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1.0 Introduction

Testing and e}gaminations form a cofnmon, important part of the lives of students.
Certain crucial tests, such as entrance examinations, -can determine the course of a
student’s life. .Because of this it is'especially important to carefully study and prepare -
the tests we give to our students. - This paper will attempt to characterize, analyze and
classify both the various kinds of tests and the issues involved in their use in order that

“we can better understand the activity we are engaged in.

Testing is often looked upon as a necessary evil, and the student taking é test (the
examinee) is often neglected and depersonalized by the testing process. In what folloiws’, .
although the perceptions, feelings, and attitudes of students are not discussed directly, it
should be remembered that neither students nor the teaching--of language must be lost to
the pursuit of testing. Though often stereotyped for their orientation towards data or _
numbers, researchers in the field of testing often do- try to consider students on an-
individual, personal basis. Testing via an interview in a relaxed setting is-one currénﬂy
populér way to do this. = Also, thorough, frequent and rigorous checks of the tests we use
certainly will produce better tests than doing no inﬁrestigation at all, and of ‘course
students can be treated more fairly, equally, and humanely by administering tests