: the descriptions of ability yielded by the test, it is
argucd, refer only to the nceds, contexts, purposcs, iext-types, cte. covered in
the test; needs, contexts, purposes, cte. are so multifarious it is not possible to
sample them adequately for all test-takers, and perhaps not cven for a single
test-taker.

In the light of the already-existing dilficultics posed for test construction,
and of such criticisms, and of the need for a useful, practical test to avoid
excessive complexity, we must think very carcfully indeed before proposing that
tests should incorporate yet another level of complexity by including information
on the effects of affective factors in the descriptions which they yield.

3 Affective Factors

Affcctive factors are emotions and attitudes swhich affect our behavious.
We may distinguish between two kinds: predici=l.’ . and unpredictable.
Unpredictable: Most teachers will be familiar with the kinds of affective factor
which producc unpredictable and unreprescatative results in language tests, cg. a
residue of anger after a family row or a mood of irresponsibility after some
unexpected good news on the day. The fact that such moods may weaken
concentration, or may lead in some other way to learners not reflecting in their

o #*




PAFulToxt Provided by ERIC

performance the best that they arc capable of, will obviously detract from the
reliability of the description of abilitics yiclded by the test.

Clearly, if we can find ways of minimizing the cffects of such unpredictable
factors, we should do so. If the test is associated with a teaching programme,
continuous asscssment or a combination of continuous assessment with a formal
test would be less likely to be affected by a single unrepresentative performance.
On the other hand, if there is no associated teaching programme, and cverything
hangs on a single measure, we might try to eliminate from the subject matter of
the test any topics which might be likely to touch on a raw nerve somewhere.
For example, the Educational Testing Service carcfully vets all esszy topics for
the Test of Written English for possible sources of unreliability, cmotional
associations being one such source.

Another possible route to eventual affect-free assessment might be to
devise a programme of research to discover the kinds of test techniques which
are lcast susceptible to emotional buffeting.

On the other hand, the attempt to climinate emctional content from
language tests, on whatever grounds, may be misconceived. Is it not the case
that a fundamental and natural usc of language is as a vehicle for messages with
emotional associations? Imaginc tests in which the learner is asked to react to
or produce language with which he fccls no personal involvement, and to which
he feels no personal commitment. Would not such language be at lcast severely
restricted in its range of content, and at most fundamentally unnatural? We arc
left in a dilemma: it is suggested that emotionat content is a central feature of
language use, but it is at the same time a potential source of unrcliability.

The very unpredictability of such moods and cmotions, however, means that
there is a limit to the effectiveness of whatever measures we might take to deal
with their effccts. And if for some reason a learner does not feel like writing or
talking, there is not a lot that we can do.

Predictable: There may be another sct of affective factors which are predictable
in their effects on the quality of communication, and which can therefore be built
into a model of communicative performance. This is still an arca of great
ignorance and onc worthy of much more research: we need to know what the
predictable affective factors are, and what their sphere of influence is. It could
be, for instance, that performance in spoken and written language is influenced
by different scts of factors. But if we may from now on narrow our focus to
performance in the spoken language, candidates for inclusion in the relevant sct
of predictable affective factors will include the age, status, personality-type (cg.
‘out-going’, ‘reserved’), acquaintance-relationship, and gender of the
participants. Let us now turn to three small studies which have aimed to shed
some light on thesc questions, aid to their implications.
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4  Three Small Experimental Investigations

Investigation 1: Locke (1984) felt that the quality of spoken language
clicited in an interview, or in any other facc-to-facc spoken interaction, might be
crucially affccted by features of the interlocutor - in the case of the intervicw, by
fcatures of the interviewer, Thus, if the intervicwee was given intervicwer “a’ he
might do well, but if he was given interviewer ‘b’ he might do badly. Intuitively,
her concern scemed rcasonabie, and was backed up by a wealth of anecdotal
cvidence. Yct most testing concern with unreliability in intcrvicw asscssment
focuses on lack of consistency in the assessor; attempls to strengthen reliability
in the assessment of speaking ability focus on assessor training and the usc of
adcquate and appropriate rating scales. Whilst the latter are undceniably
important, the morc fundamental point that the quality of spoken language
performance may vary predictably with features of the interlocutor tends to go
unnoticed. Rescarch in this area is practically non-cxistent, although the results
would be of importance beyond language testing for our understanding of the
naturc of linguistic performance.

Locke chose to consider the effect of the gender of the interviewer on the
interviewee. Four male postgraduate Iraqi and Saudi students at the University
of Reading were cach interviewed twice, once by a male and once by a female
interviewer.  The four interviewers w re all of comparable age. Two students
were interviewed by a male interviewer first, and the other two by a female
intcrviewer first; in this way it was hoped that any order c*fect could be
discounted. Then, it was necessary for cach interview to be similar cnough to
allow meaningful comparison of results, but not so similar that the second
intcrvicw would be felt to be a simple repeat of the first, with a conscquent
practice cffcct. A ‘same-but-different’ format was therefore necessary. Each
intcrview was given the same structure, and the gencral lopic-arca was also the
same, but the specific content of the first and second interviews was different.

Each interview was video-recorded. Recordings were subscequently
presented in a shuffled order, and assessed by onc male and onc female rater,
cach using two methods of assessment, onc holistic (Carroll, 1980) and onc
analytic (Hawkey, 1982). In this way 16 comparisons of spoken language quality
with male and female interviewers could be made.

Although the number of students was very small, the result was clcar and
provocalive: there was an overwhelming tendency for students to be given
higher ratings when interviewed by male interviewers. The tendency was cvident
in both scoring mcthods and there was a high level of agreement between the
(wo ratcers.

Investigation 2: These results demanded both replication and decper
exploration. The writer therefore carried out a slightly larger investigation with
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thirteen postgraduate Algerian students at Reading (11 males and two females).
This time, interviewers werc cross-categorized not only by gender, but also by
whether or not the student was acquainted with them and by a rough
catcgorization of their personalily as ‘more outgoing’ or ‘more reserved’. Once
again, the age of intervicwers was comparablc.

As in Locke’s study, order of presentation was controlled for, with six
students being given the female, and seven the male interviewer first.  Cutting
across the male-female category, as far as was possible (given the odd number
involved) roughly half of the students were acquainted with the interviewer in the
first interview, and unacquainted in the sccond, with the other half of the
students having the reverse experience; and again roughly half of the students
reccived an ‘outgoing’ interviewer first, followed by a ‘reserved” interviewer, with
the remainder having the reverse experience. The interviews were again
designed to be ‘same-but-different’, were vidco-recorded, shuffled, and rated
using two methods of assessment.

The tendency observed in Locke’s study, for students to be rated more
highly when interviewed by men, was once again overwhelmingly found. The
tendency was cqually clear in both scoring methods, and the degree of difference
was fairly constant at about .5 of one of Carroll's bands. Interestingly, neither of
the other potential factors considered - acquaintanceship and personality-type -
could be seen to have any consistent effect.,

What was not clear from Locke’s study and could only be trivially
investigaled in this onc was whether any gender effect was the result of
interviewees’ reactions to males versus females, or to own-gender versus
opposite-gender interviewers. In this respect, it was particularly unfortunate that
more female students could not'be incorporated in the study: female students of
the same cultural background as the males were not available. Nevertheless,
while expressing all the caution necessary when considering the results of only
two students, the resuits for the two female students were interesting. For one
of the women, no diffcrence was obscrvable by cither scoring method with the
male and female interviewers. The other woman was rated more highly when
interviewed by the man. Neither woman could be scen Lo go against the trend
cstablished in the men.

A very (entative conclusion to be drawn from these two limited studies
would scem to be that, in the interview situation at least, young adult male Arab
students may have a consistent tendeney to produce a higher qualily of
performance in spoken English when being interviewed by a man than when
being interviewed by a woman,

If these studies really have, in a preliminary way, succeeded in detecting a
predictable affective factor in spoken language performance, a number of further
questions will need to be rescarched to clarify just what that affeetive factor is.
As has been suggested above, it is still not clear whether what has been observed
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concerns reaction to a male interviewer or to an own-gender interviewer,
Further studies with female students would be needed in an attempt to answer
this question.

Again, to what extent would this factor be restricted to Arab students? The
emotive power of gender must surely pervade mankind, and thus such a gender-
effect could be expected not only in any part of Europe but world-wide. On the
other hand, Japanese colleagues say that they would not expect a gender-effect
with Japanese students, but would not be surprised to {ind an age-effect, ie. we
might expect students to achieve higher spoken-English ratings when interviewed
by older interviewers, as such interviewers would be accorded greater respect.
This interesting suggestion thus relates quality of performance in spoken
language to the idea of degree of respect for the interviewer. A preposed
gender-cffect might thus be a manifestation of a more general ‘respect’ or
‘status’ effect. It might be that in many socictics, but not all, men are accorded
greater states than women, and that interviewees are moved to produce a higher
quality of performance when confronted by high status in the interviewer. This
suggests a nced for a programme of rescarch aimed at establishing and
distinguishing between the effects of gender and status on quality of
performance in spoken language.

Investigation 3: In an attempt to shed some light on this issue, a further
small investigation was undcniuken in Reading carlier this year. This is not yet
complete, but preliminary indications are certainly of interest.

In this investigation, 16 postgraduate students were interviewed, coming
from a variety of linguistic and cultural backgrounds. They included Arabs
(Sudanese, Saudis, Yemenis and a Libyan), Japanese, Turks, and a Greek.
Twelve students were male and four female,

As in the previous studics, cach student was given two short ‘same-but-
different’ interviews, one by a male interviewer, onc by a female. Half of the
students were interviewed by a male first, half by a female first, and all
intervicws were video-recorded.

The interviewers were roughly comparable in age, ranging from late
twenties to carly thirtics. None of the intervicwers was known to the students,
and the personality of the interviewer was not controlled for. An attempt was
made, however, to manipulate the status of cach interviewer such that, in one
interview the interviewer’s status would be ‘boosted’ (high status), while in the
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next it would not be (neutral status). Each interviewer (1) intervicwed four
students, thus:

1stinterview  2nd interview

Student # 1 Malcl1 # 1 Female 1 # 1
High status Neutral status

Student # 2 Female 1#1 Malecl #1
High status Ncutral status

Student # 3 Female [ #1 Maulel#1
Neutral status  High status

Student # 4 Male 1 # 1 Female ! # 1
Neutral status  High status

The status of an interviewer was manipulated in the following way: if status
was being ‘boosted’ the interviewer was introduced to the student by family
name, and with academic titles where relevant (cg. Dr Smith). A bricf
description of the interviewer’s atfiliation and most important responsibilities

was given. Most interviewers in this condition wore some formal items of
clothing (eg. jackets for both men and women, tics for men, ctc.) and the person
introducing the intervicwers maintained physical distance between himseif and
them. An attempt was made by the introducer to indicate defercnce through
tone of voice. If status was not being boosted - the ‘ncutral status’ condition -
interviewers were introduced in a very friendly way, by first name only, as friends
of the investigator and somctimes as graduate students in the Department of
Linguistic Science. Jackets, lics, cte. were not worn, and in cach introduction
physical contact was madc between the introducer and the interviewer, in the
form of a fricndly pat on the arm. Interviewers werce instructed to ‘be
themselves’ in both status conditions, their status being suggested to the student
purely through the modc of introduction together with minor dress differences.

Videos of these interviews are currently being rated on holistic and analytic
scales, as before. On this occasion, however, the holistic scales used arc those
developed by Weir for the oral component of the Test of English for Educational
Purposes (sec Weir, 1988), and in order to facilitate comparisons, the videos
have not been shuffled. Multiple rating is being undertaken, with an cqual
number of male and female raters. Thus far, only two sets of ratings have been
obtained, onc by a male rater and onc by a female.

While it is as yet much too carly to draw any solid conclusions, some
tentative observations are possible.
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Firstly, the two raters agree closely, on both rating scalcs.

Secondly, there is a slight tendency on both rating scales and with both
raters for students to achicve higher ratings when being intervicwed by males,
but this is by no means as clear-cut as in the carlicr investigations, and on the
analytic scales there is considerable disagreement between the raters on which
criteria, or for which students, this tendency manifests itself, Nevertheless, some
tendency is there.

Finally - and this, perhaps is the most surprising finding - there is some
slight tendency on the analytic seale, and a more marked tendency on the holistic
scale, for students to achicve higher ratings with interviewers who were not
marked for high status!

If this latter suggestion is borne out when the analysis is complete, and if it
is reinforced when more substantial studics are undertaken, it will raisc some
perplexing questions of interpretation. Qne possibility might be that it is not
rather specific factors such as ‘gender’ or ‘age’, and not cven a rather more
general factor such as ‘status’ which affect the quality of language production
dircctly, but some much more general, very abstract factor such as ‘psychotogical
distance’, Thus the more *distant’ an interlocutor is perecived to be, the poorer
the ratings that will be achicved. Al kinds of sccondary factors might contribute
to this notion of ‘distance’, in varying strengths, but an interlocutor who is ‘same
gender', 'same age’, ‘*known to speaker’, ‘same status’, cte. might be expected to
clicit higher-rated language than onc who is “other gender’, ‘older’, *unknown to
spcaker’. ‘higher status’, ete.

Whatever the primary and secondary factors which ultimately emerge, if the
nature and degree of effect can be shown to be consistent in any way for a
specifiable group of speakers, this will suggest that a gender or status or
psychological distance feature will have a goad claim to be incorporated in
models of spoken language performance for those speakers, and that tests of this
performance will need to teke such predictable factors into account,

Let us now consider what such ‘taking account’ might invalve, and finally
relate the whole issuc to our underlying concern with the complexity of tests.

5 Taking Account of A Predictable Affective Factor

It is certainly not widespread current practice to take account of gender,
status of participants, or *distznce’ between them, in tests of oral interaction,
The sclection of interviewer or other type of interlocutor is normally a matter of
chance as far as such factors are concerned, and no attempt is made to adjust
results in the light of them. Some post-hoc adjustment of ratings would of
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course be possible if the scale of an cffect were known to be consistent. Thus a
performance rating with a male intervicwer could be converted to an cquivalent
rating with a female interviewer, or vice versa. But we would now be touching
on very sensitive matters. This should not surprise us, and is not a unique
byproduct of the particular affective factor chosen by way of illustration; the
reader is reminded that affective factors are matters of emotion and attitude,
and it is not only the testee who is subject to their effects!

The question ariscs, then, of whether it is appropriate to adjust ratings in
such cases. What would be the standard to which particular results would be
adjusted? Many people feel that the test should give the learner the chance to
show the best that he can do, with the implication that the test results should
report the learner’s best achievement. But what if that were to mean for many
groups of male learncrs that spoken language achicvement with a female
interviewer would be converted to a predictive description of what they would
have becn able to achieve if they had been interviewed by a man? Or something
between the two? For many, this would not be an acceptable solution.

A slightly different approach would be to recognize that humanity
incorporates gender differences, status differences cte., and that the quality of
linguistic performance is conditioned by such factors. Care should therefore be
taken to allow all major relevant factors to have full and appropriate play in each
component of a language test, and the description of performance which would
be the output of the test would be understoad to be based on an incorporation of
such factors. Thus it might be appropriate for all interviewees to be multiply
intervicwed, by interviewers of varying degrees and types of ‘distance’.

This type of solution would have the added attraction of being able to deal
with the cffects of affective factors in cases where it was predictable that the
factors would have a marked effect, but not predictable how great or in what
dircction the cffect would be. Thus a *distance” effect might be great in some
individuals, or in pcople from some cultural backgrounds, but slight in others;
great “‘distance’ might depress the quality of performance in some learners, but
raise it in others.

[t might at first glance appear that such a ‘full play’ solution would also have
the attraction of making it unnccessary to do the rescarch to find out what the
significant factors would be. Simply replicate as closely as possible thosc
situations in which the lecarner would be likely to find himself, and the
appropriate affective factors would come into play of themselves. However the
practicality of test construction and administration will incvitably requirc some
simplification of rcality as it appears in the test, some selection of the features to
include - including what is felt to be important, excl.ding what is felt to be
irrclevant. Research into what the significant affective “actors are, the scale of
their cffccts, and their ficld of operation (what topic-arcas, what cultural
backgrounds, etc) will be necessary to inform the sclection process.
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6  Affective Factors and The Complexity of Tests

We have considered in this paper only one small arca of affectivencss.
There arc certain to be others which affect language performance, perhaps of
much greater magnitude in their impact. The spoken language only has been
considered; it may be that some or all of the factors affecting the spoken
language will be shown to have significant cffects on performance in the written
language, too, to the samc or different degrees.  Alternatively, there may be a
quitc different set of affective factors for the written language. And in both
media, the term ‘performance’ may be understood to involve both reception and
production. The potential for test complexity if all arc to be reflected in test
content, structure and administration is quite awesome. Even the ‘fuli-play’
proposal of the previous section, related to a ‘status’ or ‘distance’ cffect alone,
would double at a stroke the number of interviewers required in any situation.
Nevertheless, a description of a learncr’s linguistic performance which ignored
this dimension of complexity would be leaving out of account something
important.

But yes, in the end, practicality will have to win the day. Where the number
of pcople taking the test is relatively small, and where the implications of the
results arc not critical in some sense, it is unlikely that affcctive factors will te, or
could be, seriously and systematically taken into account. But where the test is a
large one, where the results can affect the course of lives or entail the
expenditure of large sums of money, and where specifiable affective factors are
known to have significant cffects on linguistic performance, it would be
dangerous to ignore them.
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AUTHENTICITY IN FOREIGN LANGUAGE TESTING

Peter Doyé

1. Validity of foreign language tests

Classical psychometric theory has taught us to cvaluate the quality of
educational tests by a number of basic criteria, such as validity, reliability,
cconomy and utility. Although the characteristics of a good test can be classified
in many different ways, test specialists arc in general agreement that the criteria
just named arc the ones that any test producer or user should have in mind when
making or applying a test.

They also agree that among the criteria mentioned above validity is the
most important, for unless a test is valid it has no function. The validity of a test
depends on the degree to which it measures what it is supposed to mcasure. A
good test must serve the purpose that it is intended for, otherwise it is uscless.
However reliable the results may be, however objective the scoring may be, if the
test docs not measurce what the test user wants to know it is irrcievant.

In our context most of the test users are foreign language teachers who
want to know how well their students have learnt the foreign language. For this
purpose they employ tests. My phrasc "how well the students have learnt the
forcign language” disguiscs the complexity of the task. In the past twenty or
thirty ycars we have all learnt o accept communicative competence as the
overall aim of forcign language instruction. Students arc supposcd to learn to
understand and use the forcign language for purposcs of communication. This
general aim can, of coursc, be broken down into a number of compcetencices in
listening, speaking, reading and writing.

In most countrics the school curricula for foreign language instruction arc
formulated in terms of communicative competencics, and a logical conscquence
of this is that also testing is organized according to these competencics. This
approach to testing has been called the “curricular approach®. The foreign
language curriculum is taken as the basis for the construction of foreign
language tests. On the assumption that the actual teaching follows the content
preseriptions laid down in the curriculum it scems plausible also to determine
the content of the tests on the basis of the curriculum. This takes us back to the
concept of validity. If the content of a test corresponds to the content prescribed
by the curriculum it is said to possess “curricular validity” or "content validity”.
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2. Authenticity

However plausible the concept of content validity may be, in practice it
prescnts a number of problems. Onc of these problems is the congruence of the
test situation and the real life situation that the lcarner is supposed to master
according to the curriculum. It is on this problem of congruence that I wish to
concentrate in my talk. The problem has been deseribed very aptly by Edward

Curcton in his article on Validity in Lindquist's well-known book on Educational
Mcasurcment:

If we wani to find out how well a person can perform a task, we can put him
to work at that task, and obscrve how well he docs it and the quality and
quantity of the product he turns out. Whenever a test performance is
anything other than a representative performance of the actual task, we
must inquire further concerning the degree to which the test operations as
performed upon the test materials in the test situation agree with the actual
operations as performed upon the actual materials in the situation normal
to the task. One way to do this is to make detailed logical and psychological
analyses of both the test and the task. From such analyses we may be able
to show that many or most of the test operations and matcrials are identical
with or very much like many or most of those of the task. and that the test
situation is intri-:sically similar to that of the task. On the basis of this
demonstration it might be reasonable to conclude that the test is sufficiently
rclevant to the task for the purposce at issuc. 1

Let ustry to apply the ideas expressed in this passage to a very common
task that is to be found in any forcign language curriculum: Asking the way in an
English spcaking environment.

If we want to find out whether students are able to perform this speech act
the safest way would be to take them to an English speaking town, place them in
a situation where they actually have to ask the way and see whether they perform
the task successfully and to which degree of perfection. We alt know that this is
hardly cver possible, except for language courses that are being held in an
English speaking country. In the great majority of cases the teaching and
learning of English takes placc in a non-English cnvironment. Therefore the
sccond case mentioned by Curcton comes up when the tester tries to invent a
realistic situation in which the learners have to perform operations congruent
with the oncs they would have to perform in situations normal to the task.
Absolute congruence would exist when the tasks in the test situation and in the
corresponding real-life situation would actually be identical. In this extreme casc
the test situation and the tasks in it are called authentic. An authentic test is
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therefore one that reproduces a real-life situation in order to examinc the
student’s ability to cope with it.

There arc authors who make authenticity one of the decisive characteristics
of a good test. They derive it from the generally accepted criterion of validity
and regard authenticity as the most xmporlanl aspect of validity in forcign-
language testing.

To quote just one author who takes this view: Brendan J Carroll:

The issue of authenticity must always be an important aspect of any
discussion on language testing. A full application of the principle of
authenticity would mcan that all the tasks undertaken should be real-life,
interactive communicative opcrations and not the typical routine
examination responscs to the tester’s 'stimuli’, or part of a stimulus-
response rclationship; that the language of the test should be day-to-day
discourse, not edited or doctored in the interests of simplification but
presented with all its cxpected irregularitics; that the contexts of the
interchanges arc realistic, with the ordinary interruptions, background
noises and irrclevancics found in the airport or lecture-room; and that the
rating of a performance, based on its effectivencss and adecauacy as K
communicative response, will rely on non-verbal as well as verbal criteria. 2

Brendan Carroll’s whole book can be scen as one great attempt to ensure
authenticity in language testing,

3. Limits to authenticity

It is at this point that I begin to have my doubts. However uscful the
postulation of authenticity as onc criterion among others may be, it is certainly
also useful to keep in mind that (a) a complete congruence of test situation and
real-life situation is impossible and that (b) there are other demands that
necessarily influence our search for optimal forms of testing and therefore
relativize our attempt to construct avthentic tests.

Re (a) Why is a complete congruenee of test sitaation and real-life situation
impossiblc? The answer is simple: because a language test is a social event that
has - as one of its characteristics - the intention to examine the competence of
language learncrs. In D Pickett's words: "By viriue of being a test, it is a spedial
and formalised cvent distanced from real life and structured for a particular
purpose. By definition it cannot be the real life it is probing. 3
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The very fact that the purpose of a test is to find out whether the learner is
capable of performing a language task distinguishes it considerably from the
corresponding performance of this task outside the test situation. Even if we
succeed in manipulating the testees to accept the illocutionary point of a speech
act they are supposcd to perform, they will, in addition, always have in mind the
other illocutionary point that is inherent to a test, namely to prove that they are
capable of doing what is demanded of them.

An cxample of a test that examines the students’ competence in asking for a
picce of information: Even if by skillful arrangement we manage to lead the
students to actually wanting this picce of information, they will always have
another purpose of their verbal activity in mind which is: 1 will show you,
teacher, that I am able to ask for information!

Re (b) The other obstacle on the way to perfect authenticity is an cconomic
onc. Through a test we want to get as much information about a person’s
communicative competence as possible. The greater the arca of competence we
cover by giving a particular test, the better. This requires a certain amount of
abstraction from situational specifics. To use the example of Asking the Way:
What we wish 1o know is how well the students can perform the speech act of
Asking the Way in a varicty of real-life situations - and the more the better - and
not whether they can perform this act in the particular situation of a particular
English city where they are looking for just once building in a specific street in a
certain quarter of that city, However, we have to embed our task in a realistic
sclting that contains all these specifications in order to be plausible to the
students. But this does not mean that we have to include all the incidentals that
might be propertics of such a real-life situation. On the contrary: the more
incidentals we include, the more we move away from the general concept of
Asking the Way as most of these incidentals might not be present in the majority
of other situations where “asking the way" is demanded. Therefore we need not
be sorry if we do not succeed in making a test situation absolutely authentic by
providing all the peculiarities, background noises, hesitations, interruptions,
social constraints by which a rcal-lifc communicative situation is characterized.
We should endcavour to employ just the amount of realism that makes it
understandable and plausible, but no more. The fact that we want to know how
well the students master the essentials of our speech act requires abstraction
from incidentals. Pickett gives the example of a simple arithmetic problem:

If you arc asked to find the arca of a ficld 50 metres x 200 metres you do
not have to get up and walk all over the field with a tape measure. You will
not be concerned with whether it is bounded by a hedge or a fence, whether
it is pasturc or planted, whether it is sunny or wet or whether it is Monday
or Thursday. These incidentals are irrclevant to the task of mcasurement,
for which the basic information is rcady to hand, and we know that the
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solution will not be affected by weather, time, cultivation, perimeter
markings or any of the other factors which form part of our real-life
perception of any particular ficld. The concept of area is an abstraction
from all possible perceptions and is a constant.4

We have to concede that the decision about what are irrclevant incidentals
is easier to make in the casc of an arithmetic problem than in a communicative
task, as communicative performance is always embedded in concrete situations
with a number of linguistic as well as non-linguistic elements. But the arithmetic
problem and the communicative task have one thing in common: Normally, ic.,
outside the artificial classroom setting, they occur in real-life situations that are
characterized by a small number of essential features and a great number of
incidentals which differ considerably from one situation to the next. And if we
want to grasp the essential features of a task, we have to abstract from the
incidentals. In this respect abstraction is the counterpoint to authenticity in
testing,

What is needed is the right balance between authenticity and abstraction.
We want a fair amount of authenticity bui not so much as to obscure the
essential propertics of the speech act in question, which by virtue of being
essentials obtain in all its manifestations. In this context, the findings of modern
pragmatics can be of great help, I think. Its analyses of speech acts have
demonstrated that every speech act has its own specific structure with certain
characteristic features. It is on these characteristics that we have to concentrate
if we wish to test the lcarners’ competence in performing this particular act.

4. Examples

Let us take "Asking for Information” as an cxampie. In his classical book
"Specch Acts. An cssay in the philesophy of language” John Scarle has
developed a systematic procedure for the description of specch acts, in which he
presents the characteristic features of cach act in terms of four kinds of
conditions that arc necessary and sufficient for the successful and non-defective
pcrformance of each act. The speech act of “asking for information” or simply
“question” is one of the examples that Scarle uses himsclf.

The essential characteristic of & question is that it counts as an attempt to
clicit information from a hearer. The twe preparatory conditions for the
performance of a question are that the speaker does not know the answer and
that it is not obvious that the hearer will provide the information without being

asked. The propositional content of a question depends on what information the
speaker nceds, of course.




Now, we all know that tcaching as well as testing the ability to ask questions
is often practised in a way that disregards these conditions. A very common way
is Lo present a number of sentences in which certain parts are underlined and to
invite the students to ask for these parts.

Holburne Muscum is situated in Pulteney Street.
1t belongs to the University of Bath.

Itis open daily from 't am to 5 pm,

Mzr. Green works in the Muscum library,

He gocs there every second morning,

He gets there by bus No. 32,

It takes him right to the main entrance.

This procedure is often used for the simple reason that it is casy to prepare,
to administer and to score. But it very obviously violates the essential rules that
govern the performance of a question. First of all, the speech act demanded
cannot be regarded as an attempt to clicit information.  Secondly, the testecs do
very well know the answer because it is given to them in the statements. It is
cven underlined, which normally means that the picee of information given is
especially important - a fact that stresses the non-realistic character of the task.

And there is an additional negative feature: the procedure complicates the
task for all those learners who find themselves incapable of imagining that they
do not posscss preciscly the information that is given to them and to behave
accordingly, ic. to pretend that they need it

To conclude: The questions that the students have to ask in this test are no
questions at all. The conditions under which they have to perform their speech
acts arc so basically different trom those of real questions that the test cannot be
regarded as a means to examine the students’ competence in asking questions.

Let us look at the next example which could serve as an alternative to the
previous one:

Holburne Muscum is situated XX XXXXEXX XXXXXX.
It belongs XX XXX XXXXXXXXXX XX XXXX.

Itis open daily XXX XXXX XX XXXX.

Mr Green works XX XXX XXXXXX XXXNXAX.

He goes there xxxxx XXXXXX XXXXXXX.

He gets there xx xxx xxoexs.

It takes him right 3¢ 300 XXXX XX0OOXNXXX,

The difference between the two types of test is minimal on the surface, but
decisive as regards the speech acts that are required to perform the task. By a
very simple design, namely through replacing the underlined parts of the
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sentences by words that are illegibly written, the sccond type marks a
considerable step forward in the direction of an authentie test:  The questions
that the learncrs have to ask arc real questions in so far as the two main
conditions of the speech act "QUESTION' as elaborated by Scarle are fulfilled.

First, they can be counted as attempts to elicit information and, sccond, the
testees do not know the answers yet. What is still missing is an addresscc to
whom the questions might be addressed. llegible statements are quite common,
but one would hardly ever try to obtain the lacking information by a list of
wrilten questions. To make this test still more realistic, onc could present the
statements not in writing, but in sp. ken form with a muffled voice that fails to be
clear preciscly at thosc points where one wishes the students to ask their
questions. Ir this casc all the cessential conditions of the spcech act
"QUESTION" would be fulfilled. But the test is still far from being authentic.

In a real lifc situation onc would rarcly find such a concentration of
unintelligible utterances and therefore the necessity for a whole scrics of
questions. Of course we can think of situations in which the necessity for quite a
number of successive questions arises, such as in the situation of an interview or
the situation of a game in which two partners necd certain information from one
another in order to complete a common task. - Two more examples are given.

The balance between authenticity and abstraction

But to come back to our central problem: How far do we want to go in our
cfforts to create authenticity?

In the middle part of my talk, I tried to explain why absolute authenticity, ic.
complete congrucnce between the test situation and the so-called real life
situation is ncither possible nor Adesirable.

However much, for validity’s sake, we might want to achieve autheniicity in
our tests, any attemnpl to reacu it will necessarily arrive at a point, where it
becomes clear that there are hmits to authenticity for the simple reason that a
language test - by its very purpose and structurc - is a social event that is
essentially different from any other social event in which language is used.

Yery fortunately, we need not be afraid of protests from our students. They
might be better motivated if we succeed in constructing tests that are highly
authentic, for then they sec the practical relevance of their tasks.

On the other hand most of them see as we do that a test can never become
absolutely authentic and might find the vain attempts of their teachers (o create
fully authentic test situations fairly ridiculous. Therefore, and for the (wo main
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reasons | have presented we should give up our efforts to achicve the impossible
and be satisfied with finding the right balance between authenticity and
abstraction.
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EVALUATING COMMUNICATIVE TESTS

Keith Morrow

1. THE CONTEXT: CCSE

In 1976, while working at the Centre for Applicd Language Studies at the
University of Reading, 1 was commissioned by the Royal Socicty of Arts to
undertake a feasibility study into the development of a series of English language
cxaminations based on the ideas about "communicative” language teaching which
were then taking shape at Reading and clsewhere. 1, The outcome of this study
was a series of cxaminations called the Communicative Use of English as a
Foreign Language run by the RSA between 1980 and 1988, and subsequently run
jointly by the RSA and the University of Cambridge Local Examinations
Syndicate. I have rccently completed a review of these examinations for
Cambridge/RSA, and from November 1990 they are to be re-launched as
Certificates in Communicative Skills in English (CCSE).

It will be clear that the origins of these examinations are to be found in a
particular, thcugh now widespread, view of what language, language tcaching
and language testing arc about. 1n this paper I want to consider how this view
has affected the design of the cxaminations, and then look at the question of the
evaluation of the examinations in practice from the same perspective.

A number of characteristics of the new series of examinations rclate dircctly
and consciously to an underlying construct of what a "good” test ought to be.

1.1 Single skills

The examinations in fact consist of a suite of free-standing modules in Writing,
Reading, Listening and Oral interaction. In cach skill area, new tests are sct at 4
levels for each series of the examination, and candidates are able to choose
which modules at which level they wish to enter at any time. This structurc
reflects the expericnce of language teachers that the performance of students is
not uniform across skill arcas.

1.2 Tests of Performance

The tests are designed Lo be dircet measures of performance. The
justification from this again derives largely from an cducational perspective on
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how tests should affect what is donc in the classroom. In a "communicative”
classroom, the focus of activitics is (in simple terms) “"doing something" through
the language. We wanted to encourage this in washback terms, by designing
tests which shared the same focus.

1.3 Task Based

More specifically, communication through language involves the participants
in carrying out “tasks” in the production or comprchension of language in order
to arrive at a shared understanding. This "negotiation of meaning" is most
obviously a feature of face-to-face interaction, but it underlics all purposcful use
of language whether in reading, writing, listening or speaking. The most striking
implication of adopting this perspective on the design of a language test is the
overriding importance of authenticity both of text (as input) and of task (in
processing this input).

1.4 Criterion-referenced

The essential question which a communicative test must answer is whether or
not {or how well) a candidate can use language to communicate meanings. But
“communicating meanings" is a very clusive criterion indeed on which to basc
judgements. 1t varies both in terms of “communicating” (which is rarcly a black
and white, cither/or matter) and in terms of "meanings” (which arc very large
and probably infinite in number). In other words, a communicative test which
wishes to be criterion-referenced must define and delimit the criteria, This is a
major undertaking, which for CCSE has led to statements for cach of the four
levels in cach of the four skill arcas of the tasks and text types which the
candidates arc expected to handle as well as (crucially) the degree of skill with
which they will be expected to operate,

LS To reflect and encourage good classroom practice

Reference has already been made above to the educational cffect of testing
through the promotion of positive washback into the classroom. In the case of
CCSE, this is a major concern underlying the design of the tests; indeed in many
ways the tests themselves have drawn on "good” classroom practice in an attempt
to disseminate this to other classrooms. This conscious feedback loop between
teaching and testing, in terms not only of conient but also of approach, is a vital
mechanism for educational development,
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2. EVALUATING TESTS OF THIS KIND

It will be clear from the preceding scction that there is a conscious and
deliberate rationale underlying the construction of the CCSE tests. However, a
rationale can be wrong and some of the bases on which the tests are constructed
may appear (o be assertions o! what is believed, rather than outcomes of a
process to determine what is right. Most significantly a “profcssional” language
tester might perhaps wish to investigate the justification for the following design
features.

2.1 Why tests of specific abilities not overall proficiency?

The idea of a single measure of overall competence or proficiency in a
language is an attractive onc for test designers and educational administrators.
For administrators, the convenience of a single score or rating is obvious, and
tests and exams as diverse as TOEFL, the Cambridge First Certificate, and the
new Cambridge/British Council TELTS all manage to provide this. Why
shouldn’t CCSE? For test designers and rescarchers an "overall proficiency”
model may also be attractive, not least for the scope it offers for writing papers
reporting sophisticated investigations into the existence of this underlying "g" and
the facters which may or may not contribute to it.

The CCSE scheme minimises the problem of weighting different factors by
reporting performance in terms of cach skill arca individually. However, since
within cach skill arca decisions have to be made about the contribution of
individual tasks involving specific text types to 1 = overall performance, there will
still be scope for investigations of what makes up the underlying Y, "r", "s" and
“w" factors in the listening, reading, spcaking and writing tests.

The main justification for the apparent complexity of the structure of CCSE is
not, in fact, to be found in the litcrature on language testing. Rather it is to be
found in a deliberate attempt to provide on educational grounds an cxamination
system which allows candidates to gain certification for what they can do without
being penalised for what they cannot do. This is a stance which reflects a
philosophical rather than an empirical starting point. Nonctheless, it is a
common cxpericnee of teachers that many students have differential abilities in
different language skill arcas; it is important both practically and cducationally
that this is recognised.




2.2 Is there a conflict between authenticity and reliability?

The short answer to this question is probably "yes". In terms of test design,
CCSE clearly nceds to address itsclf to (at least) two arcas of potential problem
caused by the focus on the usc of authentic tasks and texts. The first is the
question of consistency of level of the tasks/texts used both within a particular
test, and across tests in the same skill arca in different series; the second is the
question of consistency of judgement in the cvaluation of performance,
particularly in the oral interaction and writing tests.

In the implementation of the CCSE scheme, rigorous safcguards arc in place
to take account of thesc potential problems. A thorough moderaling procedure
is undertaken to scrulinisc and trial tasks and papers to cnsure consistency of
content; and assessors for both the wriling and oral Lests are trained, briefed and
monitored.

Yet still, it has to be said that the conflict remains. There are steps that could
be undertaken to improve the reliability of the CCSE tests; but they would
conflict dircctly with the authenticily criterion. Once again, it scems that in test
design terms, the way that is chosen reflects a basic educational philosophy.
From onc standpoint, reliability is crucial; autheuticity can be brought in to the
extent that it is possible, but remains sccondary. From another, the cssential
characteristic is authenticity; whilc recognising that total authenticity of task can
never be achicved in a testing (or teaching) situation, cvery effort is made o
focus on it. Reliability is not ignored and indeed every effort is made to cnsure it
receives due attention, but in the final analysis it is not the overriding factor in
the design of the test.

1t scems unlikely that in principle this conflict can be resolved. Whal is
perhaps more imporlant is to investigate how in practice the implementation of
communicative cxams like the CCSE proceeds.

2.3 How valid are the tests?

The third arca of concern clearly focuses on validity. In the literature,
language proficicncy Lests are investigated in terms of construct, content ad
concurrent validity, and face validity is also considercd - sometimes as an
afterthought, sometimes if nothing clse can be found, but because it cannot be
“measurcd”, somctimes rather disparagingly. Some specific purpose tests arc
also evaluatced in terms of predictive validity.

1t will be clear from the preceding discussion that there is a “construct” Lo the
CCSE scheme; the relationship between the construct and the content of any
particular sct of tests is open to empirical investigation - but unfortunalcly the
construct itself is probably not. Similarly, in terms of conltent, the relationship
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between the specifications and the content of any particular sct of papers can be
investigated; but the morc fundamental question of how far the specifications
reflect the "real world” is not a matter of straightforward analysis. Concurrent
validity is largely irrelevant because there are few other tests available against
which CCSE can be measured. Face validity can be claimed - and claimed to be
extremely important - but not proved. It may scem that CCSE should be open
to investigation in terms of predictive validity since it is in essence making claims
about the ability of candidates to carry out "rcal world” tasks. If they pass the
test and can in fact carry out these tasks in the real world then the test may be
said to have “predicted” this.

However, a moment’s thought will show that this is in fact an impossible
requircment. How would a rescarcher judge whether or not tasks had been
scarried out” in the rcal world? The only way would be by evaluating
performance on individual instances of the task - in which case all the problems
of specification, reliability and gencralisability which arise for CCSE would arise
again. In a very real sense, the test would be validating itself against itsclf.

3. EPISTEMOLOGICAL TRADITIONS

In the preceding scction we have scen how in three very basic respects, the

design of a communicative test is based on factors which go beyond, or are not
susceptible to, conventional language testing rescarch: the overall design is
founded on cducational rather than testing requirements; reliability is sccondary
on construct grounds to authenticity; and the fundamental validity is not opcn to
straightforward investigation.

This situation seems to raise some rather interesting questions about the kind
of rescarch which is appropriate to the investigation of language tests.

3.1 Language testing as pure science

Since the 1960's and the development of the "scientific’ approach to testing,
the predominant model of rescarch has been one based on the precisc
measurement of data collected through empirical means. In other words,
language testing has been scen as a branch of purc scicnce, based essentially
upon the twin concepts of quantification and analysis. In many ways this modcl
has been extremely productive - at least of articles, books and PhD theses. But
in terms of actually being able to make reliable, valid and comprehensible
statements about what it is that tests measure, how this relates to language usc,




Q

ERIC

PAFullToxt Provided by ERIC

and how performance on tests relates to the real world, onc might be tempted to
ccho the comments of a Nobel Prize winning cconomist about his own subject:

"In no ficld of empirical crquiry has so massive and sophisticated a statistical
machinery becn used with such indifferent results”. 2

It scems to me that the reason for this sad state of affairs may well lic with
the very notion of scientific rigour as it is gencrally understood, and the
orthodoxy that this has imposcd on our ficld.

"Under normal conditions the research scientist is not an innovator but a solver
of puzzles, and the puzzles upon which he (sic) concentrates are just those which
he believes can be both stated and solved within the existing scientific tradition” 3

At its best, this existing scientific tradition has encouraged rescarchers into
what has become known as "McNamara's fallacy” of "making the measurable
important instcad of making the important measurable (or at least
discernible)™d. At its worst, it might tempt us to paraphrasc Oscar Wilde's
cpigram about the English upper classcs and their fondness for fox-hunting.
Wilde spoke of "The English country gentleman galloping after a fox - the
unspcakable in full pursuit of the uncatable”. Language testing rescarchers may
not be unspeakable; but they may well be in pursuit of the unmeasurable.
Elscwhere, 5 T have suggested that it may be time to proposc a distinction
between language testing researchers (who follow the existing orthodoxy) and
researchers into language testing who would be prepared to adopt cqually rigorous
but rather different ways of looking at the arca.

Support for alternative ways of conducting rescarch into language testing
seems (o me to be available from two very different sources.

The first is the recent development (or at least the recent dissemination) of
the ideas behind chaos theory. An exposition of this theory would be out of
place here 6 (and in Jetail beyond my present understanding of it). But I find a
sct of ideas Icads to the insight that conventional science finds it impossible to
make a definitive statement about the length of a coastline (because of the
problems of scale; the larger the scale, the longer the length because the more
"detail” is included), or a firm prediction about the temperature of cup of "hot"
coffee in a minute’s time (because of the variability of convection), let alone
what the weather is going to be like next week (because of the cumulative effect
of a whole range of unpredictable and in themsclves “trivial® cvents) an
extremely powerful heuristic in thinking about language and language testing.
Perhaps the key concepl is "sensitive dependence upon initial conditions” - a way
of saying that in looking at the world, everything depends on precisely where you
start from. Nothing could be more appropriate for our field,
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The second source of alternative ideas for the investigation of language
testing comes from work carricd out in the validation of cxpericential rescarch.
An cxtremely lucid account of this is given in Heron 1982. 7. Expericntial
rescarch is concerned above all to cstablish the quality or nature of the lcarning
cxpericnce which participants have undergone. In this, it secems to me to relate
very closely to important arcas of concern for rescarch into language learning
and language testing.

Heron sets out a number of catcgories of validity which should be mct by
research. Empirical and conceptual validity can be related casily cnough to
categories which arc familiar in our ficld; but his third category ethical validity
perhaps opens up ncw arcas. How far doces existing rescarch into language
testing concern itsclf with the ethics of the test?

"Ethical validity has two aspects. Firstly is the research relevant to basic
human concerns? Is it committed to values that make a difference to the quality
of life for pcople now and in the future?..Sccondly, do we behave morally while
doing and applying the rescarch...And do we deploy the results in ways that
respect the rights and liberties of persons?” (Heron: 1982 p.1)

There arc many questions raiscd here about the design and implementation
of language tests, but perhaps the most obvious arca of cthical involvement is the
question of washback. It secms to me that a test which imposes (overtly or
covertly) an impoverished or unrealistic classroom regime on students preparing
for it is indced "making a difference to the quality of life for people now and in
the future” (though a difference of the wrong sort). This reinforces my view 8
that an important arca of investigation in considering the validity of a test is an
investigation of the classroom practice which it gives risc to.

A large part of Heron's paper is taken up with considering "Procedurcs for
Distinguishing between the Veridical and the Illusory” in the context of
expericntial rescarch. Again, this scems a rich ficld to harvest in considering the
validity of languagc tests. This is not the place to consider ali of these in detail,
but onc in particular is worthy of note. It is the principle of “authentic
collaboration" between all the participants in a rescarch project, breaking down
“the traditional distinction between the role of the researcher and the role of the
subject”. As Underhill 9 points out, the usc of label “subjects” is a widespread
but de-humanising featurc of most current work in language testing. In
principlc, the job of finding out what somcbody is able to do in a language, or
what the effectivencss of a particular test or test procedure is, might be greatly
facilitated and would be much more “cthical” if the "subjects” were themselves
genuincly involved in the process. Working out how to do this is of course
another matter. But it does scem to point a new and very interesting direction
for language testing and its associied rescarch.

Underlying these two source.. of new input to rescarch on language testing,
then, arc ideas which move the centre of attention away from the conventional
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focus on the acquisition and analysis of "hard" data, to include a concern with
thosc aspects of the nature of language itself which may not be susceptible to
such procedures, and with the effects which tests and testing may have on the
consumers. Testing and rescarch which reflects this move will no longer be
concerned simply to measure; rather it will establis.. a framework which will
permit informed and « vnsistent judgements to tn mad.

It would be unrcalistic to claim that the Ct SE scheme meets all the criteria
(implicit and explicit) sct out in this last sectiun. But it is perhaps rcasonable to
claim that it illustrates the legitimacy of asking questions about tests other than

those which language testing rescarchers conventionally ask. The next step is to
find some answers.

NOTES

1Techniques of Evaluation for a Notional Syllabus RSA (London) 1977. Now
available from EFL Dept, UCLES, 1 Hills Rd, Cambridge, CBI 2EU UK.

2W Leontiev quoted in Chaos by J Gleick Cardinal 1988.

3Kuhn T'S. The Essential Tension: Selected Studies in Scientific Tradition and
Change, University of Chicago 1977 Quoted in Gleick 1988 (See note 2 above).

4Quoted in Assessing Students: How Shall We Know Them by D Rowntree. Open
University 1977.

5Sec Ebvaluating Tests of Communicative Performance in Innovation in Language
Testing ed. M. Portal Nelson/NFER 1987.

GFor an excellent popular account, see Gleick 1988 (See note 2 above).

7lohn Heron Empirical Validity in Experiential Research Department Adult
Education, University of Surrey, Guildford Surrey GU2 SXH

8See reference in Note 5 above.

9See N Underhill Testing Spoken Language Cambridge University Press 1988.
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MATERIALS-BASED TESTS:
HOW WELL DO THEY WORK?

Michael Milanovic

INTRODUCTION

While all language tests tend 1o be materials-gencrating, their rationale and
format is varied and they have diffcring effects on classroom practice. I would
like to propose that language tests can be described as measurcment-based,
psycholinguistically-based and materials-bascd. Mcasurcment-based tests tend
to use a restricted item format, most commonly multiple-choice. They claim
high reliability though are often criticized for lack of face and content validity.
Psycholinguistically-based tests also tend to use a restricted range of item
formats, such as clozc and dictation. It has been claimed that such tests tap an
underlying language competence but they too have been criticized for lack of
face and content validity. Matcrials-based Lests arise out of trends in the
development of language teaching matcerials. In recent years the most dominant
generator of materials-based tests, in the British context at least has been the
communicative language tcaching movement. One important feature of
materials-based tests is their use of a wide range of item formats which attemplt
to reflect teaching materials and currcently, real-world language performance.
Communicatively gencrated materials-based tests have tended to stress face and
content validity but have placed less emphasis on reliability.

Materials-based test construction tends to be dynamic. New item formats
arc devcloped in line with developments in teaching methodology and
materials. Measurement and psycholinguistically-based tests, on the other
hand, tend to be static. The range of item formats does not change
dramatically.

It is important to note that the distinctions made above are not clear cut.
An item format may be materinls-based when it is first developed in that it
represents current trends in teaching methodology or views of the nature of
language competence. 1f it then becomes established, and continues to be used,
despite changes in methodology or views of language, it is no longer materials-
based. Ideally, tests should be materials-based, psycholinguistically-based and
mecasurcment-based concurrently. Only when this is the case, can we claim to
have reliable and valid tests.

Hamp-Lyons (1989) distinguishes between  two types of language testing
rescarch. The first is for the purposes of validating tests that will be
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opcrationally used. The sccond, which she calls metatesting, she defines as
having its purposc in:

“.. the investigation of how, why and when language is acquired or leamned,
rot acquired or not leamed, the ways and contexts in which, and the purposes
for which, it is used and stored, and other such psycholinguistic questions".

This type of language testing rescarch has focused to a great extent on
psycholinguistically and mecasurcment-bascd test types and less on materials-
based oncs. In so doing, it has laid itself open to the criticism that too much
attention has been paid to too restricted a range of item types. That not enough
attcution has been paid to understanding the intcraction between background
variables such as proficicncy levels (Farhady, 1982) or the cffects of the
learning/tecaching cnvironment (Cziko, 1984) on test performance. The same
might be said with regard to a systematic description of test content and the
intcraction between content and performance. Scrious interest in this area is
rclatively recent (Bachman et al. 1988).

The aim of this article is to show that materials-based tests of English as a
Sccond/Forcign language, reflecting both real-world and classroom language
activitics, can satisfy both mcasurement demands and provide interesting
psycholinguistic insights. In other words, that there nced not be an
overpowering tension between the three perspectives outlined above. In
practical terms, the tests and procedures used as examples here are most directly
relevant in the context of a language teaching institute.

Test constructors, cducators and test consumers nced to be satisficd that
tests arc measuring what they are intended to measure consistently and fairly.
Tests must be reliable because people’s lives may depends on the results. For a
varicty of rcasons it appears to be the case that many test construction agencics
have been too willing to believe that satisfactory measurement criteria can only
be achicved in a limited number of ways. In language testing, although this is
also truc in many other subject arcas, this belicf has led to the development and
very wide use of indirect methods of testing ability. The most common such
mcthod is the multiple-choice item. It satisfics the conditions of objcctivity of
marking, economy of scoring and rcadily lends itscif to statistical validation
procedures. However, it docs not have a very good cffect on classroom practice,
nor docs it reflect the way language is used in real-world contexts.

A tension exists in the language teaching/testing world between the need
for accountability in the educational process and the need to be accountable for
the cffects of testing on the cducational process. In other words, while we must
be able to trust the testing instruments that we usc, it must be accepted that tests
have a major influence on what goces on in the classroom. Both tcachers and
students generally belicve, and rightly so to a great extent, that onc of the best
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ways o prepare for a test is to practice the items in the test. It is a well
established fact that the multiple-choice test format does not inspire innovative
mcthodology, that it has had a largely ncgative cffect on classrooms all over the
world. Unhappily, it is still widely considercd the best testing has to offer
because it satisfics the need for measurement accountability and is cconomical
to administer and mark.

In test validation rescarch the problem of relating testing materials to uscful
and beneficial teaching matcerials has led to investigations of different test
formats. Swain (1985) describes a Canadian project in which students actually
participatc in the creation of test items bascd on their own perccived nceds.
Swain formulates four principles that should guide the test constructor. These
are:

i start from somewhere;
il concentrate on content;
iii bias for best;

iv work for washback.

The first principle, start from somewhere, suggests that the test constructor
nceds to base test development on a model of language ability. The sccond
principle, concentrate on content, suggests that test content should motivate, be

substantive and partially ncw, that it should be integrated, and that it should be
interactive. The third principle, bias for best, demands that tests should aim to
get the best out of students, rather than the worst. Swain fecls Liat it 1s
important to try and make the testing expericnce less threatening and potentially
harmful. The fourth principle, work for washback, requires that test writers
should not forget that test content has a major cffect on classroom, practice and
that they should work towards making that cffect as positive as possible, Clearly,
these four principles cannot be satisficd by using only indirect mecasures such as
multiple-choice items. We have to turn towards other item types.

There have been attempts originating from testing agencices to make
language tests more relevant and meaningful. The Royal Socicty of Arts (RSA)
in the United Kingdom developed a serics of cxaminations in the
Communicative usc of English in the late seventics based on criteria proposed by
Morrow (1979). The tasks appcaring in these examinations attempted to reflect
authentic communication activitics and current trends in language tcaching
methodology. Great emphasis was placed on the involvement of language
tcachers in test construction and marking, and the backwash cffect of this
process, as well as the examinations themselves, on the teaching of English. Tt
must be said that these are powerful features of the approach taken by
cxamining boards in Britain, Examinations arc not perceived as the property of
boards alonc. Ownership is distributed between the boards, methodologists and
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teachers, all of whom accept responsibility for the cffect that the examinations
have on the consumer - the students taking examinations - and the educational
process. Many cxamining boards in the United Kingdom try to reflect language
in use in many of the item types they use. This has been done in response to
pressure from teachers demanding an approach that reflects more closely recent
trends in methodology. The trend towards more realistic test items has not
always been backed up by the equally important need to validate such tests. The
combination of innovation and apprepriate validation procedures is a challenge
yet to be fully faced.

Even so, the examples cited above show that parts of the testing world are
trying to move towards lcsts that look more valid and try to reflect both real life
language activitics and recent trends in language teaching methodology and
matcrials more closely.

A major strength of the materials-based approach is that it actively works
for positive washback cffeet.  This helps to indicate to students, as well as
teachers, that the main purpose of language instruc:ion is to prepare students for
the world outside the classroom. This should give the materials-based approach
significant motivational valuc. Howcver, as Wesche (1987) points out with
regard to performance-based test construction (and the same is surcly truc with
regard to materials-based tests):

"Performance-based test construction requires considerable advance or front
end’ work: careful specification of objectives, identification and sampling of
appropriate discourse tvpes, content and tasks, and consideration of scoring criteria
and procedures.”

When preparing materials-based tests, achieving reliability may appear to
be difficult duc in part to the untried nature of many of the item types and in
part to the fact that achicving reliable measurement is always a problem.
However, both reliability and validity have to be established. Extensive
investigation, moderation and pretesting procedures have to be eiaployed to
achicve both reliability and validity at the expense of neither,

While several attempts have been made to produce face, and to some extent
content valid language tests, a disturbing lack of attention has been paid to
making such tests reliable, or establishing their construct validity. In the
following I will describe a project that attempted to produce a test battery that
was bascd, to somc extent at least, on the real world needs of the test takers. It
took place in the British Council language teaching institute in Hong Kong.

The British Council language institute in Hong Kong is the largest of its
kind in the world. There are between 9,000 and 12,000 students registered in any
one term. In the region of 80% of the students are registered in what are loosely
called General English courses. In fact this term s misleading. Through a fairly
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standard ESP type of investigation into the language nceds of the students, it was
possible to show thit two main categorics of student were attending courses.
These were low to middle grade office workers, and skilled manual workers.
This meant that the courses could be designed with these two main categorics in
mind. A much smaller third catcgory was also identificd, though this overlapped
heavily with the first two. This category was students lcarning English for varicd
reasons. A set of rcal-world English language performance language
performance descriptions were gencrated. These formed the basis for test
specifications and the generation of teaching materials.

TEST CONTENT

An achievement or progress test should refleet course content. This is not
to say that each item in the course nceds to be tested. Unfortunately, in the
minds of many teachers and students a test needs to cover all aspects of a course
to be valid or fair. If the test is a discrete-point grammar test, testing a discrete-
point grammar course then this may be possible if not desirable (Carroll, 1961).
In almost any other context it is simply not possible to test all that has been
taught in the time available for testing. In deciding test content the following
points necd to be considered:

A representative sample of arcas covered in the course need to
appear in the test. (the term ‘representative’ is not defined
accurately. Its meaning will vary from context to context, and test to
test);

Enough varicty nceds to be present to satisfy teachers and students
that no onc is being discriminated against or favoured in any way,

The item types that appear in a test must be familiar to both teachers
and students.

The test content must not appear to be trivial.

There must not be an unduc emphasis in the test arcas of minor
importance.
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Vi The use of item formats suited primarily to testing purposes cg.
discrete-point multiple-choice, should be avoided as far as possible if
they conflict with sound teaching principles (whatever these may be).

All too often operationally used tests do not resemble teaching materials in
style and format. If, teaching a language aims to prepare Iearners for real-world
usc of that language then it is rcasonable to assume that certain tasks
encountered in the classroom will, to some extent, reflect rcality. Other tasks
may be of a purely pedagogical nature. There must, for students and teachers,
be cither a pedagogical or real-world familiarity with items in a test - preferably
both.

Items to be included in tests should be sclected on the basis of their
relevance and familiarity and the extent te which they are, when incorporated
into a test, reflective of the course students followed and the ways in which they
put language to use.

TASK-BASED VS DISCRETE-POINT ITEMS

The argument above raises the question of whether test items should be
task-based or discrete-point. As teaching becomes more whole-task-based it is
incvitable that test items must follow. However, this causes two scts of problems
from a testing point of view. Firstly, how is the tester to sample effectively from
all the task-based activities and to what extent are the results obtained
gencralizable? These problems have been discussed at length over the years but
no satisfactory solution has been reached.

Sccondly, in real life, a task is generally cither successfully completed or
not. In class, the teacher can focus on any aspect of the task in order to improve
student performance. In the testing context, however, the task may provide only
one mark if trcated as a unity, as long as an overall criterion for success can be
defined and whether this is possible is a moot point. Such a task may take
several minutes or longer to complete. If the test in which it resides is to be used
for ranking or grading it can be extremely uncconomical to treat a task as a
single unit. An cxample of a task based item would be the telephone message
form illustrated belowe.
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Clearly, for the task to have been successfully complcted ali the relevant
information nceds to be present. Unfortunately this is rarcly the case - mistakes
arc made, information is missing. 1t would be difficult to score such an item

dichotomously and achicve a reasonable distribution of scores or provide cnough

information for cffective test validation,

A compromise solution that satisfics the criterion of authentic/realistic
appearance, allows the tester to allocate an appropriate number of points to the
task to make it cconomical from a scoring point of view, and provides relevant
data for validation, is to break a task down into discrete points for marking
purposes. It is important the student docs not perecive such a task as a group of
individual items but rather as a whole task.

CONSULTATION IN TEST CONSTRUCTION

The views of both students and tcacheis are important in test construction.
It is difficult to involve students in test construction, but it is of great importance
that their views are sought after pre-testing or test administration in order that
objectionable items can at least be considered again. It is often cnough for
teachers to ask for informal feedback at the end of a test. Some recent rescarch
has also focused on introspection by students.

Equally important as the views of the students is that of the teachers. At
best the concept of testing in English language teaching is unpopular and badly
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understood. For any approach to testing to succeed, therefore, three factors are
of vital importance:

i Teachers must gain some familiarity with the principles and practice

of language testing. This is perhaps best achieved through some form of basic
training coursc;

it Teachers must be involved in the process of test design, item format
sclection, and the writing of test items;

i Teachers must be familiar with the life cycle of a test and aware of the
1ct that good test construction cannot be haphazard.

It is unfortunately very difficult to achicve any of the three aims in a short
period of time with an entire teaching body of any size. In the case of the British
Council institute in Hong Kong, there were more than onc hundred teachers
empluyed at any onc time and so, training and involvement had to take piace hy
degree. However, it was anticipated that the credibility of the tests and the
process of consultation would be better accepted when those who were actually
involved in working on the tests mixed with teachers who were not involved. The
more teachers could be made to feel a personal commitment to the tests, the
more people there were who would be available to explain and defend them as
necessary. The image of the test constructor in the ivory tower having no contact
with the teaching body had to be dispelled as fully as possible. Thus it was that
there were gencrally between four and six teachers involved in test construction
in any onc term.

A MATERIALS-BASED TEST

Onc of the tests in the battery developed in Hong Kong will now be
described in order to illustrate some of the points made carlier. The A3
Progress test, like all the others, is divided into four basic parts. A3 level
students have a fairly low standard of English therefore the test tasks they have
to perform arc of a rather basic kind. Every attempt was made, however, to
keep these tasks realistic and relevant.

The Listening Test, a copy of which appears in appendix 1, comprises three
item types. The first simulates a typical telephone situation that the students are
likely to encounter, the second a face to face exchange at a hotel reception desk,
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and the third a face to face cxchange between a travel agency clerk and a tourist
booking a day, tour. The skills tested are listed below:

Taking telephone messages
This involves:

writing down spelling of names;
writing down telephone numbers;
writing down short messages (instructions, places, times).

Writing down information about a customer
This involves:

writing down spelling of last time;
writing down first name when not spelt;

writing down ‘Tokyo’ (not spelt);
writing down spelling of address;
writing down name of local airline (not spelt).

Writing down information for customers at a travel desk
This involves:

writing down spelling of name;

writing down room number;

writing down number of people going on trip;
- writing down times of day;
- writing down price.

In the real world, skills frequently tend to integrate. This feature of
language usc was accepted as fundamental to item design. However, it should
be noted that reading and writing are kept to a minimum in the Listening test. It
was felt that it would be unfair to include a significant clement of cither of these
two skills, since the students’ competence in both was likely to affect
performance in listening. Enough reading and writing was retained to ensurc
the reality of the tasks while not hindering students in their completion of these
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tasks. The tape recordings were made in studio conditions and various sound
cffects incorporated to make them more realistic.

The Grammar Test caused some concern. It was decided that the tests

should include a section on grammar, or perhaps more appropriately, accuracy.

The communicative approach has been much eriticized by teachers and students

for its perecived lack of concern for the formal features of language. In the

Hong Kong context, it was very important to the students that there should be

something called grammar in-the tests. From the theoretical point of view, it was

also felt that emphasis should be placed on more formal features of language.

How they should be tested was the difficult question. If standard discrete-point

multiple-choice items were used, the washback effect on the classroom would

R have been negative in the sense that the multiple-choice approach to grammar

tcaching was not a feature of the teaching method in the British Council. It was

also thought better to use an item type which was text-based as opposed to

sentence-based. To this end a variation on the cloze procedure was developed

for usc in the lower level progress tests. It was given the name ‘banked cloze’

because, above cach text, there was a bank of words, normally two or three more

than there were spaces in the text. Students chose a word from the bank to

match one of the spaces. Each text was based on some authentic text-type

. rclevant to and within the experience of the students. These were:

An article from Student News,
A newspaper article.

A description of an office layout.
A letter to a friend.

It should be pointed out that the same format was not used at higher levels.
A mcthod of rational deletion (Alderson, 1983) was used instead. It was
accepted that there were many potential hazards in the use of the cloze.
However, it satisfied the washback requirements better than any other item-type
available at the time,

The Appropriacy Test was based on the common teaching technique, the
half and half dialogue. Situations relevant to and within the experience of the
students were sclected. One person’s part of the dialogue was left blank and it
wus up to the student to complete it as best he could. Clearly, writing down what
would be said itn a conversational context suffers from the point of view that it is
not very realistic. However, it was a teaching device commonly used in the
institute, and thus familiar to the students. Furthermore, it focused attention on
the sociolinguistic aspects of language and allowed for a degree of controlled
creativity on the part of the student. The marking was carricd out on (wo levels.
If the response was inappropriate it received no marks, regardless of accuracy.
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If it was appropriatc, then the marks were scaled according to accuracy. Only a
response that was both appropriate and wholly accurate could receive full marks.

The types of functional responses that the students were expected to make
are listed below:

giving dircctions;

asking about well being;

offering a drink;

asking for preference;

asking about type of work/job;

asking about starting time;

asking about finishing time;

giving information about own job;

giving information about weck-end activitics.

Reading and Writing were the final two skills arcas in this test. An attempt
was made here to integrate the activity as much as possible, and to basc the task
on realistic texts. Students were asked to fill in a visa application form using a
letter and passport as sources of information. The passport was authentic
rcading matcrial, whilc the letter was especially written for the test. The form
was a slightly modified version of a real visa application form. The introduction
of authentic materials into the test as opposed to contrived teaching matcrials,
and a focus on a situation that any of the students may need to deal with was an
important statement. The test was attempting o do something that, at the time,
most of the teachers were not, that is, using authentic materials with low
proficicncy students. The teachers soon saw that the nature of the task was as
important as the material. They werc also able to sce that students almost
cnjoyed this sort of activity, and immediately understood its relevance to their
day-to-day lives. Informal fecdback from teachers, after the introduction of the
test, indicated that it had cncouraged a greater focus on the use of authentic
matcrials and realistic tasks in the classroom. 1t scemed that positive washback
was being achicved.

THE TEST CONSTRUCTION PROCESS

Little guidance has appeared on how to actually develop a communicative
test battery or integrate it into the workings of a school cnvironment. Carroll
(1978; 1980) gives the matter of test development some coverage but he does not
consider, in any depth, the consequences or role of testing in an cducational
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context. With regard (o involving teachers and integrating testing into the school
environment, there is also very little guidance available. Alderson and Walters
(1983) discuss the question of training teachers in testing techniques on a
posigraduale course. The process of training and sensitization in-service is not
considered.

Inextricably linked to the process of test development, as described here, is
the need to actively involve and train teachers in the institute in test design and
implementation. The tests developed in Hong Kong underwent very similar
treatment before they were finally implemented. It was through involving
teachers in the stages of this treatment, that some degree of training and
scnsitizalion was achieved. Listed below are the six stages of test preparation. 1

believe they are appropriate to many situations where teaching and testing
interact.

Stage 1

Test construction needs o be coordinated. At the beginning of a test
construction cycle, the testing coordinator needs to meet with a group of test
item writers, normally teachers, specializing in writing items for a given test. In
this casc ‘specializing’ means teachers who have worked with students at a given
level and are preferably teaching them. The purpose of a preliminary mecting is
to discuss any ideas that the tcachers may have, to take into account any
feedback regarding the tests alrcady operating and decide on a topic arca that
cach teacher could focus on in order to prepare items for the next meeting.
Teachers need to be bricfed on some of the difficulties they are likely to
cncounter in test item writing, and how they might cope with such difficulties.

Stage 2

The icachers write first draft items in light of Stage 1 discussions, their

experience of the materials and students, the course outlines and performance
objectives.

Stage 3

A scrics of meeting is held when the items prepared by individual teachers
arc subjected to group moderation. The items are discussed in terms of their
relevance, testing points, importance, and suitability for the students in question.
It is important that any idiosyncrasics arc removed at this stage.
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Group moderation is a vital phase in the preparation of items for scveral
reasons. Firstly, in test construction, where great precision and clarity are
required, several people working on an item inevitably produce better results
than just one person working alone. Sccondly, a group product is generally
better balanced and more widely applicable if worked on by teachers alf actively
engaged in teaching a course. Thirdly, the teachers in the test construction team
are well prepared for many of the questions that might later arise from the use
of a particular item and are able to justify its inclusion in a test.

Teachers are often found to rush moderation at first because they may be
worried about offending their collcagucs or unable to focus preciscly cnough on
the likely problems or difficulties an item may posc, such as markability,
reasonable restriction of possible answers and so forth. 1t is important to insist
on thorough moderation at this stage since without it the product will probably
be of inferior quality and may nced complete re-writing and pretesting before it
is of any use.

Stage 4

Completed itcms arc then informally trialled with participating tcachers’
classes in order to uncover any glaring difficultics that the modcration tcam had
not been able to predict. This helps to greatly increase the sensitivity of teachers
cngaged in item writing. [t is all too commonly believed by tcachers and
administrators alike that test construction can be accomplished quickly and that
the product will still be quite acceptable. Unfortunately, duc to a number of
factors such as the unpredictability of the students, the shortsightedness of the
test writer, the lack of clarity in instructions, this is rarcly the case. Initial
modcration helps to make teachers aware of some of the difficultics; trialling
informally with their own classcs is an invaluable addition to this scasitization
process. Morcover, tcachers have the opportunity of observing the reactions of
students to the items and the way in which they attempt to do them. Both of
these factors are very important in the construction of task-bascd tests that
attempt to have a positive washback cffect on the classroom.

Enough timc needs to be allocated to Stages 1-4. In the context of a
tcaching institution, given the range of demands on cveryonc’s time, at lcast
three or four months is required for the successful completion of these stages.

Stages 5

After initial trialling, the modcration tcam mcets again, and in light of the
experience gained so far prepares a pretest version of a test or part of a test.
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The pre-test is then administered to a representative sample of the population
and the results analyzed. 1t is generally necessary to pre-test up to twice as many
items as will eventually be required to achieve the appropriate quality.

Stages 6

The modcration team meets to discuss the results of the pretest and decide
on the final form of the test items.

Any test item gencrally takes at least six months from inception to
completion in the context under discussion here. Teachers should be involved in
the process from start to finish. Those teachers involved realize that the process
of test construction, while lengthy and time consuming, must be carried out with
the greatest of care because the test results have a very real influence on the
students in question. They are able to bear witness to the fact that no test can be
produced without due care and attention. To begin with, most of them believe
the approach to be unnccessarily long drawn out and tedious, but as they work
on items and become fully aware of the fallibility of tests and test constructors,
their attitudes change.

Do these tests meet measurement criteria.

I'made the claim carlier that materials-based tests need to function at least
as well as measurement-based tests, from a statistical point of vicw. Even if the
same degree of economy of marking cannot be achieved, this is out weighed, in
an institutional context, by the considerable cducational benelfits.

Some basic test statistics for five progress tests from the battery in question
are presented below. Each test was analyzed in two ways. Firstly, it was treated
as a unity, in the sense that none of the sections were analyzed scparately. This
means that the mean, standard deviation, rcliability and standard error of
measurement were established for the whole test. Then each section was treated
as a separate test. This meant that there were four separate analyses of
Listening, Grammar, Appropriacy, and Reading and Writing,




SD
KR20
NQ
NS

*KEY*

WT Whole Test

LIS Listening

GRM = Grammar

APP = Appropriacy

RD/WT Reading and writing

X mean Score;

SD standard deviation

KR20 = Kuder-Richardson 20 reliability quotient;
NQ = number of items in the test or subtest;
NS = number of students in the sample

Table 1 illustrates basic overall test and subtest statistical characteristics.
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It is clear from these figures that the tests are very reliable. The reasons for
this are as follows:

much time and cffort was put into planning and moderation;
test content was relevant and well defined;

tecachers were involved in the process of test writing from the carlicst
stagcs;

the tests were all pretested and revised in light of pretest
performance.

Do these tests meet psycholinguistic criteria?

Meccting psycholinguistic demands is a complex issue at several levels. In
this context, the most straightforward of these is to attempt to show that the
subtests arc indeed meceasuring different aspects of underlying language
performance. In order to do this it is necessary to demonstrate that tasks in a
subtest relate to each other more closcly than they do to tasks in other subtests.
The most widely used methodology to investigate this type of issuc is factor
analysis. Simply put, factor analysis is a corrclational technique which attempts
to reduce the number of obscrved variables to a smaller number of underlying
variables. Tt does this by grouping the observed variables on the basis of how
closely related they are to cach other. 1t is then up to the rescarcher to interpret
the findings.

In the case of the tests in the battery described here this was done by
computing students’ scores on subtest tasks and then treating these tasks as
mini-tests in their own right. 1f the tasks grouped together according to the skills
they were said to be testing, then this would provide evidence that performance
could be accounted for by different underlying skills. A factor analysis for the
A3 test is iflustrated in Table 2.
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Table 2.

Subtest Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3 Factor 4 ‘

Listening .74541
Listening .70287
Listening .64940
Listening . 64851
Listening .63182
Listening .62097

Grammar
Grammar
Grammar
Gramrmar
ApProp

PA/Wrt
Rd/Wrt
RA/WIt
RA/Rrt
RA/Wrt

ApPprcp
AppProp

Interestingly, at this fairly low level of proficicncy, it is clear that subtest
tasks are morc closcly related to tasks testing the same skill than they are to
tasks testing other skills. There is a very clear differentiation between the skills.
Most expericnced teachers would not {ind this discovery startling. In the lower
and intermediate stages of language acquisition learners clearly develop skills
differentially. In other words, a learner may be good at listening and bad at
rcading. Analyses of tests are different levels of proficiency is reported more
fully in Milanovic (1988). The findings of this rescarch indicated that, as
learncrs’ language proficicney increased, the skills tended to merge morc with
cach other. A similar finding has been reported by de Jong (1990) using Rasch
analysis as opposed to factor analysis. Such cvidence casts doubt on the findings
of language testing rescarch that does not take the proficicncy level of learncrs
into account.
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CONCLUSION

The results and procedures described here show that materials-bascd tests
can work. In an educational context, where possible, such tests should be used in
preference to approaches further removed from the classroom or rcal-world
context. They are cducationally far more desirable than more traditional tests
and lose nothing in terms of reliability, if well prepared. In addition, it is time
that morc innovative tests formed the basis for rescarch in language testing.
They would be a more relevant starting point than tests that refleet thinking
thirty years ago.

Canale (1985) amongst others, has pointed out that there is often a
mismatch between teaching/learning matcrials and thosc that appecar in
proficicney -oricated achicvement tests. He attributes the mismatch to what he
calls the ‘image problem’, which he breaks down into several catcgorics. First he
focuses on the role of the learner in testing and describes him as typically:

“an obedient examincee, a disinterested conswmer, a powerless paticnt or even
an unwitling victim".

Canale also focuscs on the type of situation that current achicvement testing
often represents:

"o it is frequently a crude, contrived, confusing threatening, and above all
intrusive event that replaces what many learners (and teachers) find to be
more rewarding and constructive opportunities for leaming and usc”.

The problems that Canale outlines, which are also of concern to Swain
(1985), are major difficultics in the acceptabifity of testing as an important and
useful part of the educational process. Several strategies can be adopted to
overcome these problems,

Firstly, testing programmes should be integrated into the life of the
institution in which they occur. Testing specialists need to be involved in all
stages of curriculum design and not scen as additional extras to the process.

Sccondly, the materials used in tests should always refleet the types of
activitics that go on in the classroom and/or the lives of the students taking the
test. In this way both teachers and students will have the better chance of secing
the relevance of tests.

Thirdly, teachers’ sometimes inadequate understanding of testing purposcs,
procedurces and principles arc often a major barrier in the suceessful intcgration
of testing into the curriculum in order to overcome this problem, teachers need
to be actively encouraged to get involved in test wriling projects, and there needs
1o be a heavy emphasis on their training. Such a strategy not only improves the
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quality of tests, in terms of reliability and validity as illustrated carlicr, but also
means that more teachers will become familiar with testing as a discipline that is
integrated into the education process and not apart from i,
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DEFINING LANGUAGE ABILITY: THE
CRITERIA FOR CRITERIA

Geoff Brindley

INTRODUCTION

In recent years, there has been a move towards the wider use of criterion-
referenced (CR) methods of assessing second language ability which allow
learners’ language performance to be described and judged in relation to defined
behavioural criteria. This is in line with the concern among language testers to
provide meaningful information about what testees are able to do with the
language rather than merely providing test scores. However, while criterion-
referencing has enabled language testers to be more explicit about what is being
asscssed, there are numerous problems associated with the development,
interpretation and use of CR methods of assessment, to such an extent that the
feasibility of truc criterion-referencing has been questioned by some writers (cg.
Skehan 1984, 1989).

This paper aims to illustratc and discuss the nature of these problems in the
context of both standardized proficiency testing and classroom assessment.
First, diffcrent interpretations of “criterion-referencing” will be examined.
Following this, a range of approaches to defining criteria and performance levels
in second language assessment will be outlined and some of the issucs which
have arisen in defining and applying these criteria will be discussed, including the
difficultics of defining the nature of "proficiency” and the failure of expert judges
to agree on criteria. Finally, rescarch directions will be indicated that might lead
to language asscssment criteria which incorporate multiple perspectives on
learners’ communicative nceds and which derive from empirical data on second
language acquisition and use.

CRITERION-REFERENCING

The term “criterion-referenced” has been interpreted in a varicty of ways in
both general cducation and language learning. In their original formulation of
the concept, Glaser and Klaus (1962: 422), in the context of proficiency
measurement in military and industrial training, statcd that
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knowledge of an individual’s score on a criterion-referenced measure provides
explicit information as to what the individual can or cannot do

Glaser (1963) described criterion-referenced assessment (CRA) thus:

The degree to which his achievement resembles desired performance at any
specified level is assessed by criterion-referenced measures of achievement or
proficiency. The standard against which a student’s performance is compared
when measured in this manner is the behaviour which defines each point
along the achievement continuum. The term ‘criterion’, when used this way,
does not necessarily refer to final end-of-course behaviour. Criterion levels
can be established at any point in instruction as to the adequacy of an
individual’s performance. The point is that the specific bchaviours implied at
each level of proficiency can be identified and used 1o describe the specific
tasks a student must be capable of performing before he achieves each of
these knowledge levels. It is in this sense that measures of proficiency can be
criterion-referenced.

This carly definition of CRA highlights scveral key elements which are
reflected in various kinds of fanguage asscssment instruments: first, proficiency
(here, interestingly, not distinguished very clearly from achicvement) is
conceived of as a continuum ranging from no proficiency at all to “perfect”
proficicney; second, the criterion is defined as an cxternal standard against which
learner behaviour is comparced; and third, levels of proficiency (or achievement)
arc linked to specific tasks.

CRITERION-REFERENCING IN LANGUAGE ASSESSMENT

In the context of language Iearning, CRA has number of diffcrent meanings
(Skchan 1989: 5-6). In the first instance, it refers in a general sense to tests or
asscssments which are based on sampling of a behavioural domain and which
make cxplicit the features of this domain. For examplc, in an oral intervicw, a
testee might be given a score on a rating scale which contains the key aspects of
performance (that is, the criteria) to be assessed such as fluency, appropriacy,
accuracy, pronunciation, grammar cte. These criteria may then be described
morc fully in a band or level descrintion. As Skchan (1984: 217) notes, such
descriptions represent a sct of generalised behaviours relating performance to
external eriteria (referred to by Jones 1985: 82 as the performance criterion),
rather than a statement that would cnable a yes/no decision to be made with
respect to a testec's ability on a particular task.
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As we have seen, CRA also carries a sccond mcaning of a standard
(criterion level) or cut-off point which may be defincd with reference to some
external requirement. In the context of language asscssment, this might be
cxemplified by the “threshold level” set by the Council of Europe as a minimal
level of functional language competence. Some writers, in fact, posit the
existence of a constant and "ratural reference point” for this external standard in
the form of the native speaker (sce, for example, Cziko 1983: 294).

Skchan (1989) also suggests a third sensc in which CRA can be interpreted:

This is that the proficiency levels which are the basis for criterion-refrencing
are linked in some cumulative way (0 a course of development.

This raiscs the issuc of whether assessment criteria should take as their
reference point what lcarners do, what linguists and teachers think learners do
or what native spcakers do. This point will be taken up later.

NORM-REFERENCING VERSUS CRITERION-REFERENCING

CRA is traditionally contrasted with norm-referenced mcthods of
assessment which are meant to compare individual’s performances relative to
cach other and to distribute them along the normal curve, not to establish the
degree to which students have mastered a particular skill (Hudson and Lynch
1984: 172). Large-scale standardized examinations, in which students are given
aggregate scores or grades for purposes of sclection, certification or placement
arc probably the best-kuown ex.mple of norm-referenced assessment. An
example of a norm-referenced approach from sccond language learning would
be proficiency test batteries in which results are reported solely in terms of an
overall score (a range of such tests is described by Alderson, Krahnke and
Stansficld 1987).

According to some authors, however, the differences between norm-
referenced asscssment and CRA however, are not as great as conventionally
imagincd. Rowntree (1987: 185-6), for example, notes that criterion levels are
frcquently established by using population norms:

So much assessment that appears (o be criterion-referenced is, in a sense,
nom-referenced. The difference is that the student’s performance is judged
and labelled by comparison with the norms established by other students
elsewhere rather than those established by his immediate fellow-students.
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There is an element of both norm- and criterion-referencing about the way in
which proficiency descriptions are drawn up and interpreted. For example, one
method of defining azscssment criteria and performance descriptors for writing
proficicncy is to ask experienced teachers, without the aid of any explicit criteria,
to rank lcarncrs in order of proficiency by sorting a sct of writing scripts into
piles representing clearly definable proficiency differences.  Following this, the
characteristic features of scripts at each level are discussed and these are then
uscd to cstablish criteria and performance descriptors.

The level descriptions in proficicncy scalcs, as numerous authors have
pointed out (eg. Trim 1977, Skchan 1984), often contain norm-referenced
terminology despite their claim to be criterion-refcrenced. Terminology such as
"greater flexibility” or "fewer crrors” relates the levels to each other instead of to
the external standard which is supposed to characterise criterion-referencing. In
terms of their actual use, as well, the descriptors may be interpreted in covertly
norm-referenced ways. 1t is not unusual, for example, to hear tcachers refer to a
"good Level 17 a "slow Level 2” ete.

.

DEVELOPING CR1TERIA AND DESCRIBING PERFORMANCE
Real world and classroom dimensions of CRA

CRA has both a rcal-world and a classroom dimension. In the
development of a proficiency test aimed at assessing real-world language usc,
defining criteria involves operationalising the construct of proficiency -- in other
words, specifying the skills and abilitics which constitute the test developer’s view
of "what it mcans to know how to use a language” (Spolsky 1986). From the test
specifications thus cstablished, items are constructed and/or level/band
descriptions written according ta which performance will be rated. This is, of
necessity, a time-consuming and rigorous process involving empirical studics of
performance samples, consultation with expert judges and continuing revision of
criteria and descriptors (see, for example, the descriptions by Alderson (1989)
and Westaway (1988) of the way in which IELTS bands were derived).

In classroom CRA which is aimed at assessing lcarner achievement or
diagnosing difficultics, the process of defining criteria and descriptors involves
specifying the behavioural domain from which objectives are drawn, formulating
a sct of rclevant objectives and cstablishing a sct of standards by which lcarners’
performance is judged. In many ways, this process replicates what is involved in
operationalising the construct of proficiency, in that it involves specifying the
nature of the domain to be assessed and breaking this down into its component
parts. However, classroom CRA s likely to be less formal and may rely on
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implicit judgecments on the teacher’s part as to what constitutes the domain of
ability which is assessed (Black and Dockrell 1984: 42-43).

It is worth noting at this point that the interpretation of “criterion” is slightly
different, according to the purposes for which CRA is being carried out. Where
learners’ proficiency is being assessed in order to determine their capacity to
undertake some real-world activity (cg. to exercise a profession), criterion-
referenced is often taken to mean that their performance is compared against a
“criterion level” of performance or a cut-score. They cither reach the criterion or
they don't. As Davies (1988: 33) notes, uscrs of tests interpret all test results in
a criterion-referenced way. A candidate’s actual score is of less importance than
the question: has the candidate attained the cut scorc or not?

In the classroom, however, the cmphasis is slightly diffcrent. Here, the
"critcrion” against which learners’ performance is assesscd relates to a domain
specification and a sct of learning objectives. Attainment may be assessed in
terms of mastery/non-mastery of these objectives (sce, for example, Hudson and
Lynch 1984; Hudson 1989). However, making a yes/no decision on whether
mastery has been attaincd can be extreme’, difficult. In fact, the validity of the
concept itself has been questioned (Glass 1978) and there arc a multiplicity of
competing vicws on appropriatc standard-sctting mcthods in CRA (scc Berk
1986 for a comprchensive discussion of the rclative merits of various methods).
For this reason, classroom CRA is often more concerned with assessing learners’
attainment on a scale of ability which represents varying degrees of mastery but
is not necessarily linked to a "cut-scorc” (see Brindiey 1989 for examples).

In terms of content, CR proficicncy testing tends to focus on assessing tasks
which replicate real life or from which inferences can be made to rcal-life
perform tnce. As far as classroom assessment is concerned, however, opinions
differ on the question of whether CRA should be exclusively focussed on
subscquent extra-classroom tasks or whether any valid objective can be assessed
(Brown 1981: 7). If the latter view is accepted, then it would be possible to
imaginc situations in which CRA assessment did not concern itself with clements
of learners’ communicative performance (cg. if the syllabus were grammatically-
based). CRA docs not, in other words, necessarily mean communicative
asscssment. However, in the case of sccond language learners who have to use
the language in socicty on a daily basis there are clcarly arguments for
accentuating methods of CRA which allow them to gain feedback on their ability
to perform real-life tasks (sce Brindley 1989: 91-120 for examples).




DEFINING CRITERIA

A varicty of methods have been used by test developers and teachers to
define ausessment criteria and performance descriptors. These will be described
below and some problems associated with cach will be discussed.

Use existing crileria

The casiest way to define criteria and descriptors for language assessment is
to usc those already in existence. There is no shortage of models and cxamples.
For proficiency testing, literally thousands of rating scales, band scales and
performance descriptors are used throughout the world. An cquivalent number
of skills taxonomics, competency checklists, objectives grids ctc, are available for
classroom usc.

Like tests, some proficiency scales seem to have acquired popular validation
by virtue of their longevity and extracts from them regularly appear in other
scales. The original scale used in conjunction with the Foreign Service Institute
Oral Interview (FSI 1968), in particular, scems to have served as a source of
inspiration for a wide range of other instruments with a similar purposc but not
necessarily with a similar target group. Both the Australian Sccond Language
Proficicncy Rating Scale (ASLPR) (Ingram 1984) and the ACTFL Proficicncy
Guidclines (Hiple 1987) which aim to describe in the first casc the proficiency of
adult immigrants in Australia and in the sceond the proficiency of foreign
language students and teachers in the USA, draw on the FSI descriptions.

Problems

Although proficiency scales have gained widespread acceptance over a
considerable period of time and appear face-valid, it is very difficult to find any
cxpiicit information on how the descriptions were actually arrived at. Although
somc scales arc claimed to be data-based (see, for example, Liskin-Gasparro
(1984: 37) who states that the ACTFL guidelines were developed empirically),
no information is made publicly available as to how the data were collected,
analyscd and turned into performance deseriptors. This is despite the fact that
in some cases claims are being made (if only by inference) to the effect that the
descriptions consltitute universal descriptions of second language development.
Byrnes (1987), for example, claims that the ACTFL/ETS scale is built on a
"hicrarchy of task universals” .

Apart from their lack of empirical underpinning, the validity of rating scale
descriptors (in particular the ACTFL/ETS Oral Proficicncy Interview) has been
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contested on a number of other grounds. Some of the principal concerns which
have been voiced can be roughly summarised as follows:

the logic of the way levels arc arrived at is cssentially circular--"the criteria
are the levels and vice versa” (Lantolf and Frawley 1985: 340). They cannot
therefore be criterion-referenced in the accepted sense since there is no
external standard against which the testee’s behaviour may be compared.

the incremental and lockstep nature of level descriptions fails to take into
account the well documentcd variability and "backsliding” which occur in
interlanguage (Picnemann, Johnston and Brindley 1988); nor can
differential abilities in different “discourse domains” be accounted for (sec
Douglas and Sclinker 1985, Zuengler 1989). In particular, the assumption
that grammatical and phonological accuracy increascs in a lincar fashion is
contradicted by evidence from second language acquisition studics which
have shown systematic variability according to the Icarner’s psycho-
sociological oricntation (Mcisel et al. 1981); emotional investment in the
topic (Eisenstein and Starbuck 1989): the discourse demands of the task
(Brown and Yule 1989); desired degree of social convergence/divergence
(Rampton 1987); planning time available (Ellis 1987); and cthnicity and
status of interlocutor (Beebe 1983)

not only are the performance descriptions covertly norm-referenced (sce
above), but also there is no principled relationship between co-occurring
performance features which figure in the one level (Skehan 1984, Brindley
1986).

it is very difficult to specify relative degrees of mastery of a particular skill
with sufficient precision to distinguish clearty between levels. This is
illustrated by Alderson’s (1989: 11) comment on the development of the
IELTS Speaking scales:

For some criteria, for example pronunciation or grammatical accuracy, the
difference in levels came down to a different choice of quantifiers and we were
faced with issues like is ‘some’ more than ‘a few* but fewer than ‘several® or
‘considerable’ or ‘many". How many is ‘many’?

the essentially interactive nature of oral communication is inadcquatcly
represented due 1o the restriction of the possible range or roles which can
be assumed by the non-native speaker (Lantolf and Frawley 1988;
Raffaldini 1988; van Licr 1989).
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the descriptions are highly context dependent and thus do not permit
generalisation about underlying ability (Bachman and Savignon 1986;
Skchan 1989). Methods such as the oral interview confuse trait and method
(Bachman 1988).

in the absence of concrcte upper and lower reference points, criterion-
referencing is not possible. Bachman (1989: 17) points out that criterion-
referencing requires the definition of the end points of an absolute scale of
ability (so-called “zero” and "perfect” proficiency). Yet in practice, no-one
has zcro proficiency, since some language abilitics arc universal. Similarly,
native speakers vary widely in ability, which makes the "perfect speaker™ an
cqually tenuous concept.

Clearly the validity of the criteria on which proficiency descriptions are built
is by no mcans universally accepted. However, the controversy surrounding the
construct validity of proficicncy rating scales and performance descriptors is
mercly a manifestation of the fundamental question that CRA has to face: how
to define the domain of ability which is to be assessed, that is, language
proficiency? Criterion-referencing depends on a very detailed and exact
specification of the behavioural domain. But this amounts to asking the question
posed by Spolsky (1936):

What does it mean 1o know how to use a language?

As far as proficiency testing is concerned, a definitive answer to this
question is clearly not presently on the horizon, although detailed and testable
modcls such as that proposed by Bachman (1990) offer some hope of describing
more exactly the naturc of communicative language ability. Mcanwhile, in the
context of classroom assessment, the move towards criterion-referencing
continues. There is an increasing number of objectives-based asscssment and
profiling schemes derived from specification of real-life communicative neceds
which allow cumulative attainment to be monitored and documented in the form
of profiles of achievement (sce Brindley 1989: 91-111). These present a way of
linking classroom asscssment closely to rcal-world outcomes. However,
objectives-based domain specifications also require the operationalization of the
behaviour which forms the basis of the domain. As such, they are open to
question on the samc grounds as the proficiency descriptions described above.
In addition, some testers would claim that performance testing associated with
assessment of course objectives gives no information on underlying ability
(Skchan 1989: 7).




The problem of domain specification is clearly far from being rcsolved. In
the meantime, disagreement on the validity of criteria will no doubt continue,
since there is as yet no description of language learning and language usc on the
basis of which universally agreed criteria could be drawn up.

Attacking the domain specificaticn problem

Because of the limitations of context-dependent proficicncy descriptions
and the difficulties of relating these to an ‘absolute’ scale of ability, Bachman
(1989) argues that the only way to develop adequate CR procedures for
assessing communicative language proficiency is to attempt to clearly specify the
abilities that make up language proficicncy and to define scales or levels of
proficiency which are independent of particular contexts, ‘in terms of the relative
presence or absence of the abilities that constitute the domain’ rather than ‘in
terms of actual individuals or actual performance’ (Bachman 1989: 256). An
example of such a scale is given below.

Vocabulary Cohesion

Extremely limited vocabulary  No cohesion
(A few words and formulaic
phrases. Not possible to
discuss any topic, duc to
limited vocabulary).

(Utterances completely disjointed,
or discourse too short to judge).

Small vocabulary
(Difficulty in talking witk
examinee because of
vocabulary limitations).

Vocabulary of moderate size

(Frequently misses or scarches

Very little cohesion

(Relationships between utterances
not adequately marked; frequent
confusing relationship among idcas)

Moderate cohesion

(Relationships between utterances

for words). generally marked; sometimes
confusing relationships
among ideas).

Large vocabulary Good cohesion
(Seldom misses or scarches
for words).

(Relationship between uttcrances
well-marked).

Extensive vocabulary Excellent cohesion

(Rarely, if cver, misses or (Uses a varicty of appropriatc
searches for words. Almost  devices; hardly ever confusing
always uscs appropriate word) relationships among idcas)

Figure 1 Scales of ability in vocabulary and cohesion (Bachman and
Palmer, 1983)
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However such scales, too, are clearly fraught with problems as Bachman
and Savignon (1986: 388) rccognize when they admit the difficulty of ‘specifying
the degree of control and range in terms that are specific enough to distinguish
levels clearly and for raters (o interpret consistently’. The sample scales, in fact,
manifest many of the same problems which arisc in the design of more
conventional proficiency rating scales. The terminology used is very imprecise
and relativistic (*limited’; ‘frequently’; >confusing’ ctc) and in the absence of
precise examples of learners’ language usc at cach of the levels, problems of
rater agreement would incvitably arise. In fact, since the levels do not specify
particular conltexts, structure, functions and so on, raters would not have any
concrele criteria Lo guide them. The difficulties of reaching agrecment between
raters would, consequently, be likely to be even more acute.

Consult expert judges

Another commonly used way of producing criteria for proficiency testing is
to ask expert judges to identify and sometimes to weight the key features of
learner performance which are o be assessed.  Experienced teachers tend to be
the audience most frequently consulted in the development and refining of
criteria and performance descriptions (cg. Westaway 1988; Alderson 1989;
Griffin 1989). In some cases they may be asked to gencrate the descriptors

themscelves by describing key indicators of performance at different levels of
proficiency. In others, test developers may solicit commenis and suggestions
from tcachers for modification of existing descriptors on the basis of their
knowledge and experience.

In ESP testing, test users may also surveyed in order to establish patterns of
language usage and difficulty, including the relative importance of language tasks
and skills. The survey results then serve as a basis for test specifications. This
procedure has been followed in the development of tests of English for academic
purposcs by, inter alia, Powers (1986), Hughes (1988) and Weir (1983, 1988) and
by McNamara (1989) in the construction of tests of speaking and writing for
overscas-trained health professionals in Australia.

Problems
Who are the expents?
The idea of using “"cxpert judgement” appeals to logic and common sense.

However it poses the question of who the experts actually are. Conventionally it
is teachers who provide "expert” judgements, although increasingly other non-
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teacher test users arc being involved in test development. There arc obvious
reasons, of course, for appealing to teacher judgements. They are not difficult to
obtain since tcachers are on hand, they are familiar with learners’ nceds and
problems, they are able to analysc language and they can usually be assumed to
be aware of the purposcs and principles of language testing, cven though they
may not always be sympathetic to it. Although less obviously “expert” in the
sense of being further removed from the language learning situation and less
familiar with linguistic tcrminology, test users who interact with the target group
(such as staff in tertiary institutions or employers) can similarly be presumed
likely to have some idca of the language demands which will be made on the
testee and thus to be able to provide usable information for test developers.

But in addition to teachers and test users, it could also be argucd that
testees/lcarners themselves are "experts” on matters relating to their own
language usc and that their perceptions should also be considered in drawing up
test criteria and specifications. Scif-assessment based on learner-gencrated
criteria is becoming increasingly common practice in classroom-bascd formative
assessment and quite high correlations have been found between sclf-assessment
and other external measures (Oskarsson 1989). However, learner perspectives
have only recently begun to figure in proficiency test development (LeBlanc and
Painchaud 1985; Bachman and Palmer 1983).

So-called "naive” native speakers constitute another "expert” audicnce whose
perceptions could profitably be drawn on in establishing performance criteria. As
Burnwell (1987) forcefully argues:

the domain of proficiency is outside the classroom not inside. We can
(perhaps) leave achievement testing to the teachers and professional testers,
but once we aspire to measure proficiency it becomes a question of vox populi,
vox dei.
Language is central to our humanity, and it is the most democratic and
egalitarian autribute we share with our fellow man. Why then should we need
‘experts’ to tell us how well we speak? Thus it is not just an interesting novelty
to contemplate the use of ‘native’ natives in proficiency testing and rating, it is
a logical necessity which arises out of the nature of the thing we are trying lo
measure.

Given that it is native speaker judgements of proficiency which may well
determine the future of testees, it clearly important to investigate on what basis
thesc judgements arc made. As Clark and Lett (1988: 59) point out, comparing
native spcaker judgements with proficiency descriptors is one way of validating
the descriptors in a non-circular way and af cstablishing the external criteria
which have been lacking up to the present.
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Data collection is resource-intensive

In order to establish valid performance criteria, an analysis of the testecs’
future domain of language use is clearly desirable. However, the collection of
data for test construction purposes poses a number of logistical difficulties.
From a practical point of view, the investigation of communicative needs is
extremely resource-intensive, to such an extent that the practical constraints of
data-gathering may cnd up jeopardizing the purpose for which the data are being
gathcred. (This same point had been made in relation to the rigorous needs
assessment procedures which accompanied “target situation analysis” in ESP
course devclopment). An example is provided in a study by Stansficld and Powers
(1989} aimed at validating the Test of Spoken English as a tool for the sclection
and certification of non-native hcalth professionals and to establish minimum
standards of proficicncy. They state:

of necessity we asked for relatively global ratings, even for professionals and
chose situations that would be representative and typical of those in which
cach professional might be involved. No attempt was made to specify all
the many situations that might be encountered, nor was any effort made to
designate highly specific tasks. We might have asked about the degree of
speaking proficiency needed in the performance of surgical procedures, for
example (in which oral proficiency might be critical) but time limitations
precluded such detail. In addition in' this study, we decided to consider
neither other important dimensions of communicative competence (cg.
interpersonal skills and other affective components) nor functions of
language (eg. persuading or deveioping » ipport with patients) that might be
highly desirable in various medical situations.

In only considering global proficicncy, a course of action they were forced
to take through lack of nccessary resources, the rescarchers neglected the
information which would be considcred most cssential by some (prospective
paticnts is onc group which springs to mind!) for test validity.

Precise information is difficult to elicit

An additional problem in consulling test uscrs or "naive” native speakers in
drawing up criteria for asscssment is the difficulty of getting them to be
sufficiently precisc about situations of language use to provide usable
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information. Powers (1986), reporting on his attempts to elicit information from
faculty members on university students’ listening patterns, observes that:

the notion of analysing listening activitics may have been “foreign” to many
faculty members who were not involved intensely in language instruction or
testing. In particular, such concepts as "discourse cues” and “non-verbal
signals" may be somewhat far aficlu for faculty in non-language disciplines.
Moreover, while the rating of such passive, non-observable skills as listening
may be difficult generally, non-language oriented faculty may have even

greater difficulty in determining when students encounter specific kinds of
problems.

Native spcakers arc not language analysts. Nor are most learners. Itis
hardly surprising, thercfore, that the test users’ perceptions of language needs
tend to be stated in rather vague terms. This is exemplified by an cxamination
by Brindley, Necson and Woods (1989) of the language-related comments of 63
university supervisors’ monitoring reports on the progress of forcign students.
They found that the vast majority of the comments were of the gencral kind
("has problems with writing English”; "English expression not good”), though a
few lecturers were able to identify particular goal-rclated skills (“has difficulty
following lecturcrs-speak very fast”).

In a similar vein, Weir (1988: 73), commenting on the devclopment of a
test specification framework for the TEEP test of English for academic purposes,
notes that

There is a need for more precise methods for dealing with task dimensions
than the pragmatic ones used in our research. We relied heavily on the
judgements of teachers and other experts in the field, as well as on the results
of small test administrations, to guide us on the appropriateness of task
dimensions in the various constructs. Unless fincr instruments are developed
than these rather coarse subjective estimates, it is difficult to see nnow fully
parallel versions of the test can ever be developed.

Expert judgement may be unreliable

If expert opinion is to have any currency as a method of developing criteria,
then one would expect that a given group of expert judges would concur, first on
the criteria which make up the behavioural domain being assessed and second,
on the allocation of particular performance features to particular levels.
(Obtaining data in this way would be an integral part of construct validation).
Onc would also cxpect that the group would be able to agree on the cxtent to
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which a test item was testing a particular skill and the level of difficulty
represented by the item (agreement would constitute cevidence for content
validity).

Studies aimed at investigating how expert judgements are made, however, cast
some doubt on the ability of expert judges to agree on any of these issues. Alderson
(1988), for example, in an cxamination of item content in EFL reading tests, found
that judges were unable to agree not only on what particular items were testing but
also on the level of dilficully of itens or skills and the assignment of these 1o a
particular level. Devenney (1989) who investigated the evaluative judgements of
ESL (cachers and students of ESL compositions, found both within-group and
between-group differences in the criteria which were used. He comments:

Implicit in the notion of interpretive communities are these assumptions: (1)
a clear set of shared evaluative criteria exists, and (2) it will be used by
members of the interpretive commuanity to respond to text. Yet this did not
prove to be the case for cither ESL teachers or students

Different people use different criteria

Non-tcacher native speakers, teachers and learners themselves, by virtuc of
their different backgrounds, expericnces and expectations, have different
understandings of the nature of language learning and communication. As a
result, they tend to use different criteria to judge language ability and thus to pay
attention to different features of sccond language performance. Studics of error
gravity, for example, have shown that native speakers tend to be less concerned
with grammatical accuracy than teachers (particularly those who are not native
speakers of the language taught (Davies 1983)). This highlighis the difficultics of
constructing assessment criteria and descriptors which can be consistently
interpreted by different audiences,

It is interesting, and perhaps significant, to note in the context of this
discussion that disciplines outside applicd linguistics interpret "communication”
or "communicative competence” quite differently and hence cmploy different
criteria for assessment. Communication theorists, for example, accentuate
criteria such as empathy, behavioural flexibility and interaction management
(Wicmann and Backlund 1980) and emphasisc the role of non-verbal aspects of
communication. In other ficlds, such as organisational management,
communicative ability is scen very much in terms of "getting the job done” and
the success of communication is thus judged primarily in relation to how well the
outcomes arc achicved rather than on specific linguistic features (Brindley 1989:
122-23). McNamara (1987: 32) makes this point in relation to doctor-patient
communication, noting that in the medical profession "there is a concern for the
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communicalion process in terms of its outcomes”. He comments (1987: 47) that
"sociolinguistic approaches (o *communicative ability are indeed narrow, and
narrowly concerned with language rather than communicative behaviour as a
whole™.

Two conclusions can be drawn from these observations. First, as
McNamara (op. cil.) points oul, we must be conscious of the limitations of the
claims which can be madc about the capacity of language tests to predict
communicaltive ability (in the broader sense) in real-life settings. Second, if real-
life judgements of commuricative cffectiveness arc based on perceptions of
people’s ability to use language to complete a task satisfactorily, then it is worth
trying 1o build this notion into assessment criteria. In this regard, the use of
"task fulfilment" as a criterion in the IELTS writing assessment scales is a
promising step in this dircction (Westaway 1988).

Teachers will be teachers

Although teachers® judgements are frequently used as a basis for
establishing assessment criteria, there is some evidence to suggest that the
influence of their background and experience may be sufficiently strong to
override the criteria that are given. For examaple, in a preliminary analysis of 12

videotaped moderation sessions of oral interviews conducted for the purposes of
rating spcaking ability at class placement in the Australian Adult Migrant
Education Program, 1 have found a consistent tendency {or teachers to:

refer Lo criteria which are not contained in the performance descriptors at
all, such as confidence, motivation, risk-taking capacity and learning
potential.

concentrate heavily on the assessment of some features of performance at
the expense of others. In this case, more lime was spent discussing the role
of the grammatical accuracy than any other single factor, even though the
descriptions being used did not provide detailed or specific comments on
grammatical featurces.

use diagnostically-oriented and judgemental "teacher language” in applying
the criteria, such as:

She seemed to be weak on tenses
[ was a bit concemed about her word order generally




her language was letting her down
She’s got weak tense fonmns, not sure of he: prepositions and quite often leaves

off a final-s

Caulley et al (1988), report on a similar phenomenon in the context of the
evaluation of common assessment tasks used in the Victorian scnior secondary
English examination:

in their discussions the teaciers rarely or even referred to the specified criteria.
Their assessments were {argely global, the language abstract and rarely
substantiated by reference to anything concrete:

ot

This was exemplificd by comments such as

he’s got communicative sense
he’s more sure of his material
there’s a lack of flow

= she hasn't crystallised her ideas

They note that

teachers are involved with the growth and development of munan beings
through practice and in the end were shown to be neither willing nor able to
divorce the performance of an action from those aspects of it such as
intention, effort and risk, which make it one performed by a growing and
developing lhwuman beings. They thus included in their assessment of stiudents
an estimate of the risk involved for the particular student (o present as he or
she did and something for the effort (or lack of effort) made in the
preparation, although neither is mentioned in the guidelines.

Although such non-linguistic factors do not conventionally figure as criteria
in definitions of proficicney, it would appcar that they are included by teachers,
perhaps because they are perceived as part of their educator’s role. Specific
assessment criteria may be developed rigorously and clearly spelled out, yet the
tcachcers appear to be operating with their own constructs and applying their own
criteria in spite of (or in addition to) those which they arc given. This tendency
may be quite widespread and scems to be acknowledged by Clark and Grognet
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(1985: 103) in the following comment on the cxternal validity of the Basic English
Skills Test for non-English-speaking refugecs in the USA:

On the assumption that the proficiency-rating criterion is probably somewhat
unreliable in its own right, as well as based to some exient on factors not
directly associated with language proficiency per se ( 'for example, student
personality, diligence in completing assignments etc) even higher validity
coefficients might be shown using exemal criteria more dircctly and accurately
reflecting language proficiency

Further support for the contention that teachers operate with their own critcria
is provided by a study carried out by Griffin (1989) who examincd the
consistency of the rating of IELTS writing scripts over time using Rasch Rating
scale model. An analysis of rater statistics revcaled that

For assessment 1, most raters appeared to fix’ the underlying variable. On
occasion 2, however, few raters appeared to fix the variable. There appears (0
have been a change in the criteria or in the nature of the variable being used to
assign scripts t7 levels. The original criteria used in the familiarisation
workshop and reinforced in the training workshop do not seem to have been
used for assessment 2. Unfortunately it was assumed that the criteria would
remain the same and were in fact supplied to the raters.

(Griffin 1989: 10)
Hc comments that
raters seem (o be influenced by their teaching background and the nature of
the criteria used can differ from rater to rater. Consensus moderation

procedures appear to have controlled this cffect to some degree but not
completely.

(Griffin 1989: 13)

CONCLUSION

From this review of CRA, it should be clear, as Skehan (1984: 216)
remarks, that "criterion-referencing is an attractive ideal, but extremely difficult
to achicve in practice”. As we have scen, the critcria which arc currently used
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may not reflect what is known about the nature of language lcarning and usc and
they may not be consistently interpreted and applied cven by expert judges.

If the ideal of CRA is to be attained, it is necessary to develop criteria and
descriptors which not only reflect current theories of language lcarning and
language usc but which also attempt to cmbody multiple perspectives on
communicative ability. As far as the first of these requirements is concerned,
Bachman and his collcagues have put forward a rescarch agenda to develop
operational definitions of constructs in Bachman model of communicative
language proficicncy and validate these through an cxtensive program of test
devclopment and rescarch (see, for example, Bachman and Clark 1987;
Bachman ct al 1988; Bachman 1990). Onc of the main virtucs of this modcl, as
Skehan (1990) points out, is that it provides a framework within which language
lesting rescarch can be organised. It is to be hoped that the modet will cnable
language testers Lo systematically investigate the components of language ability
as manifested in tests and that the results of such research will be used to inform
the specifications on which assessment instruments are based.

Sccond language acquisition (SLA) rescarch can also make a contribution
to the development of empirically-derived criteria for language assessment which
reflect the inherent variability and intersubjectivity of language usc. First,
rescarch into task variahility of the type reported in Taronc (1989), Taronc and
Yule (1989) and Gass ct al (1989a: 1989b) provides valuable insights into the
role that variables such as interlocutor, topic, social status and discourse domain
might exercise on proficiency. Investigation of factors affecting task difficulty
might also provide a more principled basis for assigning tasks to levels, a major
problem in CRA. A number of testable hypotheses are outlined by Nunan
(1989).

Second, SLA rescarch could also provide much-needed information on the
factors which influcnce native speaker perceptions of non-native spcakers’
proficicncy. There is already a considerable literature on the overall
communicative cffcet of non-native speaker communication (cg Albrechtsen ct
al 1980; Ludwig 1982; Eiscnstcin 1983) and crror gravity (cg James 1977;
Chastain 1980); Davies 1983). However such studices have tended to examine the
cffects of particular discourse, phonological, syntactic or lexical features on
comprehensibility and/or irritation, rather than relating them to pereeptions of
proficiency. Studies conducted with a specific focus on proficicncy would assist
in the creation of performance eriteria which reflect those used in real life.
Information of this kind is of critical importance since in many cascs, it is the
judgements of native speakers that will determine the future of language
Jcarners, not so much those of teachers. At the same time, it iz important to try
to cstablish to what extent non-linguistic factors such as personality, social status,
cthnicity, gender cte affect judgements of proficiency and the exient to which
these factors can be related to linguistic ones (Clark and Lett 1987).
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Third, research into the nature of developmental sequences in learncr
language gives an indication of the grammatical clements of language which can
realistically be expected for production at different stages and thus provides a
basis for establishing asscssment criteria which arc consistent with the
rcgularities of language development (Piencmann ct al 1988). In addition, sincc
the multi-dimensional model of sccond language acquisition described by
Pienemann and Johnston (1987) makes strong predictions conccraing the
processing demands made by different linguistic clements on lcarners, it should
be possible to incorporate these predictions into conerete hypothescs concerning
task difficulty which can be empirically investigaied.

Thus far I have sketched out the kinds of rescarch that might contribute to
the development of belter criteria. As far as the interpretation of the criteria is
concerned, however, it would be naive to imagine that different judges will not
conlinue to interpret criteria idiosyncratically. As Messick (1989) says:

....expert judgement is fallible and may imperfectly apprehend domain
structure or inadequately represent test structure or botl.

Agreement between testers can be improved by familiarisation and training
sessions in which raters, as Griffin (1989) reports. But there is always the
possibility that agrcement might conceal fundamental differences. As Barnwell
(1985) comments:

raters who agree on the level at which a candidute can he pluced may offer
very different reasons for their decisions

Given, as we have scen, that different judges may operate with their own
personalized constructs irrespective of the criteria they are given, it would be a
mistake to assume that high inter-rater reliability constitutes evidence of the
construct validity of the scales or performance descriptors that are uscd. In
order to providc such cvidence, empirically-based investigation of the
behavioural domain itself has to be carried out, as | have indicated above. At the
same time, studies requiring tcachers, learncts and native speakers arc to
externalize the criteria they (perhaps unconsciously) usce to judge language
ability would help to throw some light on how judgements are actually made by a
variety of different audicnces and lead to a beuter undcrstanding of the
constructs that inform the criteria they use. The procedures used in the
development of the TELTS band scales as reported by Westaway (1988),
Alderson (1989), Griffin (1989) offer the possibility of building up a uscful data
basc in this arca.

Finally, in the context of clussroom CRA, the time is ripe to cxplore the
feasibility of incorporating communicatively-oriented CRA into the teaching and
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learning process. In the ficld of general education, the results of research into
thc development of CR instruments for classroom use indicates that the
problems of domain specification described in this paper may not be as
intractable as they arc sometimes portrayed (Black and Dockrell 1984).
Numerous CR schemes for formative assessment and profiling are in existence
in gencral cducation the United Kingdom and Australia (scc Brindley 1989 for
an overvicw) and appear to be quite adaptable to sccond language Icarning
situations. The usc of CR mecthods of assessing achievement based on
communicative critcria would not only help to link teaching more closely to
asscssment, but also would allow for closer involvement of learners in
monitoring and assessing their progress.
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THE ROLE OF ITEM RESPONSE THEORY IN
LANGUAGE TEST VALIDATION

T F McNamara
INTRODUCTION

The last decade has scen increasing use of ltem Response theory in the
cxamination of the qualities of language tests. Although it has somctimes been
seen exclusively as a tool for improved investigation of the reliability of tests
(Skchan, 1989), its potential for investigation of aspects of the validity of
language tests has also been demonstrated (McNamara, 1990). However, the
application of IRT in this latter role has in some cases met with objections based
on what are claimed to be the unsatisfactory theoretical assumptions of IRT, in
particular the so-called ‘unidimensionality’ assumption (Hamp-Lyons, 1989). In
this paper, these issucs will be discussed in the context of the analysis of data
from an ESP Listcning test for health professionals, part of a larger test, the
Occupational English Test (OET), recently developed on behalf of the
Australian Government (McNamara, 1989b).

The paper is in three scetions. First, there is a bricf description of the
Listcning sub-test of the OET. Sccond, the appropriatencss of the use of IRT in
language testing rescarch is discussed. Third, the use of IRT in the validation of
the Listening sub-test of the OET is reported. In this part of the paper, the issue
of unidimensionality is considered in the context of analysis of data from the two
parts of this test.

THE LISTENING SUB-TEST OF THE OCCUPATIONAL ENGLISH TEST

The Occupational English Test (McNamara, 1989b) is administered to several
hundred immigrant and refugee health professionals wishing to take up practice
in Australia cach year. The majority of these are medical practitioners, but the
following profcssional groups are also represented: nurses, physiotherapists,
occupational therapists, dentists, speech pathologists and veterinary surgeons,
among others.  Responsibility for administering the test lies with the National
Office for Overscas Skills Recognition (NOQSR.), part of the Commonwcalth
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Government's Department of Employment, Education and Training. NOOSR
was cstablisicd in 1989 as an cxpanded version of what had been until then the
Council fe. Overscas Professional Qualifications (COPQ).

The OET is taken as onc of three stages of the process of registration for
practicc in Australia (the other stages involve pencil-and-paper and practical
assessments of relevant clinical knowledge and skills). Prior to 1987, the QET
was a test of general English proficiency and was attracting increasing criticism
from test takers and test users in terms of its validity and reliability. In response
to this, COPQ initiated a scrics of consultancies on reform of the test. The
report on the first of these, which was carricd out by a tcam at Lancaster
University, recommended the creatios of a test which would (Alderson ct al.,
1986: 3)

assess the ability of candidates to communicate effectively in the workplace.

A scrics of further consultancics (McNamara, 1987 ; McNamara, 1988a;
McNamara, 1989a) cstablished the form of the new test and developed and
trialled materials for it. There are four sub-test, onc cach for Speaking,
Listening, Reading and Writing. The format of the new test is described in
McNamara (1989b). The validation of the Speaking and Writing sub-tests is
discusscd in McNamara (1990).

The Listcning sub-test is a 50-minute test in two parts. Parl A involves
listcning to a talk on a professionally relevant subject. There arc approximately
twelve short answer questions, some with several parts; the maximum score on
this part of the test is usually about twenty-five. Part B involves listening to a
consultation between a gencral practitioner and a patient. There are
approximatcly twenty short answer questions (again, some have scveral parts);
the maximum score here is usually twenty-five, giving a total maximum score of
approximatcly fifty on thirty-two itcms. Because of test security considerations,
ncw materials arc developed for cach session of the test, which is held twice a
year.

Beforc going on to report on the use of IRT in the validation of the
Listening sub-test of the OET, the debate about the appropriatencss of the use
of IRT in language testing rescarch will be reviewed.

Applications of IRT in language testing
The application of IRT t/; the arca of language testing is rclatively recent.

Oller (1983) contains no refer ence to IRT in a wide-ranging collection. By contrast,
IRT has fcatured in a numocr of studies since the carly 1980s. Much of this work
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has focused on the advantages of IRT over classical theory in investigating the
reliability of tests (cg Henning, 1984). More significant isthe usc of IRT to cxamine
aspects of the validity, in particular the construct validity, of tests.

de Jong and Glas (1987) examined the construct validity of tests of foreign
language listening comprehension by comparing the performance of native and
non-native speakers on the tests. It was hypothesized in this work that native
speakers would have a greater chance of scoring right answers on items: this was
largely borne out by the data. Morcover, items identified in the analysis as
showing ‘misfit’ should not show these same propertics in relation to native
speaker performance as items not showing misfit (that is, on ‘misfitting’ items
native speaker performance will show greater overlap with the performance of
non-native speakers); this was also confirmed. The researchers conclude (de
Jong and Glas, 1987: 191):

The ability to cvaluate a given fragment of discourse in order to understand
what someone is meaning to say cannot be measured along the same
dimension as the ability to understand aurally perceived text at the literal level.
Items requiring literal understanding discriminate better between native
speakers and non-native learners of a language and are therefore better
measures of foreign language listening comprehension.

This finding is provocative, as it scems to go against current views on the
role of inferencing processes and reader /listener schzmata is comprehension (cf.
Carrell, Devine and Eskey, 1988; Widdowson, 1983; Nunan 1987a). Onc might
arguc that the IRT analysis has simply confirmed the erroncous assumption that
the essential construct requiring measurement is whatever distinguishes the
listening abilitics of native- and non-native speakcrs. An alternative viewpoint is
that there will in fact be considerable overlap between the abilitics of native- and
non-native speakers in highcr-level cognitive tasks involved in discoursce
comprehension. If the analysis of listening test data reveals that all test items fail
to lie on a singlc dimension of listening ability, then this is in itsclf a valid finding
about the multi-dimensional naturc of listening comprehension in a forcign
language and should not be discounted. The point is that intcrpretation of the
results of IRT analysis must be informed by an in principle understanding of the
relevant constructs.

In the arca of speaking, the use of IRT analysis in the development of the
Interview Test of English as a Sccond Language (ITESL) is reported in Adams,
Griffin and Martin, 1987; Griffin, Adams, Martin and Tomlinson, 1988. These
authors argue that their rescarch confirms the cxistence of a hypothesized
‘developmental dimension of grammatical competence... in English S{ccond]
Lfanguage] A[cquisition] (1988: 12). This finding has provoked considerable
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controversy. Spolsky (1988: 123), in a gencerally highly favourable review of the
Lest, urges some caution in relation to the claims for its construct validity:

The authors use their results to argue for the existence of a grammatical
proficiency dimension, but some of the items are somewhat more general.
The nouns, verbs and adjectives items for instance are more usually classified
as vocabulary. One would have liked to see different kinds of items added
until the procedure showed that th:e limit of the unidimensionality criterion
had now been reached.

Nunan (1988: 56) is quitc critical of the test’s construct validity, particularly
in the light of current research in second language acquisition:

The major problem that I have with the test...[is] that it fails adequately to
reflect the realities and complexities of language development.

Elsewhere, Nunan (1987b: 156) is more trenchant:

{The test] illustrates quite nicely the dangers of atiempting (o generate models
of second language acquisition by running theoretically unmotivated data
Jrom poorly concepualized tests through a powerful statistical programme.

Griffin has responded 1o these criticisms (ef Griffin, 1988 and the discussion
in Nunan, 1988). However, mare recently, Hamp-Lyons (1989) has added her
voice Lo the criticism of the ITESL. She summarizes her response to the study
by Adams, Griffin and Martin (1987) as follows (1989: 117):

- This study... is a backward step for both lunguage testing and language
teaching.

She takes the writers to task for failing to characterize properly the
dimension of *grammatical competence' which the study claims to have
validated; like Spolsky and Nunan, she finds the inclusion of some content arcas
puzzling in such a test. She argues against the logic of the design of the rescarch
project (1989: 115):

Their assumption that if the data fit the psychometric model they de facto
validate the model of separable grammatical competence is questionable. If
You construct a test to test a single dimension and then find that it does indeed
test a single dimension, how can you conclude that this dimension exists
independently of other language variables? The unidimensionality, if that is
really what it s, is an artifact of the test development.
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On the question of the unidimensionality assumption, Hamp-Lyons (1989:

114) warns the developers of the ITESL test that they have a responsibility to
acknowledge

...the limitations of the partial credit model, especially the question of the
unidimensionality assumption of the partial credit model, the conditions
under which that assumption can be said to be violated, and the significance
of this for the psycholinguistic questions they are investigating... They need to
note that the model is very robust to violations of unidimensionality.

She further (1989: 116) criticizes the developers of the ITESL for their
failure to consider the implications of the results of their test development
project for the classroom and the curriculum from which it grew.

Hamp-Lyons’s anxictics about the homogencity of items included in the
test, echoed by Nunan and Spolsky, seem well-founded. But this is perhaps
simply a question of revision of the test content. Morce substantially, her point
about the responsibilitics of test developers to consider the backwash cffects of
their test instruments is well taken, although some practical uses of ihe Lest scem
uncxceptionable (for example, as part of a placcment procedure; cf the
discussion reported in McNamara, 1988b: 57-61). Its diagnostic function is
perhaps morc limited, though again this could probably be improved by revision

of the test content (although for a counter view on the feasibility of diagnostic
tests of grammar, sce Hughes, 1989: 13-14).

However, when Adams, Griffin and Martin (1987: 25) refer to using
information derived from the test

in monitoring and developing profiles,

they may be claiming a greater role for the test in the curriculum. If so, this
requircs justification on a quite different basis, as Hamp-Lyons is right to point
out. Again, a priori arguments about the proper relationship between testing and
teaching must accompany discussion of rescarch findings bascd on IRT analysis.
A morc important issuc for this paper is Hamp-Lyons’s argument about the
unidimensionalily zssumption. Here it scems that she may have misinterpreted
the claims of the model, which hypothesizes (but docs not assume in the sensc of
‘take for granted’ or ‘require’) a single dimension of abilily and difficulty. Its
analysis of test data represents a test of this hypothesis in relation to the data.
The function of the fit t-statistics, a featurc of IRT analysis, is to indicatc the
probability of a particular pattern of responses (1o an item or on the part of an
individual) in the case that this hypothesis is truc. Extreme valuces of t,
particularly cxtreme positive values of t, arc an indication that the hypothesis is
unlikely to be true for the term or the individual concerned. If items or
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individuals are found in this way to be disconfirming the hypothesis, this may be
interpreted in a number of ways. In relation to items, it may indicate (1) that
the item is poorly constructed; (2) that if the item is well-constructed, it does
not form part of the same dimension as defined by other items in the test, and is
therefore measuring a different construct or trait. In relation to persons, it may
indicate (1) that the performance on a particular item was not indicative of the
candidate’s ability in general, and may have been the result of irrelevant factors
such as fatigue, inattcntion, failure to take the test item seriously, factors which
Henning (1987: 96) groups under the heading of response validity; (2) that the
ability of the candidates involved cannot be measured appropriately by the test
instrument, that the pattern of responses cannot be explained in the same terms
as applicd to other candidatcs, that is, there is a heterogencous test population in
terms of the hypothesis under consideration; (3) that there may be surprising
gaps in the candidate’s knowledge of the arcas covered by the test; this
information can then be used for diagnostic and remedial purposes.

A further point to note is that the dimension so defined is a measurement
dimension which is constructed by the analysis, which must be distinguished
from the dimensions of underlying knowledge or ability which may be
hypothesized on other, theorctical grounds. IRT analyses do not ‘discover’® or
‘reveal’ existing underlying dimensions, bul rather construct dimensions for the
purposcs of mcasurcment on the basis of test performance. The relationship
between these two conceptions of dimensionality will be discussed further below.

Hamp-Lyons is in cffect arguing, then, that IRT analysis is insufficiently
sensitive in its ability to detect in the data departures fro:a its hypothesis about
an underlying ability-difficulty continuum. The cvidence for this claim, she
argues, is in a papcr by Henning, Hudson and Turner (1985), in which the
appropriatencss of Rasch analysis with its altempt to construct a single
dimcnsion is questioned in the light of the fact that in language test data
(Hcnning, Hudson and Turner, 1985: 142)

..cxamince performance is confounded with many cognitive and affective
test factors such as test wiseness, cognitive style, test-taking strategy,
fatigue, motivation and anxicty. Thus, no test can strictly be said to
mcasures onc and only one trait.

(In passing, it should be notcd that these arc not the usual grounds for objcction
to the supposcdly unidimensional nature of performance on language tests, as
these factors have been usclully grouped together elsewhere by Henning under
the heading of response validity (cf above). The more usual argument ig that the
linguistic and cognitive skills undcrlying performance on language tests cannot be
conceptualized as being of one type.) Henning et al. examined performance of
somc three hundred candidates on the UCLA English as a Second Language
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Placement Examination. There were 150 multiple choice items, thirty in cach of
five sub-tests: Listening Comprchension, Reading Comprehension, Grammar
Accuracy, Vocabulary Recognition and Writing Error Detection. Relatively few
details of each sub-test are provided, although we might conclude that the first
two sub-tests focus on language use and the other three on language usage.
This assumes that inferencing is required to answer questions in the first two
sub-tests; it is of course quite possible that the questions mostly involve
processing of literal meaning only, and in that scnsc to be rather more like the
other sub-tests (cf the discussion of this point in relation to de Jong and Glas
(1987) above). The data were analysed using the Rasch onc-parameter model,
and although this is not reported in detail, it is clear from Tabic two on p. 153
that cleven misfitting items were found, with the distribution over the sub-tests
as follows: Listening, 4; Reading, 4; Grammar, 1; Vocabulary, 3; Writing error
detection, 3. (Interestingly, the highest numbers of misfitting items were in the
Listening and Reading sub-test). One might reasonably conclude that the
majority of test items may be used to construct a single continuum of ability and
difficulty. We must say ‘the majority’ because in fact the Rasch analysis docs
identify a number of items as not contributing to the dcfinition of a single
underlying continuum; unfortunately, no analysis is offered of these items, so we
are unable to conclude whether they fall into the category of poorly written items
or into the category of sound items which define some different kind of ability.
It is not clear what this continuem should be called; as stated above,
investigation of what is required to answer the items, particularly in the Reading
and Listening comprchension sub-test, is nceded. In order to gain independent
evidence for the Rasch finding of the existence of a single dimension underlying
performance on the majority of items in the test, Henning et al. report two
other findings. First, factor analytic studies on previous versions of the test
showed that the test as a whole demonstrated a single factor solution. Secondly,
the application of a technique known as the Bejar technique for cxploring the
dimensionality of the test battery appeared to confirm the Rasch analysis
findings. Subscquently, Henning ct al.’s usc of the Bejar technique has
convincingly been shown to have been unrevealing (Spurling, 1987a; Spurling,
1987b). Henning ct al. nevertheless conclude that the fact that a single
dimension of ability and difficulty was defined by the Rasch analysis of their data
despite the apparent diversity of the language subskills included in the tests
shows that Rasch analysis is (Henning, Hudson and Turner, 1985: 152)

sufficicntly robust with regard to the assumption of unidimensionality to
permit applications to the development and analysis of language tests.
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(Notc again in passing that the analysis by this point in the study is examining a
rather different aspect of the possible inappropriatencss or otherwise of IRT in
rclation to language test data than that proposed earlier in the study, although
now closer to the usual grounds for dispute). The problem here, as Hamp-Lyons
is right to point out, is that what Henning et al. call ‘robustness’ and take to be
virtue leads to conciusions which, looked at from another point of view, secm
worrying. That is, the unidimensional construct defined by the test analysis
scems in some sensc to be at odds with the a priori construct validity, or at least
the face validity, of the test beirg analysed, and at the very least needs further
discussion. However, as has been shown above, the results of the IRT analysis in
the Henning study arc ambiguous, the nature of the tests being analysed is not
clear, and the definition of a single construct is plausible on one reading of the
sub-tests® content.  Clearly, as the results of the de Jong and Glass study show
{and whether or not we agree with their interpretation of those results), IRT
analysis is capable of defining different dimensions of ability within a test of a
single language sub-skill, and is not necessarily ‘robust’ in that sensc at all, that
is, the sense that troubles Hamp-Lyons.

In a follow-up study, Henning (1938: 95) found that fit statistics for both
items and persons were sensitive to whether they were calculated in
unidimensional or multidimensional contexts, that is, they were sensitive to
‘violations of unidimensionality’. (In this study, multidimensionality in the data
was confirmed by factor analysis.) However, it is not clear why fit statistics
should have been used in this study; the measurement model’s primary claims
arc about the estimates of person ability and item difficulty, and it is these
estimates which should form the basis of argumentation (cf the advice on this
point in relation to item estimates in Wright and Masters, 1982: 114-117).

In fact, the discussions of Hamp-Lyons and Henning are cach marked by a
failurc to distinguish two types of model: a measurement model and a model of
the various skills and abilitics potentially underlying test performance. These are
not at all the same thing. The measurement model posited and tested by IRT
analysis deals with the question, ‘Does it mal.: sense in measurement terms to
sum scores on different parts of the test? Can all items be summed
meaningfully? Are all candidates being measured in the same terms?’ This is the
‘unidimensionality’ assumption; the alternative position requires us to say that
scparate, qualitative statements about performance on cach test item, and of
cach candidate, arc the only valid basis for reporting test performance. All tests
which involve the summing of scores across different items or different test parts
make the same assumption. It should be pointed out, for example, that classical
item analysis makes the same ‘assumption’ of unidimensionality, but lacks tests
of this *assuinption’ to signal violations of it. As for the interpretation of test
scorcs, this must be donc in the light of the our hest understanding of the nature
of language abilities, that is, in the light of current models of the constructs
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models such as IRT, and both kinds of analysis have the potential to illuminate
the naturc of what is being measured in a particular language test.

It scems, then, that Hamp-Lyons’s criticisms of IRT on the scorc of
unidimensionality arc unwarranted, although, as stated above, results always
need to be interpreted in the light of independent theoretical perspective. In
fact, independent evidence (of example via factor analysis) may be sought for the
conclusions of an IRT analysis when there arc grounds for doubting them, for
cxample when they appear to overturn long- or dearly-held belicfs about the
nature of aspects of .- ‘1guage proficiency. Also, without wishing to cnter into
Hamp-Lyons (1989: 11} calis

the hoary issue of whether language competence is unitary or divisible,

it is clcar that there is likely to be a degree of commonality or sharcd variance on
tests of language proficiency of various types, particularly at advanced levels (cf
the discussions in Henning (1989: 98) and de Jong and Henning (1990) of recent
cvidence in rclation to this point).

Hamp-Lyons (1989) contrasts Griffin et al.’s work on the ITESL with a
study on writing development by Pollitt and Hutchinson (1987), whosc approach
she vicws in a wholly positive light. Analysis of data from performance by
children in the middle years of sccondary school on a scrics of writing tasks in
English, thcir mother tonguc in most cascs, Icd to the following finding (Pollitt
and Hutchinson, 1987: 838):

Different writing tasks make different demands, calling on different language
functions and setting criteria for competence that are more or less easy (o
meet.

Poliitt (in press, quoted in Skchan, 1989: 4)

discusses how the scale of difficulty identified by IRT can be related to
underlying cognitive stages in the development of a skill.

For Hamp-Lyons (1989: 113), Pollitt and Hutchinson’s work is also
significant as an cxamplc of a valuable fusion of practical test development and
theory building.

Scveral other studics exist which use the IRT Rating Scale model (Andrich,
1978a; Andrich, 1978b; cf Wright and Masters, 1982) to investigate assessments
of writing (Henning and Davidson, 1987; McNamara, 1990), spcaking
(McNamara, 1990) and student scif assessment of a range of language skiils
(Davidson and Henning, 1985). These will not be considered in detail here, but

2158




PAFullToxt Provided by ERIC

demonstrate further the potential of IRT to investigate the validity of language
asscssments.

THE OET LISTENING SUB-TEST: DATA

Data from 196 candidates who took the Listening sub-test in August, 1987
were available for analysis using the Partial Credit Model (Wright and Masters,
1982) with the help of facilitics provided by the Australian Council for Education
Rescarch. The material used in the test had been trialled and subsequently
revised prior to its use in the full session of the QET. Part A of the test
consisted of short answer questions on a talk about communication between
different groups of hcalth profcssionals in hospital scttings. Part B of the test
involved a guided history taking in note form bascd on a recording of a
consultation between a doctor and a paticnt suffering headaches subscquent to a
scrious car accident two years previously. Full details of the materials and the
trialling of the test can be found in McNamara (in preparation).

The analysis was used to answer the following question:

1. Is it possible to construct a single mcasurcment dimension of ‘listening
ability’ from the data from the test as a whole? Docs it make sensc to add
the scores from the two parts of the Listening sub-test? That is, is the
Listening test ‘unidimensional’?

If the answer to the first question is in the affirmative, can we distinguish
the skills involved in the two Parts of the sub-test, or arc essentially the
same skilis involved in both? That is, what does the test tell us about the
naturc of the listening skills being tapped in the two parts of the sub-test?
And from a practical point of vicw, if both sub-tests measure the same
skills, could onc part of the sub-test be climinated in the interests of
cfficicncy?

Two sorts of evidence were available in relation to the first question.
Candidates’ responscs were analysed twice. In the first analysis, data from Parts
A and B were combincd, and cstimates of item difficulty and person ability were
calculated. Information about departures from unidimensionality were available
in the usual form of information about ‘misfitting’ items and persons. In the
sccond analysis, Part A and Part B were cach treated as scparale tests, and
estimates of item difficulty and person ability were made on the basis of cach
test scparately. It follows that if the Listening sub-test as a whole is
unidimensional, then the estimates of person ability from the two separate Parts
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should be identical; that is, estimates of person ability should be independent of
the part of the test on which that cstimate is based. The analysis was carried out
using the programme MSTEPS (Wright, Congdon and Rossner, 1987).

Using the data from both parts as a single data sct, two candidates who got
perfect scores were excluded from the analysis, Icaving data from 194 candidates.
There were a maximum of forty-ninc score points from the thirty-two items.
Using data from Part A only, scorcs from five candidates who got perfect scores
or scores of zero were excluded, leaving data frép: 191 candidates. There were a
maximum of twenty-four score points from twelve items. Using data from Part
B enly, scores of nincteen candidates with perfect scores were excluded, leaving
data from 177 candidates. There were a maximum of twenty-five score points
from twenty items. Table 1 gives summary statistics from each analysis. The
Test reliability of person separation (the proportion of the observed variance in
logit measurements of ability which is not due to measurcment error; Wright
and Masters, 1982: 105-106), termed the ‘Rasch analoguc of the familiar KR20
index’ by Pollitt and Hutchinson (1987: 82), is higher for the test as a whole than
for either of the two parts treated independently. The figurc for the test as a
whole is satisfactory (.85).

Table 1 Summary statistics, Listening sub-test
Parts A and B

N 194

Number of items R

Maximum raw score 49

Mean raw score 342

S D (raw scores) 95

Mean logit score 1.46

S D (logits)

Mean error (loqits)

Persoa scparation
reliability (like KR-20)

Table 2 gives information oa misfitting persons and items in cach analysis.
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Table 2 Numbers of misfitting items and persons, Listening sub-test
Parts A and B Part A Part B
licms 2 (#7, #12) 2 (#7, #12) 1(#25)

Pcrsons 2 1 5

The analysis reveals that number of misfitting items is low. The same is
truc for misfitting persons, particularly for the test as a whole and Part A
considercd independently. Pollitt and Hutchinson (1987: 82) point out that we
would normally expect around 2% of candidates to generate fit valucs above +2.

On this analysis, then, it scems that when the test data are treated as single
test, the item and person fit statistics indicate that all the items except two
combinc to define a single mcasurcment dimension; and the overwhelming
majority of candidatcs can be mcasurcd meaningfully in terms of the dimension
of ability so constructed. Our first question has been answered in the
affirmative.

It follows that if the Listening sub-test as a whole satisfics the
unidimensionality assumption, then person ability estimates derived from cach of
the two parts of the sub-test treated separately should be independent of the
Part of the test on which they are made. Two statistical tests were used for this
purposc.

The first test was used to investigate the rescarch hypothesis of a perfect
corrclation between the ability estimates arrived at scparately by treating the
data from Part A of the test independently of the data from Part B of the test.
The correlation uetween the two scts of ability estimates was calculated,
corrected for attenuation by taking into account the obscrved rcliability of the
two parts of the test (Part A: .74, Part B: .60 - cf Tablc 1 above). (The
procedure used and its justification are explained in Henning, 1987: 85-86.) Let
the ability estimate of Person n on Part A of the test be denoted by bnA and the
ability cstimatc of Person n on Part B of the test be denoted by bnB. The
correlation between these two ability estimates, uncorrected for attcnuation, was
found to be .74. In order ta correct for attenuation, we usc the formula

I»0
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T

where  rxy = the correlation corrected for attenuation
Rxy = the obscrved correlation, uncorrected
rax = the reliability cocfficient for the measure of the variable x
ryy = the reliability coefficient for the measure of the variable y

and where if rxy > 1, report rxy = 1.

The correlation thus corrected for attcnuation was found to be > 1, and
hence may be reported as 1. This test, then, cnables us to rcject the hypothesis
that there is not a perfect lincar relationship between the ability cstimates from

cach part of the test, and thus offers support for the rescarch hypothesis that the
truc corrclation is 1.

The corrclation test is only a test of the finearity of the relationship between
the cstimates. As a more rigorous test of the equality of the ability estimates, a
X” test was done. Let the ‘true’ ability of person n be denoted by Bn. Then tnA
and bnB arc estimates of 8n. It follows from maximum likclihood estimation
thcory (Cramer, 1946) that, becausc bnA and bnB arc maximum likelihood
estimators of Bn (in the casc when both sets of estimates are centred about a
mean of zcro),

brd ~N (Bn, cRA)

where end is the crror of the estimate of the estimate of the ability of Person n
on Part A of the test and

2
tnB~N (Bnl, enB)

where enB is the error of the estimate of the ability of Person n on Part B of the
test.

From Table 1, the mean logit scorc on Part B of the test is 1.67, whilc the
mean logit scorc on Part A of the test is .86. As the mcan ability estimates for
the scorcs on cach part of the test have thus not been sct at zero (due to the fact
that items, not people, have been centred), allowance must be made for the
relative difficulty of cach part of the test (Part B was cons’derably less difficult
than Part A). On avcrage, then, bnB - bnA = .81. It fouows that if the




PAFullToxt Provided by ERIC

hypothesis that the estimates of ability from the two parts of the test are identical
is truc, then bnB - bnA - 81 = 0. It also follows from above that

2 2
bnB - bnAd - 81~N(0, enB + end)

and thus that

bnB - bnA - .81
- ~N(0,1)

2 2
enB + anA

if the differcnces between the ability estimates (corrected for the relative
difficulty of the two parts of the test) are converted to z-scorcs, as in the above
formula. If the hypothesis under consideration is true, then the resulting set of
z-scores will have a unit normal distribution; a normal probability plot of thesc z-
scores can be done to confirm the assumption of normality. These z-scores for
cach candidate arc then squared to get a value of X2 for cach candidate. In

order to cvaluate the hypothesis under consideration for the entire set of scorcs,
then the test statistic is

2

N-1
where N = 174

The resulling value of X~ is 155.48,df = 173, p = .84. (The normal
probability plot confirmed that the z-scores were distributed normally). The
sccond statistical test thus enables us to reject the hypothesis that the ability
cstimates on the two parts of the test are not identical, and thus offers support
for the rescarch hypothesis of cquality.

The two statistical tests thus provide strong evidence for the assumption of
unidimcnsionality in rclation to the test as a whole, and confirm the findings of
the analysis of the data from the whele test taken as a single data set. In contrast
to the previously mentioned study of Henning (1988), which relicd on an analysis
of it statistics, the tests chosen are appropriate, as they depend on ability
cstimatcs directly.




Now that the unidimcnsionality of the test has beén confirmed,
performance on items on each part of the test may be considered. Figure 1is a
map of the difficulty of items using the data from performance on the test as a

whole (N = 194).

Figure 1 Item difficulty map

Difficulty Item
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Figure 1 reveals that the two Parts of tic test occupy different arcas of the
map, with some overlap. For cxample, of the cight most difficult items, seven
arc from Part A of the test (Part A contains twelve iteme); conversely, of the
cight casicst items, scven are from Part B of the test (Part B has twenty itcms).
It is clear then that diffcring arcas of ability are tapped by the two parts of the
test. This is most probably a question of the content of cach part; Part A
involves following an abstract discourse, whercas Part B involves understanding
details of concrete events and personal circumstances in the case history. The
two types of listening task can be viewed perhaps in terms of the continua more
or less cognitively demanding and more or less context embedded proposcd by
Cummins (1984). The data from the test may be scen as offering support for a
similar distinction in the context of listening tasks facing health professionals
working through the medium of a sccond language. The data also offer evidence
in support of the content validity of the test, and suggest that the two parts are
sufficiently distinct to warrant keeping both. Ceriainly, in terms of backwash
cffect, one would not want to remove the part of the test which focuses on the
consultation, as face-to face communication with patients is perceived by former
test candidates as the most frequent and the most complex of the communication
tasks facing them in clinical scttings (McNamara, 1989b).

The interpretation offered above is similar in kind (o that offered by Pollitt
and Hutchinson (1987) of task separation in a test of writing, and further

illustrates the potential of IRT for the investigation of issucs of validity as well as
reliability in language tests (McNamara, 1990).

CONCLUSION

An IRT Partial Credit analysis of a two-part ESP listening test for health
professionals has been used in this study to investigate the controversial issuc of
test unidimensionality, as well as the nature of listcning tasks in the test. The
analysis involves the use o wo independent tes's of unidimensionality, and both
confirm the finding of the usual anaiysis of the test data in this casc, that is, that
it is possible to construct a single dimension using the items on the test for the
mcasurcment of listening ability in health professional contexts. This
independent confirmation, together with the discussion of the real naturc of the
issucs involved, suggest that the misgivings somctimes voiced about the
limitations or indeed the inappropriateness of IRT for the analysis of language
test data may not be justified. This is not to suggest, of course, that we should be
uncritical of applications of the techniques of TRT analysis.

Morcover, the analysis has shown that the kinds of listening tasks presented to
candidates in the two parts of the test represent significantly different tasks in terms
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of the level of ability required to deal successfully with them. This further confirms
the useful role of IRT in the investigation of the content and construct validity of
language tests.
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THE INTERNATIONAL ENGLISH LANGUAGE
TESTING SYSTEM IELTS: ITS NATURE
AND DEVELOPMENT

D E Ingram

INTRODUCTION

The international English Language Testing System was formally released
for use in November 1989 and is now available in Britain, throughout Australia,
in alt British Council offices around the world, in the Australian Education
Centres and IDP Offices being established in many Asian and Pacilic countrics,
and in other centres where trained administrators are available. The test is the
result of a two-year project jointly conducted by Australit and Britain with
additional input from Canada and from some individuals clscwhere. The project
was funded and directed by the International Development Program of
Australian Universities and Colleges, the British Council, and the University of
Cambridge Local Examinations Syndicate. The project was led by a tecam based
al the University of Lancaster under the direction of Dr Charles Alderson with
the day-to-day activitics conducted by Caroline Clapham, supported by a large
and varying number of item-writcrs and reference persons in Britain, Australia,
and Canada. A Stecring Committee with membership [rom both countrics and
including the Project Team oversighted the project in Britain while, in Australia,
in addition to tcams of item-writers, there was a small Working Party to
coordinate Australia’s coatribution, Australia’s input to the Project Team was
provided by locating the present writer in Lancaster for thirtcenth months in
1987-8 and Dr Patrick Griffin for approximately two months in 1988 while major
contributions to k. project have continued to be made from Australia
throughout the devetopment phase and beyond,  The basic reason for the two
countries’ collaborating to produce the test is that such collaboration shares the
incvitably large development cost, draws on a larger and morc diverse group of
item-writers, and, more importantly, increases considerably the worldwide
actwork of test administration centres available to candidates,

The purpose of the project has been to provide a test suitable for assessing
the English proficicncy (both general and special purpose) of the large and
growing number of international students wishing (o study, train or learn English
in Australia, Britain, and other English-speaking countrics. The test seeks, first,
to cstablish whether such students have sufficient English to undertake training
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and academic programmes without their study c. training being unduly inhibited
by their English skills; sccond, to provide a basis -1 which to estimate the nature
and length of any presessional English cours' required; third, to provide
Australian ELICOS centres (ic, public or priva.z schools providing English
Language Intensive Courscs for Overseas Stude its) with a measurcment of
general proficiency that will indicate the likely levet and course needs of students
wishing to lcarn English; and, fourth, when the s.udents exit from an English
course, to provide them with an internationally used asd recognized statement of
English proficicncy.

Il FORM OF THE IELTS

The form that the IELTS takes has been determired by the purposcs it has
to scrve, cvaluations of carlier tests, needs analyses of end-users of the test’s
results, and significant changes in appliced linguistics through the 1980’s
(Lapuiially growing scepticism about the practicality of Munby-type neceds
analysis (Munby 1978) and ESP thcory).

The purposes the IELTS scrves require that it provides a valid and reliable
measurc of a p.2rson’s practical proficiency both for general and for academic
purposes. Because of the large number of students involved, the test has to be
readily and rapidly administered and marked, preferably by clerical rather than
more expensive professional staff, and able to bc administercd on demand,
worldwide, en masse (except for the Speaking test), and often in remote
localitics by persons with little training, little professional supervision, and no
access to sophiiticated cquipment such as language laboratorics. In addition,
once the test has been taken and scored, its results must be readily interpretable
cven by non-professionals such as institutions’ admission officers.

The large number of candidates to whom the test has to be administered
also implics a diversity of academic or training ficlds within which candidates’
English proficicncy should be measured. While face validity would suggest that
the test should have modules relevant to the specific academic or training ficlds
candidates wish to center, the sheer diversity of those ficlds (one count, for
example, indicated 34 different ficlds within Engincering) makes a hard version
of specific purpose testing impractical while, in any casc, there has been growing
scepticism through the 1980's about the validity of hard versions of ESP theory
and whether the registers of different academic or vocational ficlds arc
sufficiently different to warrant different tests in any but very broad domains
(sce Alderson and Urquhart 1985).

In addition to the constraints imposed by the purposes the test serves, its
form was influenced by the pre-development studies made in the course of
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various evaluations of the British Council’s English Language Testing Service
(ELTS) (sec Clapham 1987, Criper and Davies 1986, ELTS 1987¢) and of the
needs of end-users of the test's results. These had emphasized the need to limit
the total length of the test to less than three hours, the need to provide mcasures
of both gencral proficicncy and ESP/EAP not least in order to cnsure face
validity, the contrasting need to limit the number of modules in order to simplify
administration, the necd to provide a profile of results for the four macroskills
but to improve the reliability of the Speaking and Writing tests, the desirability
of maintaining the use of ninc-point band scales and of ensuring that the results
(expressed in band scalc levels) were readily interpretable, the importance of
providing clear and precise specifications to facilitate test replication, and the
need for the test to be able to be administered by relatively untrained persona.
Changes in testing itself in the last two dccades have also played down the value
of multiple choice item types and emphasized the need to use types that replicate
as far as possible real language use. Considerable thought was given to whether
or not the test should include a sub-test specifically focusing on grammar and
lexis and, indeed, carly versions of the test included a Grammar sub-test which
was dropped only after the initial trials and statistical analyscs showed that it
provided littic additional information on a candidate’s proficiency.

Because the test is used to assess candidates of a wide range of language
proficicncy, it was nccessary to structure the test 10 provide mecasures of
proficicncy, as far as possible, through the band scale range. This was achieved
by having the General component (Listening and Speaking) and the Gencral
Training sub-test focus especially around Band level 4 while the EAP/ESP
component focuses around Band level 6 without, in both cascs, cxcluding the
possibility of information being provided about candidates above and below
these levels. In addition, within cach sub-test, different phascs of the sub-test
are focused around different band levels in order to provide graduation within
the sub-test as well as between the General and Modular components.

As alrcady indicated, the purposcs the JELTS has to scrve neaessitate that
it assess both genceral proficiency and ESP/EAP proficiency. Consequently, the
test has two components. A General Component which has sub-tests in
Listcning and Speaking and an ESP/EAP component (looscly kriown as the
"Modular" component) which sceks to assess proficiency in Reading and Writing
in English for Academic Purposes in onc of three broad academic ficlds (Arts
and Social Sciences, Physical Sciences and Technology, and Lifc and Mecdical
Sciences) and in general proficiency in Reading and Writing in the General
Training sub-test. Hence, the overall structure of the IELTS is as appears in
Figure 1.




Figure 1: Overall Structure of the IELTS

International English Language Testing System

Band

Seneral Conp. Focus Modular Conmp.

Speaking Phvs. Scs. & Tech

Listening Life & Med. Scs.

Arts & Soc. S5cs.
13-7)

GSeneral Training 4
(3-6)

The nature and purpose of the modular components raise some difficult
issucs for the form of the test. For rcasons already indicated, the three
ESP/EAP modules arc less specific than, for instance, the former ELTS test and
favour the features and academic skills of the broader rather than more specific
discipline arcas. In addition to the reasons alrcady stated for this, the less
specific nature of the Ms and their greater focus on EAP rather than ESP make
thern more compatible with their use with both undergraduates and graduates.
Since some graduates (eg an Engincer taking an MBA) and many
undergraduates arc often, though not always, just entering a ficld whilc many
graduales are continuing in their ficld, there seems at first sighit to be some
illogicality in using the same ESP-EAP test with both groups but it does scem
reasonable to assess whether, whatever their background, applicants to study in a
ficld have both genceral proficiency and the ability to apply their language to cope
with the broad range of academic tasks and register features of the broad
discipline arca to be entered. However, the M's were considered inappropriate
for persons at Jower levels of academic development (upper Secondary School),
for persons cntering vocational training such as apprenticeships, or for persons
participating in on-the-job attachments. For these, the emphasis is on general
proficiency and conscquently they take the G component together with the
General Training (GT) module which, like the M’s, assesses reading and writing
skills but in general and training contexts rather than in discipline-related
academic contexts. Persons undertaking training or attachments that make more
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significant acadcmic demands would take the relevant M rather than the GT (cg,
persons entering a diploma-level TAFE course, persons going on attachment to
a scicntific laboratory, or subject-specialist teachers going for practical training,
work cxpericnce or on cxcharge in a school). To prevent candidates’ taking the
Gencral Training module rather than onc of the other modules in the belief that
it is casier to scorc higher on the more general test, an arbitrary ceiling of Band
6 has been imposcd on the General Training module. The logic, practical valuc
and validity of this dccision have yet to be fully tested and will, undoubtedly, be
an issuc for future consideration by the International Editing committee.

The cffcct of the pattern of sub-tests just outlined is to enable the IELTS to
provide a comprehensive measure of general proficiency in all four macroskillls
using the two General component sub-tests in Listening and Spcaking and the
General Training sub-test in Reading and Writing. For Australian purposcs, this
makes the test relevant to ELICOS needs where, for persons entering or cxiting
from a gencral English course, a comprchensive test of general proficiency is
nceded. The availability of the EAP/ESP sub-tests in Reading and Writing
mcans that candidates at higher proficiency levels in all four macroskills can also
have their proficiency comprchensively assessed though with Rcading and
Wriling being assessed in broad ESP/EAP contexts. It is regrettable that the
decision to limit maximum General Training scores to Band 6 prevents persons
with high general proficicney in Reading and Writing but no ESP or EAP
development from having their skills fully assessed.

III SUB-TESTS AND SPECIFICATIONS:

The current form of the IELTS as released in November 1989 is the result
of morc than two ycars’ work but the permancnt administrative structures allow
for considerable on-going development and review activity and, in any casc, the
test specifications give considerable frecdom to item-writers to vary actual item
types within clearly stated guidelines. No decision concerning the form and
detailed specifications of the test has been taken lightly but, nevertheless, the
need to adhere strictly to the original release date of October-November 1989
incvitably meant that some issues will be subject to further trial and investigation
and this, together with the continual review process, will mean that the test is not
static (and hence rapidly dated) but is in a state of constant cevolution.

Detailed specifications have been prepared for all sub-tests so as to
facilitate test replication and so that item-writers can, within defined limits, be
allowed some flexibility in devising parallel forms of the test. This flexibility is
desirable for reasons of test seeurity, to try Lo ensure that it is proficiency that is
being measurcd and fostered through the washback cffect rather than merely the
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ability to perform specified item types, and to encourage the sort of innovation
on the part of item-writers that might lead to progressive im~-ovement in what
we would claim is alrcady a valuable test.

The specifications take broadly similar forms subject to the necessary
variations arising from the diffcrent macroskills. The Introductien to all the
Specifications outlines the purposce of the IELTS, the naturce of the particular
test, the target population, the focus of the test (especially in terms of Band
Scale levels, tasks, materials, registers and discourse styles), and cultural
appropriacy. The next scction describes the test structure in detail. In the
Speaking test, the structure is described in terms of the length of the interview,
the five phases with the purpose, tasks and stimuli, and skills and functions for
cach. In the Listening test, the structure is described in terms of the time for the
lest, the stages and, for cach stage, the text types, style, utterance rates, ite
types, skills and functions, contextual features (such as ambicnt noise, register
shifts, number of speakers, accents, and situations), and possible topics. The Ms
indicate test focus in terms of band levels, academic tasks, source and audience,
the proficicncy level, length and structure of texts, and the test tasks that may be
included. All Specifications are accompaniced by the appropriate Band Scale or,
in the casc of Writing, Band Scales and by guidelines for non-sexist language.

The Specifications for the International English Language Tesling System
describe the general nature and purpose of the whole test battery thus:

“The 1ELTS is a language test battery designed to assess the proficiency of
candidates whose first language is not English and who are applying to
undertake study or training through the medium of English. It is primarily
intended 1o scleet candidates who meet specified proficicncy requirements
for their designated programmes. Its sccondary purposc is to be a semi-
diagnostic test designed to reveal broad arcas in which problems with
English language use exist, but not to identify the detailed nature of those
problems.

“The test battery consists of a General and s Modular section. The General
scction contains tests of general language proficiency in the areas of listening
and spcaking; the Modular section consists of tests of reading and writing for
academic purposes.”

During the investigations that were conducted prior to the commencement
of the development project, informants asked for the Listening sub-test to be
included in the modular componcent because of the imy tance of students® being
able to listen to a lecture, take notes, and carry out a writing task. However, the
nced to minimize administration time and to be able to administer the test en
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masse often withoul access to a language laboratory made this proposal
impractical even for the four broad ficlds catered for in the modular component
of the test. Consequently, Listening is part of the general component and has
two stages, the first relating to sacial situations and the second to covrse-related
situations. A varicty of ilem types may be uscd including information transfer
(such as form-filling, completing a diagram, following routcs on a map), more
traditional true-falsc and multiple-choice types, and open-ended (but
exhaustively specifiable) answers o questions.  Speakers arc (0 be "intelligible
native speakers” from one or more of the three countrics involved in the project
(Australia, Britain and Canada). Discourse styles differ through the test and
include conversation, monologue, and formal and informal lectures. Utterance
rates are graduated through the test from the lower to middle range of native
speaker rates and the contextual features listed ensure that candidates arc
required to cope with varied accents, different utterance rates, varicd but
relevant situations, and register shifts.

The Speaking sub-test is discussed in detail elsewhere (Ingram 1990). In
bricf, it is a direct test of oral proficicncy in which the specifications and test
outline seck to exercise more control over the interviewer’s options than in more
traditional approaches using, for cxample, the ASLPR or FSI1 Scales. The
interview lasts cleven to fiftcen minutes, is in five phascs, and includes activilics
that progressively extend the candidate and give him or her the opportunity to
fcad the discussion. After a short introductory phasc in which the interviewer
clicits basic personal information, Phase Two gives candidates the opportunity to
provide more extended speech about some familiar aspect of their own culture
or some familiar topic of general interest. Phase Three uses information gap
tasks to have the candidate clicit information and, perhaps, solve a problem.
Phase Four draws on a short curriculum vitac filled out by candidates before the
interview in order to have them speeulate ahout their future, cxpress attitudes
and intentions, and discuss in some detail their ficld of study and future plans.
There is a very short concluding phase entailing little more than the exchange of
good wishes and farewell. Assessment is by matching observed language
behaviour against a band scale containing nine bricf performance descriptions
from 1 (Non-Speaker) to 9 (Expert Speaker). Inlerviewers are native speakers.
trained ESL teachers who have undergone short formal training in administering
the Speaking test with an additional requirement to work through an interviewer
training package at regular intervals, All interviews are audio-recorded with a
10% ample being returned to Australia or Britain for monitoring of interview
quality and moderation of asscssments assigned.  This sub-test is of particular
interest from a test design point of view since it draws on the developments in
“dircei”, interview-bascd assessment of the last two decades but secks to control
the interview to maximize validity and reliability for large-scale administration
often in remote locations using minimally trained interviewers. Of particutar
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importance is the attempt made in the interview to surrender initiative from the
interviewer to the candidate (cspecially in Phase 3) because of the importance, in
English-speaking academic environments, of students’ being willing to ask
qucstions and seck information for themsclves.

Three of the modular tests assess reading and writing in ESP-EAP contexts
while the General Training module (to be discussed subscquently) assesses them
in general and training contexts. 1t was noted carlicr that these tests cach have
to be appropriate for candidates in a wide range of disciplines and for both those
cntering and those continuing their ficld. Conscquently, though rcading or
stimulus matcrials are chosen from within the broad discipline areas of the
target population of the module, ncutral rather than highly discipline-specific
texts are (o be used, which excludes such materials as is found in textbooks so
that item-writcrs arc required to choose "(scientific) magavines, books, acadcmic
papers and well-written newspaper articles (in a relevant field) written by
scicntists for the informed lay person and for scientists in other ficlds", Rcading
and writing arc integrated so that, as is integral to academic writing, at lcast onc
of the writing tasks draws on material in onc or more of the reading texts. The
difficulty level of the texts is to be within the target proficicney range (Bands 5 to
7) except that, where the Writing test draws on reading materials for input to the
writing task, the difficulty level should not exceed Band 5 so as 10 minimize the
chance of reading interfering with the candidate’s ability to demonstrate writing
proficiency. The reading tasks focus on tasks relevant to academic reading and
include, amongst others, identifying structure, content and procedures, following
instructions, finding main ideas, identifying underlying themes, cvaluating and
challenging evidence, reaching a conclusion. and drawing logical infcrences.
Though the reading test items have o be clerically markable, they make usc of a
varicty of item types including, inter alia, cloze-type proccdurcs, summary
completion, table completion, heading inscrtion, multiple choice, and
exhaustively specifiable open-ended questions.

The writing tasks arc as realistic as possible and require the sort of activily
that candidates will have to de on cntering and pursuing their courses, inctuding,
amongst others, organizing and presenting data, describing an objeet or event,
cxplaining how something works, presenting and justifying an opinion or
hypothesis, comparing and contrasling evidence, arguing a case, and cvaluating
and challenging cvidence, The assessment procedure for the Writing test is the
most complicated in the test battery and uses three different sub-scales for cach
of the two tasks in the Writing test. These have then to be converted to a single
band scale scorc. Whether this more analytic approach to asscssing writing
proficicncy is more global band scale or whether the increased complexity and
time demands of the scoring procedure mitigate any possible benefit from the
analytic approach has yet to be convincingly demonstrated by rescarch and this
will undoubtedly be onc of the urgent matters to be reconsidered by the
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International Editing Committee now that the test has been formally relcascd.
The approach to writing assessment used in the IELTS is to be discussed in a
workshop presentation clsewhere in the 1990 RELC Scminar.

The General Training test focuses on Bands 3 to 6 (rising through the test)
with, as already notced, a ceiling of Band 6 on scores that can be assigned. The
tasks are required to focus on those skills and functions relevant to survival in
English spcaking countrics and in training programmes including, amongst
others, following and responding to instructions, identifying content and main
ideas, retricving general factual information, and identifying the underlying
theme or concept. Texts should not be specific to a particular ficld, may be
journalistic, and should include types relevant to training contexts and survival in
English spcaking countries (eg, notices, posters, straightforward forms and
documents, institutional handbooks, and short ncwspaper articles). Some of the
possible item types in the reading test may include iaserting headings.
information transfer, multiple choice, short-answer questions with exhaustively
specifiable answers, and summary completion. 1n the Writing test, the skills and
functioas that may be tested include presenting data, giving instructions,
expressing needs and wants, expressing an opinion, providing genceral factual
information, and engaging in personal correspondence in a varicty of topics
relevant to training and survival in an English spcaking country.

Some examples of item types have been giver in discussing the form of the
sub-tests. Their choice is constrained by scveral factors that arc not always
compatible, including cconomy of administration and scoring and the need to
provide a realistic measure of the candidate’s practical proficicney. To reduce
costs, the tests are designed to be clerically. and hence essentially, objectively,
markable except for Speaking and Writing which arc assessed directly against
Band Scalcs by ESL tcachers trained and aceredited to assess. Some use of
multiple-choice questions remains though all items are contextualized and item-
writers arc required at all times to consider the realism of the task the candidate
is being asked to undertake. Item-writers are also required at all times to relate
texts, items and anticipated candidate responses to the Band Scales so as to
facilitate interpretation, to provide the required band scale focus, and (o ensure
an appropriate gradation through the test.

The proficicncy level of the test and its component parts is a critical issuc
determining its overall usefulness. It was important, in order for the test to mect
the varicty of necds it was intended to cover, that it bave a wide proficicney
range and provide a measure of proficicncy in all four macroskills. The General
component and General Training conscquently focus around Band 4 and the
threc academic sub-tests focus around Band 6 with the band scale spread shown
in Figurc 1 (without cxcluding the possibility in all sub-tests of information being
provided on candidates above or below these levels) but, in addition and as
alrcady indicated, the sections within cach sub-test are graduated to enable cach
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to cater for a wider range of candidates. In other words, though the IELTS is
designed to sclect candidates for academic courscs and training programmes, it
does not just adopt a threshold approach but is designed to make a statcment
about candidates’ proficiencies whatever their level might be.

It was indicated earlicr that it was a requirement on the project Tcam to
kcep the total length of the EELTS below three hours, The actual length of the
current form of the test is a maximum of 145 minutes made up of 30 minutcs for
the Listcning test, the Spcaking test is 11 to 15 minutes, and the Ms are 100
minutcs with 55 minutes for Reading and 45 for Writing.

IV THE INTERNATIONAL NATURE OF THE TEST:

The new test, as the name indicates, is the result of an international project
involving threc English-spcaking countrics with their own distinctive dialects and
culturcs. The test has to be scen to be an international test and to be
appropriate to ali candidates whatever their country of origin and target country,
This has signilicantly affected the operation of the development project and the
content of the test and is a continual factor in determining the permanent
management structurces and technical operations.

In development and administration, the IELTS has had to recognize the
respective roles and centributions of the participating countries (especially
Australia and Britain, the principal participants, and now the owners of the test),
to recognize and utilize the expettise in those countrics, and to be clearly the
result of the equal-status collaboration of the participating countrics. It has been
nceessary, therefore, to ensure major contributions to all phases of the project
from both Australia and Britain even though the development project was based
in Lancaster. Hence, the present writer was based in Lancaster for thirteen
months and Patrick Gritfin for six wecks, an Australian Working Party provided
additional support, and major contributions continucd from Australia
throughout 1989 after the present writer returned to Australia from Lancaster,
The permanent management, development and administration arrangements for
the test to be referred to below are also designed to ensure equal ownership and
involvement by both Australia and Britain. Indeed, in the untikely event that
cither country were to take action that would relegate the role of the other to a
morc subordinate position in management, development, monitoring, or
supporting rescarch, the international arrangements would probably ceasc and,
in Australia’s casc, a new Australian test acceptable to Australian institutions
and the large ELICOS market would have to be devised. There is no reason to
anticipate such an unsatisfactory event occurring since the project has proceeded
harmoniously and cffectively and the point is made here solely to stress the
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importance placed on the intcrnational nature of the test, its development, and
its on-going management. A nimber of factors arising from the intcrnationalism
of the test arc worthy of notc.

First, participating countrics have had to adjust their requirements for test
content to accommodate each other’s nceds. Thus, for instance, the non-
academic module in the former ELTS test has been changed to mecet Australian
ELICOS needs so that the IELTS Gencral Training module includes a lower
proficiency range, and focuses mainly around general proficicncy in reading and
writing.

Sccond, carc is taken to cnsurc that place names or anything else identified
with one country are balanced by fcatures identified with the other and
unnccessary references (o onc or the other country arc avoided so as to ensure
that nothing is done that could Icad the test to be associated with any onc of the
participating countrics or to bias the test towards candidates going or going back
to any of the countries.

Third, in language and culture, the test focuses on intcrnational English
rather than on British, Australian or Canadian English. On the cultural level, it
is reasonable to cxpect that candidates lcarning English will learn the general
culture that underlics the language and constitutes the mcaning system.
However, an international test must avoid country-specific assumptions based on
just one of the cultures involved. To do this, however, requires carcful editing by
testers from all participating countries since it is often impossible for a person,
however expert but locked in his or her own culture, ¢ven to recognize when
knowledge of certain aspects of his or her culture is assumed. On one occasion
during the writing of an carly item in a draft Listening test, for example, the
present writer, coming from Australia where mail is delivered once a day,
Monday to Friday, interpreted a question and marked a multiple choice answer
quite diffcrently from what was intended by the British writer who assumed that
mail was normally delivered once or twice a day, six days a week. In another
question in another sub-test, a person familiar with Australian culture would
have marked a different multiple-choice answer because of assumptions arising
from the fact that, in Australia, large numbers of sheep are trucked on road
trains and so a large flock could be "driven” from onc place to another whereas,
if they had been watked there (which the British test writer intended), the verb
uscd would have been “to drove”.

Fourth, the Specifications for all the sub-tests include a section on cultural
appropriacy which emphasizes the need for the test to be cqually appropriate for
students going to any of the parlticipating countries and the need to avoid
country-specific cultural knowledge and lexical and other items identificd with
any onc variety of English. The scction on cultural appropriacy also emphasizes
the need to avoid topics or materials that may offend on religious, political or
cultural grounds and to obscrve international guidelines for non-sexist language.
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VYV  MANAGEMENT AND ADMINISTRATION

As already indicated, the IELTS is available worldwide from British
Council offices, Australian Education Centres, offices of the International
Development Program of Australian Universitics and Colleges (IDP), and from
other places administered by the British Council or IDP where trained
administrators, interviewers and markers are available. ' Where both Australian
and British offices arc available, the centres are required to work cooperatively
rather than in competition. Both countrics arc responsible for the training of
administrators, interviewers and markers working to an agreed training schedule
and both countries will take responsibility for the monitaring and moderation of
interviewing and the rating of Speaking and Writing proficicncics. Both
countrics will also cooperate in other aspects of IELTS administration,
management, technical development, and related rescarch and the supporting
structures have beew established to ensure that this occurs.

The senior management body is the International Management Committee
with equal representation from Britain and Australia. The senior technical body
is the International Editing Committee which consists of the two (ic, Australian
and British) Chicf Examiners and a chairperson. The chairs of the IMC and
IEC are to alternate between Britain and Australia, with one being Australian
and the other British. In Britain, the test is owned by the British Council which
has contracted its management and the technical aspects of the on-going test
development to the University of Cambridge Local Examications Syndicate
while, in Australia, a consortium of institutions, called "IELTS Auslralia®, has
heen established with IDP holding half the shares. The item-writing is carried
out cqually in both countries by tcams of item-writers engaged for the purpose
with items being submitted 1o the national Chief Examiner and subsequently to
the International Editing Committee before formal trialling takes place. At least
onc parallel form of the test will be developed cach year though it is strongly to
be hoped that this number will rapidly increase in order 10 ¢nsure test security.

VI CONCLUSION

The International English Language Testing System is a test of some
considerable interest for several reasons. First, it will rupidly become (if it is not
alrcady) the principal test of English proficicney to be taken by students or
trainces going to Australia and Britain to study, train or learn English. Sccond,
this is probably the first time that a major test has been developed and
maintained in an international project of this sort, in which, in addition to
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technical cooperation, the project has sought and continues to seck to draw
cqually on the testing cxpertise available in the participating countrics, to foster
that experlise on a wide scale by the deliberate involvement of applicd linguists
across cach nation, and to develop a test compatible with the needs, dialects and
cultures of the participating countrics. Third, certain features of the test itself
arc of interest, not lcast the structured controls on the Speaking test and the
attempt to give candidates the opportunity to take initiative during the interview.
Fourth, there has been a deliberate attempt throughout the development process
to consider the washback effect of the test on English language teaching in other
countrics and o adopt test techniques that are more likely to have a favourable
influcnce on the teaching of English. Finally, the sheer magnitude of the project,
the large number of candidates that will be taking the test, and the need for
much on-going test monitoring and regencration will provide a considerable
stimulus to the development of language testing as a skilled activity in both
countrics. It is, for instance, not coincidental that the recently established
Languages Institute of Australia (a nationally funded centre for research and
information in applicd linguistics in Australia) includes within it two language
testing units established in two of the institutions most involved in Australia’s
coniribution to the development of the International English Language Testing
System.
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A COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS OF SIMULATED
AND DIRECT ORAL PROFICIENCY INTERVIEWS

Charles W. Stansficld

This articlc introduccs the reader to the simulated oral proficicncy
interview and discusscs the rescarch that has been conducted on it to datc.
Subscquently, it comparcs this typc of test with a facc-to-face interview in
respect Lo reliability, validity, and practicality. Finally, it offers some rcasons why
the simulated oral proficicncy interview is as good a measure of oral language
proficicney as the face-to-face interview and describes the situations in which it
may actually be preferable to the face-to-face format,

INTRODUCTION

The simulated oral proficicncy interview (SOPI) is a type of semi-dircet
speaking test that modcls, as closcly as is practical, the format of the oral
proficicncy intcrview (OQPI). The OPI is used by US Government ageacics
hclonging to the Interagency Language Roundtablc (ILR) and by the American
Council for the Tcaching of Forcign Language (ACTFL) to asscss gencral
spcaking proficicncy in a sccond language. The OPI, and thc scalc on which it is
scorcd, is the precursor of the Australian Sccond Language Proficicncy Rating
(ASLPR).

The measure | have called a SOPI (Stansficld, 1989) is a tape-recorded test
consisting of six parts. 1t begins with simplc personal background questions
poscd on the tape in a simulated initial cncounter with a native speaker of the
target language. During a bric{ pausc, the cxamince records a short answer to
cach question. Part one is analogous to the "warm-up" phasc of the OPL. The
remaining five parts arc designed to clicit language that is similar to that which
would be clicitcd during the level cheek and probe phascs of the OP1. Parts two,
three, and four cmploy pictures in a test booklet to cheek for the examince’s
ability to perform the various functions that characterize the Intermediate and
Advanced levels of the ACTFL proficiency guidclines, or levels onc and two of
the ILR skill level descriptions. Thus, the cxamince is asked to give dircctions to
someonc using a map, to describe a particular place bascd on drawing, and to
narralc a scquence of cvents in the present, past, and futurc using drawings in
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the test booklet as a guide. Parts five and six of the SOPI require examinees to
tailor their discourse strategics to selected topics and real-lifc situations. These
parts asscss the cxamince’s ability to handle the functions and content that
characterize the Advanced and Superior levels of the ACTFL guidclines, or
levels two through four of the ILR skill level descriptions. Like the OPI, the
SOPI can end with a wind-down. This is usually one or morc easy questions
designed to put the examince at casc and to facilitate the ending of the
examination in as natural a manner as possible.

Alter the test is completed, the tape is scored by a trained rater using the
ACTFL/ILR scale. The scorc an examinee carns may range from the Novice
level to High Superior (See Figure 1). The Novice level is cquivalent to level 0
or 0+ on the ILR scale, while High Superior is cquivalent (o a rating of between
3+ and 5 on the ILR scalc.

RESEARCH AND DEVELOPMENT INVOLVING THE SOPI

In five studies involving different test development tcams and different
languages, the SOPI has shown itsclf to be a valid and reliable surrogate of the
OPI. Clark and Li (1986) developed the first SOPI, although they did not label it
as such, in an cffort to improve on the Recorded Oral Proficicney Interview, or
ROPE test, which was a semi-direct version of the OPI containing instructions
and questions entirely in the target language (Lowc and Clifford, 1988). Clark
and Li developed four forms of a ROPE-like test of Chinese, with instructions
and scenarios in English, and then administered the four forms and an OPI to 32
students of Chincse at two universities. Each test was seored by two raters and
the scores on the two types of test were statistically compared. The results
showed the correlation between the SOPI and the OPI to be .93.

Shortly after arriving at the Center for Applicd Linguistics (CAL) in 1986, 1
read Clark’s report on this project and realized that these favorable results
merited replication by other rescarchers in situations involving other test
developers and learners of other languages. As a result, I applicd for a grant
from the US Department of Education to develop similar tests in four other
languages. Fortunately, the grant was funded, and in August 1987 I began the
development of a similar semi-direct interview test of Portuguese, called the
Portuguese Speaking Test (Stansficld, et al., 1990).

Three forms of this test and an OPI were administered to 30 adult learners
of Portugucse at four institutions. Each test was also scored by two raters. In
this study a correlation of .93 between the two types of test was also found. In
addition, the SOPI showed itself to be slightly more reliable than the OPI, and
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raters reported that the SOPI was casier to rate, since the format of the test did
not vary with cach examince.

During 1988 and 1989, I dirccted the development of tests in Hebrew,
Hausa, and Indonesian. The Hebrew SOPI, or Hebrew Speaking Test (HeST)
as we call it, was developed in close collaboration with Elana Shohamy and her
associates at the University of Tel Aviv (Shohamy ct al., 1989). In order to
accommodate the different scttings where the language is studicd and uscd, two
forms of the test were developed for usc in Hebrew language schools for
immigrants to Israel, and two forms werc developed for usc in North Amecrica.
The first two forms were administered to 20 forcign students at the University of
Tel Aviv and the other two forms were administercd to 10 students at Brandcis
University and 10 students at the University of Massachusctts at Amhcrst. Each
group also received an OPI. The corrclation between the OPI and this SOPI for
the Isracli version was .89, while the corrclation for the U § version was .94,
Paralicl-form and interrater reliability were also very high. The average
interrater reliability was .94 and parallcl form rcliability was .95. When
cxaminecs’ responscs on different forms were scored by different raters, the
reliability was .92.

Recently, Dorry Kenyon (my associate at CAL) and I reported on the
development and validation of SOPIs in Indoncsian and Hausa {Stansficld and
Kcenyon, 1989). The development of the Indonesian Speaking Test (IST) posed
spccial problems. Indonesian is onc of thosc languages where the context of the
speech situation scems to be cspecially important. Becausc of this, we strived to
contextualize the test items to an cven greater degree than had been doac for
other languages. In order to do this, we specificd the age, sex, and position or
rclationship of the supposed interlocutor for the examince. During trialing, we
noticed that cxaminces tended to assign a name to the person they were
speaking with. As a result, we gave each interlocutor, as approprialc, a name on
the operational forms. To validate the test, 16 adult lcarncrs of Indoncsian were
administered two forms of the IST and an OPI. The corrclation wi'h the OPI
was .95. Reliability was also high, with interrater reliability averaging 97, and
parallcl-form reliability averaging .93 for the two raters. When different forms
and diffcrent raters were uscd, the reliabilily was also .93,

The development of two forms of the Hausa Speaking Test also posed
special problems. Here, it was nccessary to develop a version for male
cxaminces and a version for female examinecs, because the pronoun “you®
carrics gender in Hausa as it docs in Hebrew. Because no ACTFL or ILR-
certificd interviewer /raters were available for Hausa, it was not possible to
administer an QPI to the 13 subjects who took the Hausa Speaking Test.

However, two speakers of Hausa as a second language who had received
familiarization training in English with thc ACTFL/ILR scalc, subscquently
scorcd the Hausa test tapes on that scale. The raters showed high interrater
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rcliability (.91) in scoring the test and indicated that they belicved it elicited an
adcquatc sample of language from which to assign a rating.

COMPARATIVE CHARACTERISTICS OF THE SOPI AND THE OP1

A comparison of the two types of test demonstrates that the SOPI can offer
2 number of advantages over the OPI with respect to the fundamental
psvchometric characteristics of reliability, validity and practicality.

Reliability. The SOPI has shown itself to be at least as rcliabic and sometimes
more rcliable than the OPL. During the development of the Chinese Speaking
Test (Clark and Li, 1986) thc OPI showed an interrater reliability of .92, while
the four forms of the SOPI showed an interrater reliability of .93. On the
Portugucse SOPI that 1 developed, the interrater reliability for three forms
varicd from .93 to .98, while the reliability of the OPI was .94. In addition, some
raters reported that it was sometimes easier to recach a decision regarding the
appropriatc score for an cxaminec who was taking the SOPI than for an
examince who was taking the OPI. This is becausc thec OPI requires that each
cxamince be given a unique interview, whereas the format and questions on an
SOPI arc invariant. Under such circumstances, it is often casicr to arrive at a
decision on the score. The situation is similar to scoring a batch of cssays on the
samec topic versus scoring cssays on different topics. The usc of identical
questions for cach cxaminee facilitates the rater’s task. 1should be careful to
point out that although the rater’s task is made casicr by the use of identical
questions, competent raters arc able to apply the scale reliably when different
questions arc uscd. Thus, the use of a common test for all examinces docs not
guarantce an improvement in reliability over the face-to-face interview.

The length of the speech sample may also facilitate a decision on a rating,
The OPI typically takes about 20 minutcs to administer and produces about 15
minutes of examince specch. The SOPI takes 45 minutes to administer and
produces 20-23 minutes of examince specech. Thus, there is a greater sample of
performance for the rater to consider on the SOPI and this sample may make
distinctions in proficicncy more salicnt.

Another advantage is found in the recording of the test for later scoring. In
the OPI, the same interviewer Lypically rates and scores the test. Yet this
intcrviewer may not be the most rcliable or accurate rater. In the SOPI, onc can
have the tape scored by the most reliable rater, cven if this rater lives in a
diffcrent city or region of the country.
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Validity. Many factors can affect the validity of a measure of oral proficiency.

The consideration of several factors explains why the SOPI may be as valid as
the OPIL.

The SOPI usually produces a longer sample of examinee spcech. When this
is the case, the more extensive sample may give it greater content validity.

In an OPI, the validity of the speech sample clicited is in large part
determined by the skill of the interviewer. If the interviewer docs not adequately
challenge the examinec by posing demanding questions, the cxamince will not be
given a chance to demonstrate his or her language skills. If the interviewer
consistently asks questions that arc too demanding for the examince, then the
examinee’s language skills may appear to be consistently faulty on all tasks, with
the result that a lower score may be assigned than is warranted. Similarly, the
interviewer may miss opportunitics to question the examince about topics that
are of personal interest or within his or her range of awarcness. Or, the
interviewer and the interviewee may have very little in common. Finally, if the
interview is too short, it will not adequately sample the language skills of the
interviewee. All of these factors can affect the validity of the OPL.

Although interviewers can vary considerably in their interviewing
techniques, the SOPI offers the same quality of iniciview to cach cxamince.
Parallel forms of the SOPI can be developed with great care over a period of
time, so as to cnsure that they arc comparable in quality and difficulty. The
parallel forms developed thus far have shown nearly identical corrclations with
OPIs administered by highly trained interviewers. Thus, different forms of the
SOPI, unlike different interviewers, appear to be cqual in validity, cven when
rated by different raters.

Many second language educators feel that the face-to-facc OPI is the most
valid test available. Thus, it is appropriate to consider the effects of the SOPI's
semi-direct format on its validity as a measurc of gencral oral language
proficiency. One point of comparison is the naturalness with which topics are
switched during the test. Within the context of the SOPI, the topic changes with
cach question in Parts II through VI, for a total of approximatcly 15 transitions,
depending on the language of the test. Yet because of the test-like format of a
semi-direct measure, the change in topic seems perfectly natural to the
examince. In the OPI, the examincr must change the topic on a number of
occasions in order to provide adequate sampling of the content. This switching
of topic, if done too abruptly, can scem awkward and disconcerting to the
interviewee. This is not the case when the topic is switched naturally, but such
natural changes in topic of the conversation can only be brought about a limited
number of times (4-8) within the span of a 20 minute conversation. As a result,
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the SOPI makes possible a greater number of topical transitions, which
contribute to greater content sampling on the part of the SOPI.

Another point of comparison between the two test formats is the role play
situation. Usually, the OPI includes two role plays. Thesc are usually presented
to the interviewee on a situation card, written in English. The interviewee reads
the card to the interviewer and then both interlocutors play the roles prescribed
onthe card. Although somewhat artificial, these situations are incorporated into
the interview because they provide useful diagnostic information on the strengths
and weaknesses of the interviewee.  Yet only two situations are included in the
OPL. The SOPI includes five situations in Part VI, thereby providing a greater
amount of diagnostic information than thc OPI.

Since speaking into a tape recorder is admittedly a less natural situation
than talking to someonc dircctly, it is possible that the SOPI format will cause
unduc stress. However, feedback from examinces has not indicated that this is
the case. While most cxaminecs prefer the face-to-face interview, because of the
human contact it provides, about a quarter of the examinces cither have no
preference or actually prefer to speak into a tape recorder. The latter group
claim they feel less nervous than when forced to converse face-to-face with an
unfamiliar and highly competent speaker of the target language.

Onc may also examine the test situation itself as a source of unnaturalness.
In the OPI the examince speaks directly to a human being. However, the
examincee is fully aware that he or she is being tested, which automatically
creates unnatural circumstances. As van Lier (1989) has noted, in the OPI the
aim is to have a successful interview, not a successful conversation. Thus, cven
the OFI is not analogous to a real conversation. The SOPI, on the other hand,
would secm even less natural, since it is neither a conversation nor an interview.
In short, ncither format produces a "natural” or "real-life" conversation.

As mentioned above, the interview usually contains two role plays that arc
described to the cxamince on situation cards printed in English. During this
portion of the interview, the exam!nee is fully aware that the examiner is not a
wailcr, a hotel clerk, a barber, a cab driver, or the next door ncighbor. Yet the
examince has to engage in spontancous acting with the interviewer in order to
succeed. The situational portion of the SOPI may be actually morce natural than
in the OPI, since the examince is free to imagine that he or she is talking to the
pcople described in the situation prompt.

In the SOPI format, the aim of the interviewee is to perform as well as
possible on the test. Unnaturalness scems to be a natural part of the test
situation. Tests themsclves arc unnatural samples of examince performance.
This is a fundamental rcason why the validity of test scores is always an
important issuc. Tests, whether direct, semi-direct, or indircet, arc mere
indicators of the true underlying ability they claim 1o measure. Yet tests can be
valid mcasures of this ability, whether they are natural in format or not.
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Further examination of the naturc of the OPI gives critical clucs as to why
the SOPI corrclates so highly with it, cven when the OPI is conducted by
experienced, cxpert interviewers. The cxplanation probably lics in the
limitations of the OPI itsclf. Since the SOPI does not measurc interactive
language, and the two tests measure the same construct, then the examinee’s
skill in verbal interaction must not play a sigaificant rolc on the OPI.
Consideration of the relationship between interviewer and intervicwee on the
OPI suggests this is indeed the case. The interviewer typically asks all the
questions and maintains formal control over the direction of the conversation.
The interviewee plays the subservient role, answering questions and responding
to prompts initiated by the interviewer with as much information as possible. He
or she has littlc if any cpportunity to ask questions, to make requcsts,
exclamations or invitations. Nor does the interviewee have the opportunity to
demonstrate sociolinguistic competence in a varicty of situations, such as when
speaking to merm'.cr of the opposite sex, older and younger persons, or
individuals of higher or lower status. The interviewer is trained to maintain a
sccondary profile, and to not engage in back-and-forth discussion or exchange
with the cxamince. Both partics understand that it is the cxamince’s
responsibility to perform. Little true interaction takes place.

The lack of authentic interaction in the OPI prompted van Licr (1989) to
state: "Since it is so difficult to attain conversation in the formal context of an
OPI and sincc we have not developed sufficicnt understanding of what makes
conversation successful in order to corduct reliable and valid ratings, it would be
casicr for all concerned if we could dispense with conversation as the vehicle for
evaluation” (p. 501). 1 do not propose dispensing with the OPI. However, given
the lack of truc intcraction in the OPI, it is not surprising that the SOPI and the
OPI corrclate so well.

It should be noted that there may be circumstances where interactive skills
or pragmatic or sociolinguistic competence nced to be measured. In such
circumstances, the OPI would appear to be potentiaily more uscful. However, in
order to do this one would have to modify the OPI to focus on these abilitics.
One would also have to modify the scale, so that it would refiect the examinee’s
intcractive ability. Or, perhaps it would be more appropriate to assign a
scparatce rating for intcraction.

Perhaps a greater urderstanding of the two test types can be gleaned from
qualitative research into cxaminces’ performance on them. If a content analysis
or discourse analysis of examince speech indicated that cither format clicits a
wider spectrum of language skills, then additional content validity would accrue
to that format. Similarly, if the two test types seem to clicit language that is
qualitatively different, then it would be helpful to know this as well. Currently,
we have available tapes containing examinec responses under both formats.
Elana Shohamy and her associates are currently planning a qualitative study of
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the Hebrew tapes. We are willing to make the tapes in Chinese, Portugucse,
Hausa and indonesian available to other scrious rescarchers. The results of such
studics have the potential to contribute greatly to our understanding of the
validity of cach type of test.

Practicality. The SOPI offers a number ~f practical advantages over the OPL.
The OPI must be administered by a trained interviewer, whercas any teacher,
aide, or language lab tcchnician can administer the SOPI. This may be
especially useful in locations where a trained interviewer is not avaiiable. In the
US, this is often the case in languages that are not commonly taught, which are
thosc for which I have developed SOPI tests thus far.

Another advantage is that the SOPI can be simultancously administered to
a group of examinccs by a single administrator, whereas the OPI must be
individually administered. Thus, the SOPI is clcarly preferable in situations
where many cxaminces need to be tested within a short span of time.

The SOPI is sometimes less costly than the OPL. If a trained interviewer is
not availabie locally, onc will have to be brought to the examinces from a
distance, which can result in considerable expenditure in terms of the cost of
travel and the interviewer’s time. The fact that the SOPI makes it possible to
administer the test simultaneously to groups obviates the need for sveral
intervicwers who would interview a number of examinees within a short period
of time.

CONCLUSION

An cxamination of the SOPI rescarch, which has been carried out on
diffcreat examinces, and on tests of different languages produced by different
test development teams, shows that the SOPI correlates so highly with the OPI
that is scems safe to say that both mecasures test the same abilitics. The SOPI
has also shown itsclf to be at Icast as reliable as the OPI, and in some cases more
so. Thus, it scems safc to conclude that it is as good as an OPI in many
situations. Furthermore, a comparison of the advantages of each has shown that
the SOPI can offer certain practical and psychometric advantages over the OPL
Thus, it may be uscful to consider the circumstances that should motivate the
sclection of one format or the other.

Since the tasks on the SOPI arc ones that can only be cffectively handled by
responding in sentences and connccied discourse, the SOPI is not appropriate
for lcarners below the level of Intermediate Low on the ACTFL scale or level 1
on the ILR scale, since cxaminces whose proficicncy is below this level use words
and mcmorized phrases, not sentences, to communicate. Similarly, the
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standardized, semi-dircct format of the test docs not permit the extensive
probing that may bc nccessary to distinguish between the highest levels of
proficiency on the ILR scale, such as levels 4, 4+, and 5.

The purpose of testing may also play a role in the selection of the
appropriate fornat. If the test is to have very important conscquences, it may be
preferable to administer a SOPI, since it provides control over rcliability and
validity of the score. Such would scem to be the case when language proficicncy
will be used to determine whether or not applicants arc qualificd for
employment. Examples of such important uses arc the certification of forcign
trained medical personnel and the certification of foreign language and bilingual
education teachers. (The Texas Education Agency, which is the coordinating
agency for public schools in the state of Texas, agrees with me on this point.
Recently, it awarded CAL a contract to develop SOPI tests in Spanish and
French for teacher certification purposes in Texas).

When conducting rescarch on language gains or language attrition, usc of
the SOPI would permit one to record the responses of an examince at different
points in time, such as at six months intervals. These responses could then be
analyzed in order to determine their complexity. In this way, the SOPI would
serve a valid measure of gencral language competence, while allowing the
rescarcher to completely standardize the test administration. Many other
rescarch situations requiring a valid and reliable measure of general oral
language proficiency, would also scem to call for the SOPL

When scores will not be used for important purposes, and a competent
intcrviewer is available, it would scem preferable to administer an OPL. Such is
often the case with placcment within an instructional program. in such a
situation, an crror in placcment can be casily corrected. Similarly, an OPI
administered by a competent interviewer may be preferable for program
evaluation purposes because of the qualitative information it can provide and
because the score will not have important repercussions for the examince.
Ultimately, the type of test chosen will depend on the purposc for testing, and on
practical considerations.

It may appcar that I am suggesting that the OPI is not a valid and rcliable
test. This is not the casc. I continue to view the OPI as potentially being the
more valid and rcliable measure when carefully administered by a skilled
interviewer and rated by an accurate rater. I also recognize that the OPI can
asscss a broader range of examince abilitics that can the SOPL. The central
point I have made here is that when quality control is essential, and when it can
not be assurcd for all examinces using the OPI, then the SOPI may be
preferable, given the high degree of quality control it offers. When quality
control can be assured, or when it is not a major concern, or when assessment at
very low and very high ability levels is required, or when practical considerations
do not dictate test type, then the OPI may be preferable.

2.




REFERENCES

Clark, J. L. D. (1979). Direct vs. semi-direct tests of speaking ability. InE.J
Briere and F. B. Hinofotis (Eds.), Concepts in Language Testing: Some Recent

Studies (pp. 35-49). Washington, DC: Teachers of English to Speakers of
Other Languages.

Clark,J. L. D. and Lj, Y. (1986). Development, Validation, and Dissemination of
a Proficiency-Based Test of Speaking Ability in Chinese and an Associated
Assessment Model for Other Less Commonly Taught Languages. Washington,

DC: Center for Applied Linguistics. (ERIC Document Reproduction Service
No. ED 278 264).

Clark, J. L. D and Swinton, S. S. (1979). Exploration of Speaking Proficiency
Measures in the TOEFL Context (TOEFL Research Report 4). Princeton, NJ:
Educational Testing Service.

Lowe, P. and Clifford, R. T. (1980). Developing an Indircct Measure of Overall
Oral Proficiency. In, J. R. Frith, Editor, Mecasuring Spoken Language
Proficiency. Washington, DC: Georgetown University Press.

Shohamy. E., Gordon, C., Kenyon, D. M., and Stansficld, C. W. (1989). The
Dcvelopment and Validation of a Semi-Direct Test for Assessing Oral
proficiency in Hebrew. Bulletin of Hebrew Higher Education, 4(1), pp. 4-9.

Stansficld, C. W. (1989). Simulated Oral Proficiency Interviews. ERIC Digest.
Washington, DC: ERIC Clearinghouse on Languages and Linguistics.

Stansficld, C. W and Kenyon, D. M. (1988). Development of the Portuguese
Speaking Test. Washington, DC: Center for Applied Linguistics. (ERIC
Daocument Reproduction Service No. ED 296 586).

Stansficld, C. W and Kenyon, D. M. (1989). Development of the Hausa, Hebrew,
and Indonesian Speaking Tests. Washington, DC: Center for Applied
Linguistics. (ERIC Document Reproduction Service, Forthcoming).

Stansficld, C. W, Kenyon, D. M, Paiva, R, Doyle, F., Ulsh, 1., and Cowles, M. A.
(1990). The Development and Validation of the Portuguese Speaking Test.
Hispania, 73(3), 641-651.

Van Licr, L. (1989). Reeling, Writing Drawling, Stretching, and Fainting in Coils:
Oral Proficiency Interviews as Conversation. TESOL Quarterly, 23(3), 489-508.

'y ]
<<y 208

ERIC

PAFullToxt Provided by ERIC




Q

ERIC

PAFullToxt Provided by ERIC

Furgure 1.

NOVICE

INTERMEDIATE

{nicrmediaic Low

intcemediaie Mid

Intermediate High

Advanced-Plus

SUPERIOR

High-Supenor

The Noviee lovel 15 characicrized by the ability to communicate mmnimally with
lcamed malcnal The PST 1s designed for examinees who cxceed this lavel Any

examince not achicaing the minimum ability (0 be rated at the inicrmediate jevet
will receive thus raung.

The Inicrmediaie fevel s char.cienzed by the speaker’s ability 1o

create wath the language by combining and recombining icamed clements, thaugh
pnmanly 1n a reactive mode.

trwaie, minimallysustzin, and closc 1 a simplc way basic commumanive tasks, and
ask and answer Questions.

Able 10 handle sucoesslully a himited number of nteractive, task-onienied and social
siuations Misunderstandings (requenily anse, but wath repenition. the lntermedistc
Low spealer can gencrally be understiood by sympatheuc interloculors.

Able (0 handle successlully a vancry of vncomphicated, basic and communicaline
tasks and socral sttuations. Although misundersandings sullanse. the Intermediaie
Mid speaker can generally be undersiood by sympatbetec tnierfocutors

Able (o handlc sucocsslully most uncomplicated communicateve tasks and socal
siuanions. The Intcrmedatc-High speaker can geacrally bc undersiovd oven b
1R1erlocutors not accusiomed 10 dealing wath speakers at thus level. but repennion
may suil be required.

The Advanced level ts charactenzed by (he speaker’s ability (o

converse 10 a clearly participatory fashion - initate. sustain, and bring to closure 2
wade vanety of communicatrve tasks. including those that requirc an increased abilny
10 convey meaning with diverse Language strategics duc (0 a complicauon or an
unforescen turm of cvents;

sausfy the requirements of school and work situations. and

narratc and descnibe with paragraph-leagth connected discourse.

[n addition to demonstrating those skifls characieristic of the Advanced level. the
Advanoed Plus level speaker o able (o bandlc a broad variety of everyday, school.
and worl suuanions. These is emerging evidence of abiluy to support opinsons,
exptait 1n detal, and hypotesuze. The Adva~  d-Plus spealer oficn shows
remarbable flucncy and case of speech but undes e demands of Superior-icnel,
complex tasks, Lainguage may break down or prove inadequate.

The Superior fovel 18 characterizod by the speaice’s ability to:

panicipate clfcctively and waih case in most formal and informal conversations on
pracucal, socal, profesional, and abstract topics; and

support opinwons and hypothesize using mative-like discourse strasegies.

Tws raung. which is mot part of the ACTFL saale, is used in PST sconing for
cxaminees who clearly exeeed the requircmeats for a rating of Supenor A rating
of High-Supcnior corresponds to a rating of 3+ to 5 on the scale used by the
Interageacy Laoguage Rouadublc of the U.S. Goverament. The PST s not designed
(0 cvaluate examinces above the ACTFL Supcerior tevel.

BEST COPY AVAILABLE
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SOUTHEAST ASIAN
LANGUAGES PROFICIENCY EXAMINATIONS

James Dean Brown
H. Gary Cook
Charles Lockhart
Teresita Ramos

ABSTRACT

This paper reports on the design, administration, revision and validation of
the Southeast Asian Summer Studics Institute (SEASSI) Proficicncey
Examinations. The goal was to develop parallel language proficiency
cxaminations in cach of five languages taught in the SEASSI: Indoncsian,
Khmer, Tagalog, Thai and Victnamese. Four tests were developed for each of
thesc languages: multiple-choice listening, interview, dictation and cloze test.
To maximize the relationships among these examinations and the associated
curricula, the interview and listening tests were cach designed to assess all of the
levels of language ability which are described in the ACTFL Proficiency
Guidelines from "novice” to "advanced-plus.”

This study (N = 218) cxplored the score distributions for each test on the
proficicncy batterics for cach language, as well as differences between the
distributions for the pilot (1989) and revised (1989) versions. The relative
reliability estimates of the pilot and revised versions were also compared as were
the various relationships among tests across languages.

The results are discussed in terms of the degree to which the scores on the
strategics here arc generalizable to test development projects for other
Southcast Asian languages.

Each ycar since 1984, @ Southeast Asian Summer Studies Institute
(SEASSI) has been held on some university campus in the United States. As the
name implics, the purposc of SEASSI is to provide instruction in the "lesser
taught" languages from Southcast Asia. In 1988, SEASSI came to the university
of Hawaii at Manoa for two consccutive summers. Since we found ourselves
with scveral language testing specialists, a strong Indo-Pacific Language
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department, and two consecutive years to work, we were in a unique position to
develop overall proficiency tests for a number of the languages taught in SEASSI
-- tests that could then be passed on to future SEASSIs.

The central purpose of this paper is to describe the design, production,
administration, piloting, revision and validation of thcse Southcast Asian
Summer Studics Institute Proficiency Examinations (SEASSI). From the outset,
the goal of this project was to develop overall language proficiency cxaminations
in cach of five languages taught in the SEASSI: Indoncsia, Khmer, Tagalog,
Thai and Victnamesc. The ultimatc objectives of these tests was to asscss the
grammatical and communicative ability of students studying thesc languages in
order to gauge their overall proficiency in the languages. It was decided carly
that the tests should be designed to measure all of the levels of language ability
which are described in the ACTFL Proficiency Guidelines from "novice” to
"advanced-plus” for speaking and listening (sec Appendix A from ACTFL 1986,
Liskin-Gasparro 1982, and/or ILR 1982). Though the ACTFL guidelines arc
somewhat controversial (cg. see Savignon 1985; Bachman and Savignon 1986),
they provided a relatively simple paradigm within which we could develop and
describe these tests in terms familiar to all of the tcachers involved in the
project, as well as to any language tcachers who might be required to usc the
tests in the future.

The central research questions investigated in this were as follows

(1) How are the scorcs distributed for cach test of the proficicncy
battery for cach language, and how do the distributions differ
between the pilot (1989) and revised (1989) versions?

To what degree are the tests reliable? How does the reliability differ
between the pilot and revised versions?

To what degree are the tests intercorrelated? How do these
correlation cocfficients differ between the pilot and revised versions?

To what degree arc the tests parallel across languages?

To what degree arc the tests valid for purposes of testing overall
proficiency in these languages?

To what degree arc the strategies described here generalizable to
test development projects for other languages?
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METHOD

A test development project like this has many facets. In order to facilitate
the description and explanation of the project, this METHOD scction will be
organized into a description of the subject used for norming the tests, a section
on the materials involved in the testing, an explanation of the procedures of the
statistical procedures used to analyze, improve and reanalyze the tests.

Subject

A total of 228 students were involved in this project: 101 in the pilot stage
of this project and 117 in the validation stage.

The 101 students involved in the pilot stage were all students in the SEASSI
program during thc summer of 1989 at the University of Hawaii at Manoa. They
were cnrolled in the first year (45.5%), sccond year (32.7%) and third year
(21.8%) language courses in Indonesian (n = 26), Khmer (n = 21), Tagalog (n
= 14) Thai (n = 17) and Victnamesc (n = 23). There were 48 females (47.5%)
and 53 Malss (52.5%). The vast majority of these students were native speakers
of English (80.7%), though therc were speakers of other languages who
participated (19.3%).

The 117 students involved in the validation stage of this test development
project were all students in the SEASSI program during summer 1989. They
were enrolled in the first year (48.7%), sccond year (41.0%) and third year
(10.3%) language courses in Indoncesian (n = 54), Khmer (n = 18), Tagalog (n
= 10) Thai (n = 23) and Victnamese (n = 12). Therc were 57 females (48.7%)
and 60 males (51.3%).

In general, all of the groups in this study were intact classes. To some
degree, the participation of the students depended on the cooperation of their
tcachers. Since that cooperation was not universal, the samples in this project
can only be viewed as typical of volunteer groups drawn from a summer
intensive language study situation like that in SEASSI.

Materials

There were two test batterics employed in this project. The test of focus
was the SEASSIPE. However, the Modern Language Aptitude Test (MLAT),
developed by Carroll and Sapon (1959), was also administered. Each will be
described in turn.

Description of the SEASSIPE. Thc SEASSIPE battery for cach language
presently consisted of four tests : multiple-choice listening, oral interview
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procedure, dictation and cloze test. In order to make the tests as comparable as
possible across the five languages, they were all developed first in an English
prototype version. The English version was then translated into the target
language with an emphasis on truly translating the material into that language
such that the result would be natural Indonesian, Khmer, Tagalog, Thai or
Vietnamese. The multiple-choice kistening test presented the students with aural
statements or questions in the target language, and they were then asked what
they would say (given four responses to choosc from). The pilot versions of the
test all contained 36 items, which were developed in 1988 on the basis of the
ACTFL guidclines for listening (sec APPENDIX A). The tests were then
administered in the 1988 SEASSI. During 1989, the items were revised using
distractor efficiency analysis, and six items were climinated on the basis of
overall item statistics. Thus the revised versions of the listening test all
contained a total of 30 items.

The oral interview procedure was designed such that the interviewer would
ask students questions at various levels of difficulty in the target language (based
on the ACTFL spcaking and listening guidelines in APPENDIX A). The
students were required to respond in the target language. In the pilot version of
the test, the responses of the students were rated on a 0-108 scale. On each of
36 questions, this scale had 0 to 3 points (one cach for three categories:
accuracy, fluency, and meaning). On the revised version of the interview, 12
questions were climinated. Hence on the revised version, the students were
rated on a 0-72 scale including onc point cach for accuracy, fluency and meaning
based on a total of 24 intervicw questions.

The dictation consisted of an cighty word passage in the target language.
The original English prototype was of approximately 7th grade rcading level
(using the Fry 1976 scalc). The passage was rcad three times (once at normal
ratc of speech, then again with pauses at the end of logical phrascs, and finally,
again at normal ratc). Each word that was morphologically correct was scored
as a right answer. Because these dictations appeared to be working reasonably
well, only very minor changes were made between the pilot and revised versions
of this test.

The cloze test was based on an English prototype of 450 words at about the
7th grade reading level (again using the Fry 1976 scale). The cloze passage was
created in the target language by transiating the English passage and deleting
every 13th word for a total of 30 blanks. The pilot and revised versions of this
test cach had the samc number of items. However, blanks that proved
incffective statistically or linguistically in the pilot versions were changed to morc
promising positions in the revised tests (sce Brown 1988b for more on cloze test
improvement strategics).

As mentioned above, these four tests were developed for cach of five
languages taught in the SEASSI. To the degree that it was possible, they were
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made parallel across languages. The goal was that scores should be comparable
across languages so that, for instance, a score of 50 on the interview procedure
for Tagalog would be approximately the same as a score of 50 on the Thai test.
To investigate the degree to which the tests were approximately equivalent
across languages, the Modem Language Aptitude Test was also administered at
the begioning of the instruction so that the results could be used to control for
initial differences in language aptitude among the language groups.

All of the results of the SEASSI Proficiency Educations were considered
experimental. Hence the results of the pilot project were used primarily to
improve the tests and administration proccdures in a revised version of cach test.
The scores were reported to the teachers to help in instructing and grading the
students. However, the tcachers were not required, in any way, to use the
results, and the results were NOT used to judge the effectiveness of instruction.
Teachers’ input was solicited and used at all points in the test development
process.

Description of the MLAT. The short version of the MLAT was also
administered in this study. Only the last three of the five tests were administered
as prescribed for the short version by the original authors. These three tests are
entitled speliing clues, words in sentences and paired associaltes.

The MLAT was included to control for differences in language learning
aptitude across the five language groups and thercby help in investigating the
equivalency of the tests acrossganguages. The MLAT is a well-known language
aptitude test. It was designed to predict performance in foreign language
classroom. In this study, the results were kept confidential and did not affect the
students’ grades in any way. The scores and national percentile ranking werc
reported individually to the students with the caution that such scores represent
only one type of information about their aptitude for lcarning foreign languages.
It was made clear that the MLAT does not measure achievement in a specific
language. The group scorcs, coded under anonymous student numbers, were
only used to make general observations and to calculate some of the statistical
analyses reported below.

Procedures

The overall plan for this project proceeded on schedule in four main stages and a
number of smaller steps.

Stage one: Design. The tests were designed during June 1988 at the

University of Hawaii at Manoa by J D Brown, Charles Lockhart and Teresita
Ramos with the cooperation of teachers of the five languages involved (both in
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the Indo-Pacific Languages department and in SEASSI). J D Brown and C
Lockhart were responsible for producing a prototypes into each of the five
languages. J D Brown took primary responsibility for overall test design,
administration and analysis.

Stage two: Production. The actual production of the tapes, booklets, answer
sheets, scoring protocols and proctor instructions took place during the last week
of July 1988 and the tests were actually administered in SEASSI classes on
August 5, 1988. This stage was the responsibility of T. Ramos with the help of C.
Lockhart.

Stage three: Validation. The on-going validation process involved the
collection and organization of the August Sth data, as well as teacher ratings of
the students’ proficiency on the interview. Itcm analysis, descriptive statistics,
correlational analysis and feedback from the teachers and students were all used
to revise the four tests with the goal of improving them in terms of central
tendency,dispersion, reliability and validity. The actual revisions and production
of new versions of the tests took place during the spring and summer of 1989.
This stage was primarily the responsibility of J D Brown with the help and
cooperation of H Gary Cook, T Ramoa and the SEASSI teachers.

Stage four: Final Product. Revised versions of these tests were administered
again in the 1989 SEASSI. This was primarily the job of H G Cook. A test
manual was also produced (Brown, Cook, LocKhart and Ramos, unpublished
ms). Bascd on the students’ SEASSI performances and MLAT scores from both

the 1988 and 1989 SEASSI, the manual provides directions for administcring the
tests, as well as discussion of the test development and norming procedurcs. The
discussion focuses on the valuc of these new measures as indirect tests of
ACTFL proficiency levels. The manual was developed foltowing the standards
sct by AERA, APA and NCME in Standards for Educational and Psychological
Testing (sce APA 1985). The production of all tests, answer keys, audio tapces,
answer sheeds, manuals and reports was the primary responsibility of J D Brown.

Anaglyses

The analyses for this study were conducted using the QuattroPro
spreadsheet program (Borland 1989), as well as the ABSTAT (Bell-Anderson
1989), and SYSTAT (Wilkinson, 1988) statistical program. Thesc analyses fall
into four categories: descriptive statistics, reliability statistics, corrclational
analyses, and analysis of covariance.

Because of thc number of tests involved when we analyzed four tests each
in two versions (1988 pilot version and 1989 revised version) for cach of five
languages (4 x S x 2 = 40), the descriptive statistics rcported here are limited to
the number of items, the number of subjects, the mean and the standard
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deviation. Similarity, reliability statistics have been limited to the Cronbach alpha
cocfficient (sce Cronbach 1970) and the Kuder and Richardson (1973) formula
21 (K-R21). All correlation coefficients rcported here are Pearson product-
moment cocfficicnts. Finally, analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) and
multivariate analyses were used to determine the degree while controlling for
differences in initial language aptitude (as measured by the MLAT). the alpha
significance level for all statistical decisions was sct at .05.

RESULTS

Summary descriptive statistics arc presented in Table 1 for the pilot and
revised versions of the four tests for cach of the five languages. The languages
are listed across the top of the table with the mean and standard deviation for
cach given directly below the language headings. The mean provides an
indication of the overall central tendency, or typical behavior of a group, and the
standard deviation gives an estimate of the average distance of students from the
mean (sce Brown 1988a for more on such statistics). The versions (ic. the pilot
versions administered in summer of 1988 or the revised versions administered in
summer of 1989) and tests (Listening, Oral Interview, Dictation and Cloze Test)
arc labcled down the left side of the table along with the number of items (k) in
parenthesces.

TR E 1: rRAESIFR IRTERIFT I STAIGNTRY

INCRES LN CHER EELSE ¥4 ¢
tRilN RSV — —— .

T =D MEAN Faatl TN

AANERASIRALS =]

« LA
slcle Tet 1700

= T
FVIED |29

L.sIEring 0L
s A

Cral lnt. e, O
W os T

Jictat.ore
o= e
Tioze Tst
[ A




Q

ERIC

PAFullToxt Provided by ERIC

Notice that, for cach test, there is considerable variation across versions and
languages not only in the magnitude of the means but also among the standard
deviations. It seems probable that the disparitics across versions (1988 and
1989) arc largely duc to the revision processes, but they may in part be caused by
differences in the numbers of students at each level of study or by other
differences among the samples used during the two summers.

Table 2 presents the reliabilities for cach test based on the scores produced
by the groups of students studying cach of the languages. A rcliability cocfficient
estimates the degree to which a test is consistent in what it measures. Such
cocfficient can range from 0.00 (wholly unrcliable, or inconsistcnt) to 1.00
(completely rcliable, or 100 percent consistent), and can take on all of the values
in between, as well.

Notice that, once again, the languages are shown across the top of the table
with two types of rcliability, alpha and k-R21, labeled just under cach language
heading. You will also find that the versions (1988 or 1989) and tests arc again
labeled down the left side of the table.

TARE 2: FASSIFE TEST REL IABILITY FOR EACH LANGFGE

REVISED L99S

Cistening

dral l-tv

Tictat:on

Cioze st

t NCt falculiateo,
%% Nt apolicable.

As mentioned above, the reliability estimates reported in Table 2 are based
on Cronbach alpha and on the K-R21. Cronbach alpha is an algebraic identity
with the more familiar K-R20 for any test which is dichotomously scored (cg. the
listening and cloze tests in this study). However, for any test which has a
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weighed scoring system (like the Interview tests in this study), another version of

alpha must be applied -- in this casc, one based on the odd-cven variances (see
Cronbach 1970)

TABLE 3: SEAGSIPE TEST INTBRCORRELATIONG FTR EACH LANGURGE
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Intercorrelations among the SEASSIPE tests on both versions were
calculated using the Pearson product-moment corrclation cocfficient for cach
language scparatcely (sce Table 3). A corrclation cocfficient gives an cstimate of
the degree to which two scts of numbers are related. A cocfficient of 0.00
indicatcs that the numbers arc totally unrclated. A cocfficicnt of +1.00 indicates
that they are completely rclated (mostly in terms of being ordered in the same
way). A cocfficicnt of -1.00 indicatcs that they are strongly rclated, but in
opposite dircclions, ic. as onc sct of numbers becomes larger, the other sct
grows smaller. Naturally, cocfficicnts can vary throughout this range from -1.00
to0 0.00 to 1.00.

Notice that the languages arc labeled across the top with Listening (L),
Oral Interview (O) and Dictation (D) also indicated for cach language. The
versions (1988 or 1989) and tests (Oral Interview, Dictation and Cloze Tesl) arc
also indicated down the left side. To rcad the table, remember that cach
correlation cocfficient is found at the intersection of the two variables that were
being examined. This means, for instance, that the .54 in the upper-left corner
indicates the degree of relationship between the scores on the Oral Interview
and Listening tests in Indoncsian in 1988 pilot version.
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Following some of the corrclation cocfficicnts in Table 3, there is an
acterisk, which refers down below the table to p < .05. This simply mcans that
thesc correlation cocfficients arc statistically significant at the .05 level. In other
words, there is only a five pereent probability that the correlation cocfficients
with asterisks occurred by chance alone. Put yet another way, there is a 95
percent probability that the cocfficients with asterisks occurred for other than
chance reasons. Those coefficicnts without asterisks can be interpreted as being
zZero.

Recall that, in Table 1, there was considerable variation in the magnitude of
the means and standard deviations across languages and versions. Table 4 shows
the results of an analysis of covariance procedure which used language
(Indonesian, Khmer, Tagalog, Thai and Victnamese) as a categorical variable
and MLAT language aptitude scores as a covariate to determince whether there
were significant differences across languages for the mean test scores (Listening,
Interview, Dictation and Cloze treated as repeated measures).

TARE 4: ANLYSIS OF COWRIANE ACROSS REFEATED FMEASRES (TESTS)

SARCE

BETWEEN SUBJECTS

LANGLRGE 3197.157
MLAT (COVARIATE) 29%.014
SUBJECTS WITHIN GROPS  &28%.642

WlTHIN SUBJECTS

LANGUAGE 7156.63%0
M_AT (COVARIATE) 80.513
SUBIECTS WITHIN GROPS  5604.643

p < .05

In Tablc 4, it is important to recalize that the asterisks nexi to the F ratios
indicate that there is some significant differcnce among the means for different
languages across the four tests. This means in cffect that at least onc of the
diffcrences in means shown in table 1 is duc to other than chance factors (with
95 percent certainly). Of course, many morc of the differences may also be
significant, but therc is no way of knowing which they arc from this overall
analysis. It should suffice to recognize that a significant difference cxists
somewhere across languages. The lack of asterisks after the F ratios for the
MLAT indicate that there was no significant difference detected language

aptitude (as mcasurcd by MLAT) among the groups of students taking the five
languages.
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Sincc analysis of covariance is a fairly controversial procedure, two
additional steps werce taken:

(1)  First, the assumption of homogencity of slopes was carcfully
checked by calculating and examining the interaction terms before
performing the actual analysis of covariance. The interactions were
not found to be significant.

Sccond, multivariate analyses (including, Wilks’ lambda, Pillai trace,
and Hotelling-Lawlcy trace) were also calculated. Since they led to
cxactly the same conclusions as the univariate statistics shown in
Table 4, they are not reported here.

Thus the assumptions were found to be met for the univariate analysis of
covariance procedures in a repcated mcasures design, and the results were
further confirmed using multivariate procedures. It is thercfore with a fair
amount of confidence that these results are reported here.

TABLE S5: DIFFEFENTIAL FPERFUORMYNE BY LEVELS

TESsY

Listenirg

Jdral [ntv

Oictation

Cioze Tst

Onc other important result was found in this study: the tests do appear to
reflect the differences in ability found between levels of language study. This is
an important issuc for ovcrall proficicncy tests like the SEASSIPE because they
should be scnsitive to the types of overall differences in language ability that
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would develop over lime, or among individuals studying at differcnt levels.
While this differential level effect was found for each of the languages, it is
summarized across languages in Table S (in the interests of cconomy of space).
Notice that, with onc exception, the means get higher on all of the tests as the

level of the students goes up from first to sccond to third year. The onc anomaly
is between the first and sccond years on the oral interview.

DISCUSSION

The purpose of this scetion will be to interpret the results reported above
with the goal of providing direct answers to the original rescarch questions posed
at the beginning of this study. Conscquently, the research questions will be
restated and used as headings to help organize the discussion.

(1) How are the scores distributed for each test of the proficiency battery Jor each
language, and how do the distributions differ between the pilot ( 1989) and
revised (1989) versions?

The results in Table 1 indicate that most of the current tests are reasonably
well-centered and have scores that are fairly widcly dispersed about the central
tendency. Several notable cxceptions scem to be the 1989 Oral Interviews for
Indonesian and Khmer, both of which appear to be negatively skewed (providing
classic cxamples of what is commonly called the ceiling cffect -- sce Brown 1988a
tor further cxplanation). It is difficult, if not impossible, to discntangle whether
the differences found between the two versions of the test (1988 and 1989) arc
duc to the revision processes in which many of the tests were shortened and
improved, or to differences in the samples used during the two SEASSIs.

(2) To what degree are the tests reliable? How does the reliability differ between
the pilot and revised versions?

Table 2 shows an array of rcliability coefficicnts for the 1988 pilot version
and 1989 revised tests that are all moderate to very high in magnitude. The
lowest of these is for the 1989 Indonesian Listening test. It is low enough that
the results for this test should only be used with extreme caution until it can be
administered again to determine whether the low reliability is a result of bad test
design or some aspect of the sample of students who took the test.

Thesc rcliability statistics indicate that most of the tests produce
rcasonably consistent results even when they are administered to the relatively
homogencous population of SEASSI students. The revision process appears 10
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have generally, though not universally, improved test reliability either in terms of
producing higher reliability indices or approximatcly equal estimatces, but for
shorter more efficient, versions. The listening tests for Indonesian and Tagalog
arc worrisome because the reliabilitics are lower in the revised than in the pilot
testing and because they are found among the 1989 results. However, it is
important to rcmember that these are fairly short tests and that they arc being
administered to relatively restricted ranges of ability in the various languages
involved. These arc both important factors because, all things being equal, a
short test will be less reliable than a long test, and a restricted range of talent will
producce lower rcliability estimates than a wide onc (for further cxplanation and
cxamples, see Ebel 1979; Brown 1984, 1988a).

Note also that the K-R21 statistic is generally lower than the alpha cstimate.
This is typical. K-R21 is a relatively casy to calculate reliability estimate, but it
usually underestimates the actual reliability of the test (see, for instance, the 1989
Revis. { Khmer and Thai cloze tests reliabilitics in Table 2).

(3) To what degree are the tests intercorrelated? How do these correlation
coefficients differ between the pilot and revised versions?

In most cascs, the correlation cocefficients reported in Table 3 indicate a
surprisingly high degree of relationship among the tests. The one systematic and
glaring cxception is the set of coefficicnts found for Thai. 1t is important to note
that these correlation cocfficients for Thai based on very small samples (due
mostly to the fact that students at the lowest level were not taught to write in
Thai), and that thesc corrclation coefficicnts were not statistically significant at
the p < .05 level. They must therefore be interpreted as correlation coefficients
that probably occurred by chance alone, or simply as correlations of zero.

(4) To what degree are the tests parallel across languages?

The interpretation of these results is fairly straightforward. Apparently,
there was no statistically significant difference in MLAT language aptitude
scorcs among the groups studying the five languages. However, there was clearly
a significant diffcrence among the mean test scores across the five languages
despite the cfforts to control for initial differences in language aptitude (the
MLAT covariate). A glance back at Table 1 will indicate the magnitude of such
differences.

Onc possible cause for these differences is that the tests have changed
during the process of development. Recall that all of these tests started out as
the same English language prototype . It is apparent that, during the processes
of translating and revising, the tests diverged in overall difficulty across
languages. this is reflected in the mean differences found here. Another
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potential cause of the statistically significant differences reported in Tables 1, 4,
and S is that there may have been considerable variations in the samples used
during the two summecrs.

(5) To what degree are the tests valid [or purposes of testing overall proficiency in
these languages?

The intercorrelations among the tests for cach language (sce Table 3)
indicate that moderatc to strong systcmatic rclationships exist among many of
the tests in four of the five languages being tested in this project (the cxception is
Thai). However, this type of correlational analysis is far from sufficicnt for
analysing the validity of these tests. If there were other well established tests of
the skills being tested in these languages, it would be possible to administer
those criterion tests along wita the SEASSIPE tests and study the correlation
cocfficients between our relatively new tests and the well-established measures.
Such information could then be used to build arguments for the criterion-
related validity of some or all of these measures. Unfortunately, no such well-
cstablished criterion measurcs were available at the time of this project.

However, there are results in this study that do lend support to the
construct validity of these tests. The fact that the tests gencrally reflect
differences between levels of study (as shown in Table 3) provides cvidence for
the construct validity (the differential groups type) of these tests.

Nevertheless, much more evidence should be gathered on the validity of the
various mecasures in this study. An intcrvention study of their construct validity
could be set up by administering the tests before and after instruction to
determine the degree to which they are sensitive to the language proflicicncy
construct which is presumably being taught in the coursc. If, in futurc data,
corrclational analyscs indicate patterns similar to those found here, factor
analyscs factor analysis might also be uscd profitably to cxplore the variance
structures of thosc relationships.

The point is that there are indications in this study of the validity of the tests
involved. However, in the study of validity, it is important to build arguments from
a number of perspectives on an ongoing basis. Hence, in a sensc, the study of
validity is never fully complete as long as more evidence can be gathered and
stronger arguments can be constructed.

(6) To what degree are the strategies described here generalizable to test
development projects for other languages?

From the outsct, this project was designed to provide four different types of
proficiency tests -- tests that would be comparable across five languages. The
intention was to develop tests that would produce scorcs that were comparable
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across languages such that a scorc of 34 would be roughly comparable in
Indonesian, Khmer, Tagalog, Thai and Victnamese. Pcrhaps this entirc aspect
of the project was quixotic from the very beginning. Recall that the process
began with the creation of English language prototypes for the listcning test, oral
interview, dictation and cloze procedure. These prototypes were then translated
into the five languages with strict instructions to rcally translate them, ic. to
makc them comfortably and wholly Indonesian, Khmer, Tagalog, Thai and
Victnamese. While the very act of translating the passages in five diffcrent
dircctions probably affccted their comparability across languages, they probably
remained at least roughly the samc at this stage of devclopment. Then, during
thc summer of 1988, the tests were administered, analyzcd and revised
separately using different samples of students with the result that the tests
further diverged in content and function.

We now know that the usc of English languagc prototypes for the
development of these tests may have created problems that we did not foresce.
Onc danger is that such a strategy avoids the usc of language that is authentic in
the target language. For instance, a passage that is translated from English for
usc in Khmer cloze test may be topic that would never be discussed in the target
culture, may be organized in a manncr totally alien to Khmer, or may simply
seem stilted to native speakers of Khmer because of its rhetorical structure.
These problems could occur no matter how well-translated the passagc might be.

Ultimatcly, the tests did not turn out to be similar enough across languages
to justify using this translation strategy. Thus we do not recommend its use in
further test development projects. [t would probably have been far more
profitable to usc authentic materials from the countries involved to develop tests
dircetly related to the target languages and cultures.

CONCLUSION

In summary, the tests in cach of the five SEASSI Proficicncy Examinations
appear to be rcasonably well-centered and seem to adequately disperse the
studen*-” performance. They are also reasonably reliable. Naturally, future
rescary should focus on ways to make the tests increasingly reliable and further
build a casc for their validity. Thus the final versions of the tests can be passcd
on to futurc SEASSIs at other sites with some confidence that any dccisions
based on them will be reasonably professional and sound. It is also with some
confidence that the tests will be used here at the University of Hawaii at Manoa
to test the overall proficiency of students studying Indonesian, Khmer, Tagalog,
Thai and Victnamese. However, the process of test development and revision
should never be viewed as finished. Any test can be further improved and made
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to better serve the population of students and teachers who are the ultimate
uscrs of such materials.

Onc final point must be stressed: we could never have successfully carricd
out this project without the cooperation of the many language teachers who
volunteered their time while carrying out other dutics in the Indo-Pacific Languages
department, or the SEASSIs held at University of Hawaii at Manoa. We owce cach
of these language tcachers a personal debt of gratitude. Unfortunately, we canonly
thank them as a group for their professionalism and hard work.
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APENDIX A
ACTFL PROF ICTENCY GUIDEL INES FOR SPESKING AND LISTENING
(ACTFL 1986)

Generc Descriptions-Speaking
NovKe The Noviee level i3 chatactenized by the abihity 10 cOmmumicate mimimatly with lcarned material

Nowice Low Oral producion consuis of solated w01 ds and perhaos 2 few Migh-(requency phrases Evsentnally fo turd
nonal communicative ability

~ovie Mid Oral produciion continucs 1o conusl of solated words and Tearned phrases within very predictadlc areas of
need, although quantity (4 increased, Vocabulary 13 sulficient only for handling simolec. clementary nceds any
cxpressing basie courtemes Ullerances tarely connist of more 1han lwo of (hree wOrds and show fiequent fung
pauses and repetition of 1Mierloculor’'s words. Speaker may have some dilficulty producing even Ihe sumpiest
ulterances. Some Novece-Mid speakers will be understood only with great dufficulty

Nowce High Able to satisly paruially (he req of basic ¢ exchanges by rclying heavily on learned wi-
erances but occanonaily expanding these through simple tinanhions of thew Can ask

or make Hatements 1nvolving learaed matctial Shows tigns of sponlanaly alihough this falls shor of rear

y of cxpi Speech continues 10 consist of Iearned ultetances rathefr than of perionalized. v 3

1zonaily adapied ones Yocabulary centers ON arcas such as batic objects. places. and most common kinsnp

terms. Pronunciaion may sull be sirongly influenced by Girs language. Ercors are frequent and, 1n spue of

repetition, some Novice High speakers will have difficulty being undersi0od cven by sympatheuc interloculon

Intermediate The lnieemediate level 13 Charaerenized by the speaker’s ability 100
—<reate with the by and fearmed clementt. (hough pnmanly in 2 reacuve mods
—inmiate, minimally sustain, and <lose 1n 2 umplc way basic communicative 1asks. and
—ask and antwer Queltions.

Intcrmediate-Low Abie 10 handle succensfully 2 hmited number of micractive. task-Onented and socnal sitvanons Can ask and
aNswer questions, tnnate and fexpond 10 LIMPIC Sratements and Maintan face to-face conversanon, althougn
10 2 hughly resicied manner and wah much haguistic inaccurady. Witun (hese frmitations. can cerform suan
asks a1 introducing sell, crdecing a meal, asking dicectrons, and making purchases. Yocagulary 18 adeG a¢
10 express only the most ckmentary needs. Strong inierference (rom native Iznguage may occur Mosuederstang-
ings frequently anise, but with fepeulion. the lntermediate-Low tpeak er can generally be understood by v
pathetic Inteclocurors.

Initrmediate- Mg Able 10 handle fully a vanety of Iicated. basic snd tasks and s0<1al nruations
Can talk wmply a0out teif and family members Can ask and antwer questions and participale 1n aumpk con
vertahions on 10pics beyond the most unmediate needs: ¢ g., Personal history and lasuce ime ety L
terance kngth increases sightly, bur speech may continue to be chatactenized by ftequent long pauss, sin.e
the smooth 1ncorporanion of even basic convertauonal steategics 11 often hindercd as the ipeaker snugges
10 create appropriate language forms Pronunciaiion may conlinue 1o be si7ongly influcnced by fictt language
and fNuency may tull e scained. Although muundersiandings sl ane, the {ntermediate-Mid ipeaker can
gencrally be undersood by sympathelk intetloculors

Tmermediaic High Able to handie succestfully most uncomplicaled communicative trsks and so<ia! mtuations Can iniliase. su

Laun. 8nd close 8 general conversaion with a number of siralegics apPropriale 10 a range of cucumMuances
and topics, but crrors are evideat. Limued vocabulary sull neteasitates hestation and may bring about Saghtiv
uncxpected cucumliocution. Thete 15 emerging evidence of connected discourse, parhiculasly foc imple narra
tion andsar dectipiion. The Intermediate High speakec can genceally by undertood even by interlocuton
not sccustomed 10 dealing with 1peskers 8t this level, but sepeunon may sull be required.




The Advanced level 15 characteniesd by the speaker’s ability to”

—<converse 1n a Cledfly paructpalofy fashion:

—unitiate, tuttlun, and bnng 0 cloture a wide varicly of communicatine taskd, including 1hose 1hat requite
anincreated atnlity 10 COnvey fMeanming with diverse language 157alegics due 10 2 COMPUCALIVN OF an unforeseen
wrn of events,

—1atisfy ihe requirements of school and work siualiony; and

~~naceate and describe with parageaph.length connected discourse.

Adsanced Able 10 sarsfy IMC requiremnents uf Cveryday Wuanons and routinc 3¢ hool 2nd work requitements € an han
die w-th confidence but nnt wuh facility complicared tasks and wial stuauons, such as clabor 1g. vmin.
flaning, and 1polog-riag Can nan1aic and descaibe wuh wme daaiby, hinking weniences (ogether smaothly
1 anamamunicate facis 2nd talk (sually about WY of cuerent public and perional inierest ysing gencral
roc3hulaey Shorcumings can o(€n be \moOIhed Over Dy LUMMUINCALIYE StEategies, \UCh a5 PIUNC fillees,
skathing devices. and diflerent rates of speech Cifauinlowution which anscs {rom vouabulary or yatain
"NI2I0NY very 0NN 13 quite succesiful. ihnugh 10me groping fos words may sull be evident  The Advanced
el apeabes can be undersiood without difflicully by native inierlocutars

Able 10 1ausfly 1he requiremcnts of a broad variery of evcrvday, 1chool, and work stvatoins Can ducie
~ancrete 10pn s selating 10 particular interens and special ficlds of compeicnce Theie 1s emer ging e idrnce
o€ abiliy 10 5UPPOrT Opinions. explar in derail, and hypotheuize. The Advanced Plus speakce oficn sthawy
3 welt developed abiliey 10 compensaie (oe an impeslect grasp of ome FOrms wuh confident use of com
muniCalive sicaiegies. tuch as paraphrasing and ctrcumlocution Dufferentiaied vocadbulacy and intunanon
are effecrively used 10 communicate (ine shades of meaning The Advanced-Plud speaker ofien srows
remarkable fluency and case of \poeuh but undee the dcmands of Superior-level, cempiex 1asks, language
may break down of prose mnadeguate

Supernior The Supenor level is chazacternizcd by the speakce’s aby
~pankrpate elfectively sn most formal and informal conversations on Practical, niiel, professional. and
abuifact 10pics. and
-+ upPort 0pinONnt and hypOthenize uting native ke dita Ourse siraiegicy

Yuirriaf Able 10 speak the fanguage with tufficicit accuracy 10 participaie effectively in mate focmal and informal
dnversations on pracuicat. 1ocial. profeswional, and absiract lopics. Can dicuss specual fields of compercnce
and nierasl wih cage Can suppors apinions and hypothcnize, but may not be abte 10 tailor language 1o
audience or discuss in depih highly absiract of unfamifar lopics Usually the Superior level speaker 13 Onuy
paci-aily (amihiar wih regionai o athee dualecticai vartants The Superior level speaker commands a wide
sarety of interactive sirategics and shows g0od awacencts of dueourse strategies The faires involves 1ne
Abaluy 10 Oislinguish main deas 1rom suppoinng informanon thiough syniiire, fexical ang supt asegmeniat
features (pICh. stress, 1ni0nanon) Sporadic e110et Mmay 0ccur, partscularly in 10w -frequency siructures and
seme complex high-frequency struciures more common to formal wenting, bul no patietns of ertof are ewi-
deat Errors do not disturd the native speaker of nteclese with communication

Genene Descriplions- Listening

Thrse guideines assume chat il Iisienaing fasks take place 'n an authentic environment al a normal rate of peeeh uning standard
2t near sandard notms

Noswe Low Undersianding is iruied 10 occasional isolated words. such a3 cognales, boecowed woeds. «ad high frequeney
toaial convenuony Essenually no abilily 10 compeehend even shorl uticrances

Norice Mid Akle 10 undersiand some short. leacned ullecances. particulacly where eonlexi sicongly tupporis undersiand.
ing and specch s clearly audibie Comprehends some words and pheases from simple questions, siatemenis.,
high frequency commands and courtesy formulac about topics that cefer 10 banie personal informauon oe
the immediate physical wtting The lisienes requeces long pauses for assimilauon and periodically eequests
cepciition and/oc a slower raie of speech




Novke-High

latcrmedine- Lo~

tniermeds,

Intermediaic H

Adrvamed

Advanmed Plus

Supenior

Able 10 undersiand shor, learned vticranecs and some sentence-lenglh Yueeanccs. Particulacly wheee con
(ext strongly 3upporls underyianding and speech 13 cleatly audible. Comprehends wotds and pheases from
Limple Quesirons. tlatements, high ('uqucncy comr.ands and courlely foimulac M3y requie (epeuion,
rephtaung and/of & slowed faic of speccn foc coaprehension

Able 10 undersiand senicnce kngih ulierances wh <. contist of tevombinations of lcaraed clemeniy 1n 3 himacd
sumber of conlent areas, parucularly «f sicongly supporied by the suuatonal conlext Conient telers 0
btk P<ronal background and needs. 30Cial COnventiont and (ouline tasks. such as geiteg meals and Feenang
sumple insleuctions and airectiont. Listening (3sks periain primarily 10 $pON12NEOUS (24 10 [21€ \ONVEIL-
«ons Undersianding 18 often uneven reperinon and fewording may be necestary Misuncersiandings in
o1k main 1dcas and delails arise frequensly

Able 10 underatand senience lenglh uiterances whith conuss of revombinzirant of learned uliciances 0N 3 vaaiy
ol 1opies Couteut conunues 10 reler paunandly 10 hasie P 10nsl bachground and needs. snidt (ONTENLONS
and tomewhat more comples 133k, uch ad fodgeeg, (1anspotiation, and shiopping Addinonal conient 3418
include some personal intgrests and activities, and 3 greater diveesuy of instructions and ducclions Lesicning
12uks not Only PENain 10 1PONI3ncous 3¢ 10 face convertalions bul 3130 10 1ho11 touline IEIEPhonc CONvErsd
uons and tome Jehbeeale peech, such as simple 3nnduncements and (¢porIs aver Ihe metia Understandang
\ontinuel 1o B¢ uneven.

Able 10 tustain underslanding ovee longer strerChes of connecicd discoulse on a number of 10PICs Perlaimeg
10 diffecent limes and Places. hOwever, undersianding 1t 1n<oniisient due 10 failure 10 gr350 Main Weas and
detaids Thus, while 10pics 60 not diffee sigmilicanily from those of an Advanced tevel lisiencr. comprehensin
1 less n quaniity and poorer n quality

Able 10 underitand main (deas and Most detdils of connecied discoursc on a vanely of 1opics beyond the \m
mediacy of the situztion Comprehension may be uneven due 10 & varety of haguistic and exteahnguisiic fac
1014, 3moOng which (Opic [3mulianty 1y veey promunent These 1cats frequenily invelve descriplion and naia
on 1n dil{erenl ime (rames of RSPECty. JuCh 33 present, NONRAN, habuual, oc imperfective Texty may inCiude
wnietviews, thoet kctures on (3mil.ag (epics. 3nd ACws lems and (epocts primardy cediing with facival inlor-
maoon Listenes 13 aware of COhelive devices bul May notl be adle 1o use them 1o follow Ihe sequence of (hougle
n an oral lext.

Able 10 urdersiand the main ideas of Mot sprech 1 3 standard daaleci, however, the hinicace may aat ne
abie 40 1w ain comprehensiun - cniended discCurxe which s propontionally and tinguisncaily Compict L.siener
(hUwt an emeeging awarencsy Of cultucally unpued meanngs beyond the surface meanings of the 1€a1 but ma.
(a1l (0 grasp sociocutiural nuances of 1he nessage.

Able 10 underscand the main «deas of 3l 1<cth 1 3 s13ndard dualect. including 1€ChnIal distussion n 3 Le.d
of specuahization, Can follow the etsentiais ol exiendcd discourse which 4 propostionally and haguistind v
sompler. as 1n acadermic/profesucnal setlings. in lectuces. speechet, and reports L.rence shows some 39
preciation of acsthetic noems of 12rg<t language. of ihoms, colloquialisms, and regisiet shiluing Ablc fo Maxe
inlecences within the culiural framework of the 1arget language. Understanding 14 318¢d by an awareneys of
e undetiying organizanonal siructure of (he oral wext 20d encludes sensutivity [Or 13 30<ial and cuiturat referernes
and us alfective overiones Rarely Misunderstands bul May not underitand exccitvely rapid. highty <ollogu 3t
ipeech or speech thas hat sirong cuyliural references

Able 10 undcrsiand all forms and ftvles of 3pecch peflinent (o pertonal, 10<1al 3nd PrOIEI DNl needs 13,0 €S
10 dufferent audiences. Shows 1trong senailiviy 10 s0<ial ard cultural cefecences and acuncic norms by pro
cesung language {rom within the culiutal lramework. Texts include thearer plays. sceeen produciions. editue:aes
symposia. academic debates. pubic rohicy uaiements, Juecary teadings. 3nd MOst (okes and punt May have
difficully wih some dralecty and slang
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CONTINUOUS ASSESSMENT IN THE ORAL
COMMUNICATION CLASS: TEACHER
CONSTRUCTED TEST

Shanta Nair - Venugopa!

INTRODUCTION

The Teacher As Tester

There is evidence that not only are teachers good judges of behaviour, they
arc also reliable judges of test performances. (Callaway, D R 1980). However it
would be quite naive and perhaps cven imprudent to suggest then, that all
teachers will also by extension make naturally good testers given Spolsky’s (1975)
rhetoric on whether testing is art or science. Nevertheless, it can be assumed
that a teacher who has been actively involved in course design or better still in
the privileged position of *negotiating’ the curriculum, with her students would at
lcast have a blucprint of sorts as a starting point for the construction of tests for
that coursc. This could be further enhanced if the process is subjected to
fricndly criticism at the very least by other members of staff in relation to the
objectives of the course or curriculum as a whole. The teacher is then in the
informed and cducated position of being able to translate the objectives of the
course into tests construction by linking the specific objectives of the course with
the task specifications identified. The test would then be underpinned by at least
a view of language learning even if not a full fledged theory, in a clear case of
doing the best that can be done. The analogy is best supplied by Skehan (1988)
who summarized the current state of the art on (communicative) testing,

"..Since ... definitive theorics do not exist, testers have to do the best they
can with such theorics as arc available.”

The contention therefore is that the teacher who has had some
responsibility for course design and implementation is in many ways pre-
cminently qualificd to construct tests for the course particularly if it is backed by
cxpericnce and shared knowledge in the ficld. Since the target group is known at
first hand, necds can be fairly accurately specificd on the basis of introspection
and experience. The backwash cffect of teacher-made tests on teaching can only
be beneficial. As the teacher in this case is also responsible for course content
(and like all other tcachers across the board has the best interests of her students
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at heart), she will certainly teach what is to be tested, test what is taught and
"bias for best’ in the use of test procedures and situations. The only possible
danger lurking in this happy land is the possibility of a tcacher who willy-nilly
teaches the test as well and thereby nullifies its value as a measuring instrument.

BACKGROUND
The Target Group

At the English Department of the National Universily of Malaysia (UKM),
students in the second year of the B A in English Studics program are requircd
to take both levels 1 and 2 of an oral communication coyrse that straddies two
scmesters or onc academic session. These students are viewed as potential
candidates for the B A in English Studies degree and there is a tremendous
responsibility (cqually shared by the writing and reading courses) to improve
their language ability to make them "respectable” (Nair-Venugopal, S. 1988)
candidates for the program. This may be scen as the perccived and immediate
nced. The projected or future need is scen as a high level of language ability
that also makes for good language modelling as there is evidence that many of
these students upon graduation enroll for a diploma in Education and become
English language teachers. The mature students in the course arc invariably
tcachers too. The responsibility is even more awesome given the language
situation in the country which whilc overtly ESL also manifcsts many hybrids of

_ the ESL/EFL situation, notwithstanding government cfforts at promoting

English as an important sccond language. These students {cxcept those who are
exempted on the basis of a placcment test and have carned credits cquivalent to
the course) are also subject to a one ycar fairly intcnsive picparatory proficiency
program (twelve hours per week). The emphasis in this coursc is on an
intcgrated teaching of the four language skills. Thesc students have also had a
minimum of cleven years of instruction in English as a subject in school. There
is also invariably the case of the mature student who has probably had 'mor¢’
English instruction, having been subject chronologically to a different system of
education in the country’s history.

Course Objectives

The oral communication coursc comprises two levels- cach level taught
over two semesters consecutively. The gencral aim of level 1is to provide a
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language Icarning cnvironment for the acquisition of advanced oral skills and
that of level 11 to augment and improve upon the skills acquired in level 1, thus
providing a learning continuum for the acquisition of advanced oral skills. At
this juncture it must be pointed out that in the integrated program of the first
year there is an oral fluency component. In other words the students in the
second year have alrcady been thrown into the *deep end’ as it were and the
assumption is that upon cntry to Level I they have more than banal or survival
skills in oral communication. The reality is that students in spitc of the first year
of fairly intensive instruction and cxposurc enter the second year with varying
levels of abilitics. The task at hand for the sccond year oral skills programme is
quite clear; raise levels of individual oral ability, bridge varying levels of
individual abilities and yet help students to develop at their own pace. Hence the
nced to see the language class as a language acquisition nvironment bearing in
mind that contact and exposure with the language outside the class is not
optimal. The main objective in Level s to achieve a high level of oral fluency
in the language with an accompanying level of confidence and intelligibility, the
latter being viewed with some urgency since native vernaculars are increasingly
uscd for social communication outside the classroom and Bahasa Malaysia
remains the language of instruction for courses in all other disciplincs. The main
objective of Level Il is to achicve a high level of oral language ability. Both these
objectives arc further broken down into specific objectives for both levels. The
tests are pegged against these objectives.

The specific objectives of Level T of the course are as follows:
attain high levels of intelligibility in speech
comprchend standard varictics of the spoken language without difficulty

interact and converse freely zmong themselves and other speakers of the
language

convey information,narrate and describe; express and justify opinions.

These objectives are realized through an eclectic methodology using a
varicty of instructional devices, classroom procedures and multimedia materials.

The second objective is realized largely through practice in the language
laboratory and it is not tested ic. clicited for as a skill domain in the tests that
have been developed for the course. While it is gencrally accepted that listening
comprehension as a skill is not casy to teach, it is even more elusive to test.
According to Brown, G. and Yule, G. (1983)

232

<45




PAFullToxt Provided by ERIC

“...a listener’s task performance may be unreliable for a number of
rcasons... we have only a very limited understanding of how we could
dctermine what it is that listening comprehension entails. Given these
two obscrvations, it woul” seem that the asscssment of listening
comprchension is an extremely complex undertaking”.

Having said that, why then has listening comprehensior: been included as a
dcsirable objective on the coursc? As the view of language underlying the
course is that of communication, no course that purports to teach oral
communication (which view of language surcly sccs listening as a reciprocal
skill) can justifiably not pay attention to teaching it at least. Objective 3 is
specifically tested as specch interaction in the form of group discussions and 4 as
extended "impromptu” speech in 3 modes. 1 is rated as a variable of
performance for both thesc test types. 4 is also subsumed as “cnabling’ skills in
the group discussion test.

Objcctives for level 2 arce as follows:

not only comprchend all standard varictics of the language but also make
themselves understood to other speakers of the language without difficuity.

participate in discussions on topics of a wide range of general interest
without hesitation or cffort

speak before audicnces confidently (as in public speaking/platform
activitics)

convey information, persuade others and express themscelves cffectively as
users of the language (as in debates and forums)

Thesc objectives arc achicved through the use of a sclection of instructional
devices, classroom procedures and modes such as simulations, small group
discussions, debates and public spcaking,

Objective 2 is tested using the group discussion test. 3 and 4 (o borrow
Tarone’s notion (1982/83) of a “continuum of interlanguage styles” arc to be
scen as cxamples of "carcful styles” and are tested as formal modes of speaking
and debates. Obijective 4 is also clicited as performance variables in the group
discussion test. The sccond part of 1 ic. intelligibility/comprehensibility operates
as an important variablc in asscssing the performance of all these tests. The
final tests for both leve’ sample global communicative ability in the rehearsed
speech genre which is an oral ncwsmagazine presentation on tape for the first
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level and a vidcotaped presentation for the second level of either one of two

platform 2ctivitics or a chat show. Both arc take-home, end-of-semester
projects.

THE TESTS

Some Considerations

“In constructing tests, it is cssential to have a defined curriculum or a set
body of knowledge from which testers determine what to test (Shohamy, E
1988)".

To ccho Charles Alderson (1983) the most important question to be asked
of any test is, "What is it mecasuring?" which "can be determined by a varicty of
means including face inspection”. Needless to say there arc two other questions
that merit cqual consideration. Onc is, how is it measurcd and perhaps more
crucially why? With reference to thesc tests, the question "for whom” ic. the
target group has alrcady been answered. As for purpose, cach test type is seen
as having a specificd purposc that corresponds to an ability in an oral skill
domain that has been delincated in the course objectives. Task specifications arc
prescribed by the oral skills domains. Thercfore cach test would sample
different behaviour or skills in the form of diffcrent speech modes and the task
specifications will vary from test type to test type. However all tests will test for
both linguistic and communicative ability.

“It is difficult to totally separate the two criteria, as the linguistic quality of
an utterance can influence comprehensibility the basic communicative
criterion. Further, while a major goal of most college or sccondary
language programs is communicative ability in the target language, there
is justifiable concern with linguistic correctness because ...we are not just
attempting to teach survival communications..., we are also trying to teach
literacy in another language”. Bartz W H (1979)

It is quite clear that as the view of the language underlying the teaching is
communicative and the view of language learning, that of acquisition,
achievement tests administered both mid-way and at the end of cach semester
will not allow the teacher to obtain fecedback on acquired ability which could be
used for diagnostic purposes as well (particularly at entry from the first level to
the sccond), nor allow for a "profiling’ of pcrformance. Hence the need for and
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the development of a continuous “battery’ of tests, spaced out in relation to their
ordering on the course and as spelt out by the course objectives. These have
been conceptualized as oral skills domains and rated accordingly.

"...Advances in the state of the art of achievement testing are directly
related to advances in the concept of skills domains on which student
achievement is assessed”. Shoemaker (cited by Swain M. 1980)

The tests are administered at various points in the scmesters that roughly
coincide with points on the course where the skills to be tested have alrcady been
taught or practised. The course provides ample opportunity in the practicc of
these skills. Such an ordering on the learning continuum had implications for
the content validity of the tests where,

"Content validity refers to the ability of a test to measurc what has been
taught and subsequently learned by the students. It is obvious that
teachers must see that the test is designed so that it contains items that
correlatc with the content of instruction. Thus it follows that unless
students are given practice in oral communication in the foreign language

classroom, cvaluation of communication may not be valid...." Bartz (W H
1979).

By spacing out the tests in relation to the content, not only is the tcacher-
tester able to *fit’ the test to the content, she is also able after cach test to obtain
valuable fcedback for the teaching of the subsequent domains that have been
arranged in a cyclical fashion. Hence learning and performance is also on a
cumulative basis because cach skill taught and learnt or acquircd presupposcs
and builds on the acquisition and the development of the preceding skills. It is
on these bascs that the tests have been developed and administered over a
period of time. They are direct tests of performance that are communicative in
naturc and administered on a cumulative basis as part of on-going coursc
assessment for both levels. The tests formats, and methods of clicitation owe
much to somc knowledge in the field (particularly the state of the art), test
fecdback, student introspection and teacher retrospection and experience with its
full range of hunches and intuition.




Test Types

Level 1

Level I as mentioned carlicr consists of three test types.
1 Extended/’impromptu’ speech
2 Group discussion

3 End-of-semester project

There are three speaking tasks of this type. Student speak for about 2
minutes on the first, 2-3 on the second and 3-5 on the third. The tasks test for
three modcs of speech as follows:

(i) Talking about oncself, others and experiences
(ii) Narrating and describing incidents and events
(iii) Expressing and justifying opinions.

1 (i) and (ii) arc tested at the beginning of the first level mainly for diagnostic
purposcs as the students arc of heterogencous levels of proficiency. The
speeches arc staggered for both (i) and (iti) to ensurc that cach student has a
minimum of a minute or so to prepare mentally for the topie. For (it) they are
all given an cqual amount of time to preparce mentally and to make notes. When
the testing begins they listen to cach other speak, as the audicnce, thus providing
the motivation and a 'valid’ reason as it were for the task. (iii) is tested before
the sccond half of the semester, to obtain information on learned behaviour as
the students have had sufficient practice in expressing and justifying opinions
through rcaching consensus in group work. The topics for (i) and (ii) are well
within the students’ realm of expericnee and interest such as

The happiest day in my life.
The person who has influenced me the most.

However the topics for (iii) are of a slightly controversial nature such as
Should smoking be banned in all public places?

Do women make better tcachers?
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Both (ii) and (iii) arc rated for global ability to communicatc in the mode
which is the overall ability of the student to persuade or justify reasons taken for
a stand in the casc of the latter and to describe, report and narrate in the casc of
the former.

2 The group discussion test is administered in the sccond half of the semester
as by this time there has been plenty of practice in the interaction mode as the
modus operandi of Level I is small group work. It tests specifically for oral
interaction skills. The topics for group discussion tests arc also bascd on the
tacit principle that the content should be cither familiar or known and not posc
problems in the interaction process. Though the amount of communication (siz¢
of contribution) and substantiveness is rated as criteria, conlent per se is not
rated. Group discussion in Level 1 tests lower order interaction skills that are
discernible at the conversational level.

The groups discussion test has been modetled on the lines of the Bagrut
group discussion test with some modifications (sce Shomay, E., Reves, T. and
Bejerano, Y. 1986 and Gefen, R. 1987). In Level I the topics are of matters
thal either concern or posc a problem to the test takers as UKM students.
Hence there is sufficient impetus to talk about them and this 'guarantecs’
initiation by all members of the group in the discussion. Topics in the form of
statcments are distributed just before the tests from a prepared pool of topics.
Each topic comes with a sct of questions. Students arc allowed to read the
questions in advance but discussion on the topic and questions before the test is
not permitted. Thesc questions function as cucs to direct and manage the
intcraction. They nced not be answered. In fact students may want (o speak on
other aspects of the topic. An example of the topic and questions is as follows:

Scholarships should be awarded on need and not on merit.
(a) Arc both cqually important considcrations?

(b) Should students have a say in w' o gets scholarships ic. have student
representatives on scholarship boards?

(¢) Do gencrous scholarships make students dependent on aid?

(d) Arc repayable-upon-graduation loans better than scholarships as more
students can benefit?

Groups arc small and students are divided (depending on class sizc) into 4

5 (maximum) students per group. It has been possible to establish a rough ratio
between rating time per test-taker and their number per group. Groups of 4
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took 15-20 minutes to round off the discussion and groups of 5 took about 20-25
minutcs. However, it is desirable not to cut off the discussion after 20-25
minutes, as cxtra time (uscally an extra 5 minutes) helped to confirm ratings.
Rating is immediate on the score shects prepared for the test (sec Appendix C
ii). A variation of the topics with maximum backwash effect on lcarning is to use
books that have been recomr.ended for extensive reading as stimulus for group
discussion. This has been trialled as a class activity.

It can be scen that the oral interview test is noticcably absent in the
sampling of spcech interactions for Level 1 of the course and probably begs the
question why, as it is a common and well established test for testing oral
interaction. Suffice to say that it is firstly onc of the tests administered in the
first year intcgrated program (and thercfore sampled). Sccondly the group
discussion appears to be a morc valid (face and content) test of oral interaction
in rclation to the coursc objectives.

3 Sincc a premium is placed on intelligibility/comprehensibility the end-of-
semester project tests for overall verbal communicative ability in the rchearsed
speech genre in the form of a news magazine that is audio taped for assessment
and revicw. The news magazine may be presented cither as a collage of items of
news and views of cvents and activities on campus or thematically eg. sports on
campus, cultural activities, student problems ctc.

Level 11

This level consists of 4 test types.

Group discussion
2 Public spcaking
3 Decbates
4  End-of-scmester project
1 In the sccond level the group discussion test is administered carly in the
semester and “lic results used to determine how much more practice is needed in
improving intcraction skills before procceding to the more formal performance-
oricnted speech genres. The topics for the group discussion in the sccond level
arc of a more controversial nature than in the first. Although cognitive load is

expected to be greater in the tests, procedures for test administration and
scoring arc the same.
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2 Public speaking is tested mid-way in the sccond semester after lecture-
demonstrations and a serics of class prescntations. As a test of global
communication skills, both verbal and non-verbal, it represents fairly high level
order skills on the language learning continuum assumed for the course. Like
debates, it is a sample of rehearsed speech in a formal situation. It is also viewed
as a necessary advanced oral skill. Examples of topics arc,

Mothers should not go out to work.
Alcoholism is a worse social evil than drug abuse.

3 The debate is placed at the end of the semester and usually vicwed by the
students as a finalc of sorts of their oral communication skills. As with the
public speaking test, topics and teams (for the dcbates) are made known well in
advance and students work on the topics ccoperatively for the latter. The
backwash effect on the acquisition of social and study skilis is tremendous as
students are informed that ratings reflect group effort in the debating process.
Both tests 2 and 3 are rated immediately and video taped for both review and
record purposcs.

4  The end-of-semester can take two forms - that of a form of a platform
activity (in the public spcaking mode) or a chat show (specch interaction). Both
test for skills learned or acquired during the course. The platform activity and
the formal speech situation can be either an appeal (for blood donation, funds,
ctc) or the promotion of a product/service or idea. The chat show tests for oral
interaction in the form of an cxtended interview of a ’cclebrity’. Both tests
simulate real life situations and allow for creativity and flexibility in that students
can assume personae.

Criteria and Rating Scales

“Testers should construct their own rating scales according to the purpose
of the test". (Shohamy E. 1988)

Rating scales have been constructed for all the tests developed. A look at
the critcria and the rating scales (sec appendices) for the various tests discussed
above, shows that the criteria for each test varics although some (mainly
linguistic) recur as each test samples different types of communicative ability.

Working over a period of time (ic two ycars = four scmesters) it has been
possible to specify what criteria should be used to rate cach test and therefore
what sorts of rating scales to produce. It has also been possible to sclect specific
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componcents from the broader criteria identified for cach rating scale. In this
sense cach test has evolved pedagogically (mainly) and psychologically over a
period of time to become more comprehensive in terms of the test (task)
specifications. Feedback in the form of student responses (and reaction) to cach
task has also helped the tests to jell as they were used to make changes especially
to the criterie and subs:quently the rating scale so as to reflect a wider possible
range of responses for cach test.

Obviously comprehensiveness of criteria should not be at the expense of the
feasibility of rating scales and the practicality of scoring procedures. Too many
descriptors can make it difficult for a rater to evaluate the performance in any
onc task. Using all thesc simultancously to make an immediate judgement is no
mecan task. Hence, instcad of fully descriptive qualitative scales, more
parsimonious rating scales were devised. Working hand in hand with a checklist
of what arc csscntially holistic criteria which will vary according to test purpose,
the tester rates analytically on a 1 to 4 or 6 point scale depending on the test.
These scales are also grouped into 3 broad bands of *weak’, *fair’ and 'good’
which provide guidelincs to help the rater to keep on course in the absence of
banded descriptors. There is also space on cach scorc-sheet for tester
comments. This allows the tester to make relevant remarks of cach test on an
individual basis particularly with reference to those factors that had an apparent
cffect on test performance, verbal, non-verbal or affective.

The problem (personal expericnce) with banded qualitative rating scales is
that the descriptors may not fit the description of the individual student in that
some of the performance variables for any one component may be absent while
others may be present. And there are students whose performance defy *pigeon-
holing’. However, it is possible to categorize the same students, firstly, on a
broad basis as "weak’, *fair’ and "good’ and then work from there to rate them
analytically on weighted 6 point scales in this casc. It may even be possible to
describe them with reference to the criteria on an individual basis as it is small
scale testing. While such rating procedures remain subjective and may even be
criticized on that basis, at the very least they prevent stereo typing of students by
not assigning their performance to prescriptive ready-made bands.

CONCLUSION
Test Anxiety
A cerlain amount of anxicty has been removed from the testing situations in

the course firstly, because of the ongoing nature of the assessments and secondly
because of the wider sampling of the speech genres.
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“There is ... evidence in the litcrature that the format of a task can unduly
affect the performance of some candidates. This makes it necessary to
include a varicty of test formats for assessing cach construct... In this
casc, candidates might be given a better chance of dcmonstrating
potentially differing abilitics (Weir, C. 1989).

Practitioners know that not only do levels of test anxicty vary [rom situation
to situation and from testec to testce, it may not even be possibic to climinate
anxicty as an affcctive variable. However, in order to further reduce test anxicty
and to 'bias for best’, students arc informed at the beginning of cach level about
coursc objectives and expectations, test types and task specifications explained.
Feedback is also provided after cach test although actual scores obtained arc not
divulged.

Other Matters

All tests of courses on the university curriculum {(cumulative or otherwise)
arc scen as achicvement tests with scores and grades awarded accordingly.
There is a certain amount of tension between rating according to specified
criteria and the subsequent conversion of the weightage of the components of

thesc criteria into scores. However despite this constraint it is still possible to
speak of a student’s profile of performance in the oral communication class from
level to level. At the end of the sccond year similar judgements can be made of
them as potential students for the B A in English Studics.

The oral communication course has also been offered more recently as an
clective to other students and therefore involves more teachers. While the
difference in clientele does change some of the course’s methodological
perspectives, the objectives have still been maintained as needs are broadly
similar. The tests are now being subjected to a process of small-scale teacher
validation sincc the question of some cxtrapolation is apparent. There have been
informal training and practice scssions for the teachers in the use of the criteria
and rating scales. Past samples of performance have been reviewed to arrive at
bench marks and pre-marking sessions held to increase intra and inter-rater
reliability. The intersubjectivity and teacher feedback on all these aspects are
invaluable in improving the cfficacy of the test as instruments, at least with
refercnce to face and content validity. Obviously more work has 1o be done
before anything conclusive can be said.
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WHAT WE CAN DO WITH COMPUTERIZED
ADAPTIVE TESTING... AND WHAT WE
CANNOT DO!

Michel Laurier

INTRODUCTION

Among numerous applications of computers for language teaching and
Icarning there is a growing interest for a new acronym: CAT which stands for
Computcrized Adaptive Testing. CAT can be secn as the sccond gencration of
computerized tests (Bunderson, Inouye & Olsen 1989). The first gencration
consisted of conventional test administered by computers; further gencrations
will be lcss obtrusive and will provide constant advice to the learncrs and
tcachers. In this paper we shall attempt to explain how CAT works and what is
the underlying theory. The various steps involved in implementing an adaptive
test will be described with cxamples from a placement test that we have
developed in French.

PRINCIPLES OF ADAPTIVE TESTING

Computers in testing arc particularly uscful because of two advantages over
conventional testing methods:

- numbecr-crunching capabilitics: Conventional marking systems often
mcans counting thc number of right answers or converting a score with a
pre-sct scale. Using a computer allows more complex assessment
proccdures right after the test or even during the test. These calculations
may usc the data that is availablc morc cfficiently. In addition, computers
arc fast and virtually crror-free.

multipic-branching capabilitics: Using "intclligent” testing systems, some
dccisions can be made during the administration of the test. The
computer can analyze students’ responscs and decide which item will be
submitted, accordingly. Therefore, the inherent lincarity of a
conventional test is no longer a limitation.
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CAT takes full advantage of these two propertics of the computer. Let’s
supposc we want Lo assign a student to a group that would suit his nceds by
means of a conventional placement test.

We do not know a priori at which level the student could be placed; he/she
could be an absolute beginner in the language or an "educated native”. In this
case, the test should probably include some difficult items, as wcll as some casy
ones. In fact, given the student’s level, how many of the items of a two hour test
are rclevant? Probably less than 25%. Somc of the items will he too casy,
particularly if the student is at an advanced level. From the student’s point of
vicw, thosc items are boring, unchallenging; from the psychometric point of view,
they do not bring valuable information becausc the outcome is too predictable.
On the other hand, some items will be too difficul, particularly for beginners
who will feel frustrated because they find that the test is "over their heads”;
again, there is very little information on the student’s level that can be drawn
from thesc itcms.

Adaptive testing has also been calicd "tailored testing” because it aims at
presenting items that suit the students’ competcnce and that arc informative. In
an open-cnded test, this means items in which the chance to answer correctly will
be approximately fifty/fifty. This approach to testing probicms might bring to
mind Binet’s multi-stage intelligence tests that were developed at the beginning
of the century. For language teachers, it may also resembic recent oral interview

procedurcs in which the examiner is encouraged to adapt the exchange to the
cxaminces’ performance (Educational Testing Scrvice 1985).

Adjusting the test is in fact a complex process that CAT secks to replicate.
For this task, we necd:

- an item bank: a collection of itcms stored with some specifications and
measuring the same ability at different icvels.

- a sclection procedure: an algorithm which will choosc and retrieve the
most appropriatc item at a given moment, with a given cxamince.

ITEM RESPONSE THEORY

Although different theoretical frameworks could be applied to sct up the
item bank and the sclection procedure, the most widely used is the Item
Response Theory (IRT). Despite its mathematical complexity, IRT is
conceptually attractive and very interesting for CAT. The theory was first
labeied "latent trait theory” by Birnbaum (1968) because it assumes that a test
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labeled “latent trait theory” by Birnbaum (1968) because it assumes that a test
scorc or a pattern of answers reflects a single construct that is not dircctly
obscrvable. What the test measures is known as the "trait” and corresponds to
the subject’s ability. The theory was refined by F. Lord who studied the "Item
Characteristic Curve® (Lord 1977). "An item characteristic curve (ICC) is a
mathematical function that relates the probability of success on an item to the
ability measured by the item sct or test that contains it" (Hambleton and
Swaminathan 1985:25). If we plot the probability of answering correctly against
the examinees’ ability, the curve should rise as the ability level increases. Thus,
the probability of having a right answer at (he advanced level will be very high
but should be very low at the beginner’s level. The ability is expressed in terms
of standard deviations and ranges from roughly -3 to +3. Figure 1 shows the
curve for an "Intermediate” level item. The inflection point of this ICC is around
0 which corresponds to the sample mean. Since the subject’s ability and the item

difficulty are expressed on the same scale, we say that the difficulty of the item
(the parameter b) is 0.
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If an item clearly separates the advanced students from the beginners the
curve should be very steep; if it does not, the curve will be flatter. In other
words, the slope of the ICC corresponds to the discrimination (the parameter a).
An item with a discrimination index of 1 or more is a very good item. Finally, we
sec that, in this particular case, the curve will never reach the bottom line. This
is duc to the fact that the item is a multiple choice question which involves some
guessing.

This is expressed with a third parameter (paramcter ¢). A m/c item with
five options should have a ¢ around .2. Of cours, in reality, such a regular curve
is never found. The degree to which the data for an item conforms to an ICC is
the "item fit". Misfitting itcms should be rejected.

Once the parametcers are known, we can preciscly draw the ICC using the
basic IRT formula

pai. {(6-bs)
Da. (8-bi )
e

+

where O(theta) represents the subject’s ability and D a scaling constant set
at 1.7. A simpler formula for a less complex but generally less accurate model
has been proposed by G. Rasch (1960). The Rasch modcl is a one-parameter
model; it assumes that there is a0 guessing and that all the items discriminate
cqually. Under this modcl, only the difficulty has to be estimated.

The parameter estimation is a complex mathematical procedure that
requires a computer. Various programs arc available cither on mainframe
computers (v.g LOGIST, Wingersky, Barton & Lord 1982) or micro-computers
(v.g. MicroCAT, Asscssment Systems Corp. 1984). To cstimate the parameters
properly, particularly with the threc-parameter model (discrimination, difficulty
and gucssing) a large sample is necded - about 1,000 examinees. Fortunately,
the distribution of the sample does not have to reflect exactly the distribution of
the population because the program will try to fit a curve rather than calculate
proportions of correct answers. The item calibration is sample-free. This
property of IRT models is known as the “invariance of items”. IRT provides also
the "invariance of subjects” which mecans that we get test-free person
measurcment. This sccond property is crucial in adaptive testing because it
implics that ability estimates can be calculated and compared cven though
different items have been submitted.




IMPLEMENTATION OF THE TEST
The following steps are involved in creating the item bank:

- Planning the bank: Are we measuring more than one common trait? If
s0, then several item banks should be set up. At this stage, we must also
make sure that the items can be administered, answered and marked both
with a "paper-and-pencil” format and with a computcrized version. Since
ficld testing is cxpensive, a great deal of attention must be paid to the
wording of the items. For large item banks, several versions using
"anchor items” will be nccessary.

Ficld testing and item analysis: The items will be tried out on a small
sample - 100 to 200 subjects. Classical item analysis using proportions of
correct answers and correlations is helpful in order to climinate bad items
from the next version. At this stage, some dimensionality analysis can be
conducted to make sure the test (or sub-test) is measuring a single trait.

Field testing and calibration: The new version(s) is(arc) administered to
a large sample - 200 to 2,000 dcpending on the model chosen and the
quality of the sample. This data will be processed so that item
parameters and degree of fit will be obtained for cach item.

Inclusion to the bank: If the item is acceptable, it will be added to the
bank. At least, an identification code, the questions (and the options with
multiple-choice items), the right answer and the parameters should
appear on an item record. Additional information may be incorporated
(Henring 1986).

Of coursc, a management system will have been previously set up. A
management system works like a data base system. Each sub-test is a data base
that can be accessed with the management system. Once the user has chosen a
sub-test, different operations can be exccuted:

- Updating the bank: ncw items may be added, some others deleted. The
uscr should also be able to browse in the bank and modify an item
without having to rewrite it.

- Importing items: When a set of items are located in another file, there
should be provisions to execute a mass transfer into the bank.
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- Listing the items: Each item can been scen individually on the screen.
Yet the user can also call a list of the items. Each line will show the
identification code of an item, the parameters, and a cuc to remind the
question.

In addition, our system calculates the "Match index”. According to Lord

(1970), this valuc corrcsponds to the ability at which the item is the most
efficient.

Obtaining the ite:a information: Under IRT, one can tetl how much
information can be obtained at different points of the ability scale. As the
information sums up, at a specific ability point, the estimation becomes
increasingly more reliable at this point.

The selection procedure is a method that can be applied in order to
cstimate the examinee’s ability after an answer and to find the next item that is
the most appropriate. The concept of item information is crucial as the most
appropriate item is the one that brings the most information for a given ability.
Tracing the administration of the adaptive test we have designed will help to
understand how the program works. We nceded a computerized placcment test
for English speaking post-sccondary students learning French as a
second/foreign language in Canada. As a placement test, the instrument
atlempts to assess the student’s gencral proficiency. It assumes that such a
construct exists cven though a more refincd cvaluation should probably divide
this general competence in various components such as the grammatical
competence, the discourse competence or the sociolinguistic competence
(Canale and Swain 1980). The format of the test is affected by the medium, the
micro-computer. The three sub-tests contain multiple-choice items because we
want to minimize the use of the keyboard and because open-cnded answers arc
too unpredictable to be properly processed in this type of test. The organization
and the content of the test also reflect the fact that we had to comply with IRT
rcquirements.

THE ADMINISTRATION OF THE TEST

Within the IRT framework, proccdures have been developed to estimate
the student’s ability, using the answers to the itcms and the parameters of these
items. However, calculating the student’s ability is not pessible when th
program is started since no d~ia is available. This is the rcason why, at the
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beginning of the test, the student will be asked some information about his/her
background in the second/foreign language:

How many ycars did the student study the langusge?
Did he/she ever live in an environment where this language is spoken?
If so, how long ago?

Then the program prompts the student to rate his/her general proficiency
level on a seven category scale ranging from "Beginner” t "Very advanced”. All
this informalion is used to oblain a preliminary estimation that will be used for
the sclection of the first item of the first sub-test. Tung (1986) has shown that
the more precise is the preliminary estimation, the more efficient is the adaplive
test.

The first sub-test contains short paragrsphs {ollowed by a m/c question to
mcasure the student’s comprehension.  According to Jafarpur (1987), this "short
context technique® is a good way to measure the general proficiency. Figure 2
illustrates how the adaptive procedure works. At the beginning of the sub-test,
after an cxample and an cxplanation, an item with a difficulty index close to the
prcliminary estimation is submitted.

Srore Theta Frror

0z
n/2
1/3
2/4

3/5

.ann
RO

L2260

Figure 2 - Hems used in sub-test #1

In the example, the first item was failed (U = 0) and the program then
sclected an casier one. When at least one right and onc wrong answer have been
obtaincd, the program uscs a more refined procedure to calculate the student’s
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ability. The next item will be one which has not been presented as yet and that is
the closest to the new estimation. The procedure goes on until the pre-sct
threshold of information is reachcd. When this quantity of information is
attained, the measure is precise enough and the program switches to the next
sub-test.

The same procedure is used for the second part with the cstimation from
the previous sub-test as a starting value. On the second sub-test, a situation is
presented in English and followed by four grammatically correct statements in
French. The student must select the one that is the most appropriate from a
semantic and sociolinguistic point of view. Raffaldini (1988) found this type of
situational test a valuable addition to a mcasure of the proficicncy. Once we
have obtained sufficient information, the program switches to the third sub-test,
which is a traditional fill-the-gap cxercise. This format is found on most of the
current standardized tests and is a rcliable measure of lexical and grammatical
aspects of the language. Imaediately after the last sub-test, the result will
appear on the screen.

Since a normal curve deviate is meaningless for a student, the result will be
cxpressed as one of the fourteen lzbels or strata that the test recognizes along
the ability range: "Absolute beginner, Absolute beginner +, Almost heginner ..
Very advanced +".

ADVANTAGES AND LIMITATIONS

Both the students and the program administrators appreciate that the result
is given right away. The students receive immediate feedback on what he/she
did and the result can be kept confidential. Since there are no markers, the
marking is cconomical, crror-frce and there is no delay. Individual
administration as opposed to group administration is, in some situations, an
assct: the students can write the test whenever they want, without supervision,
Becausc of the adaptive procedure, the tests are shorter. In order to reach a
comparable reliability with our test, we nced a "paper-and-pencil” version that is
at lcast twice as long as the CAT one. Actually, in most cases, CAT will usc only
40% of the items of the cquivalent conventional test. Finally, the adaptive
procedurce means that the student is constantly faced with a realistic challenge:
the items arc never too difficult or too casy. This mcans lcss frustration,
particularly with beginners. With a morc sophisticated instrument than the one
we designed, onc could cven find other positive aspects of CAT. For example,
with IRT it is possible to recognize misfitting subjects or inappropriate patterns
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and therefore detect phoncy examinees. Taking advantage of the capabilitics of
the computer, one could also make the testing environment more ¢njoyable.

However, there are also very serious limitations with CAT.  Even with the
fancicst gadgetry, the computer environment will always be a very artificial one.
It is always a rcmote represcntation of the real world and precludes any form of
direct testing. Moreover, the type of answer is restricted because of the machine
itsclf and because of the psychometric model. With the combination of the
present technology and IRT, it is hard to imagine how a test could use anything
other than m/c items or very predictable questions. The medium, the computer,
not only affccts the type of answers but also the content of the test. In our test,
we wanted to usc standard and affordable hardware but some students
complained that the test was very poor in assessing oral skills. In spite of recent
innovations with vidcodiscs, audio-tape interfaces, CD-Rom, or cven artificial
speech devices, the stimulus in CAT is generally written. On the other hand, the
modcl, IRT, not only affects the type of answer but also the practicality of the
development. In our test, three parts of fifty items cach were administered to
morc than 700 hundred examinees. This is considercd as a minimum and some
research shows that cven with 2,000 examincecs, the error component of a three-
paramecter calibration may be too large. Using a Rasch model may help to
reduce the samplc size, usually at the expense of the model fit, but the field
testing will always be very demanding. Therefore, CAT is certainly not
applicable to small-scale testing.

Perhaps thc most formidable problem, is the assumption of
unidimensionality. This concept refers to the number of traits that are
mcasured. Under IRT, a common dimension, ic. a single factor, must clearly
emerge. Otherwise, applications of IRT may be highly questionable. Even
though the calibration procedure is statistically quitc robust and most language
tests will comply with the unidimensionality requirement (Henning, Hudson &
Turncr 1985), many testing situations are based on a multidimensional approach
of the language compctence (Bachman, forthcoming).

Multi-dimensional calibration tcchniques exist but they are not always
practical (Dandonclli & Rumizen 1989). One particular type of
unidimensionality is the independence of the items. This principle implies that
an answer to onc item should never affect the probability of getting a right
answer on another item. Cloze tests usually do not meet this requircment
because finding a correct word in a context increases the chance of finding the
next word.

Finally, when all the theoretical problems have been solved some practical
problems may arise. For cxample, for many institutions the cost ef the
development and implementation of an adaptive test could be too high. Madsen
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(1986) studied the student’s attitude and anxicty toward a computerized test;
attention must be paid to these affective cffects.

CONCLUSION

These limitations clearly indicate that CAT is not a panacca. It should
never be used to create a diagnostic test that aims at finding weaknesses or
strengths on various discrete points becausce this iype of test is not
unidimensional. By the same token, it should not be used on so-called
"communicative” tests that atiempt to measure aspects of the communicative
competence without isolating the different dimensions in scparatc sub-tests.
Canale (1986) mentions that the testing environment is so artificial that CAT
lacks validity when test results arc used to make important decision - for a
certification test, for instance.

However if only a rough cstimation over a wide range of ability is needed,
for placement purposes, for example, CAT may be a very adequate solution. It
is also appropriatc if the trait being measurced is unique such as generai
proficiency, vocabulary, grammar. It could also be a solution to testing problems
for some integrative tests of receptive skills particularly if the result will not
affect the student’s future or can be complemented with more dircct measurcs.

In short, a CAT will always be a CAT, it will never be a watchdog.

NOTES
For an cxcellent introduction to IRT, sce Baker (1985)
An cxperimental version of this test has been developed at the Ontario

Institute of Studies in Education (Toronto) and will be implemented at
Carleton University (Ottawa).
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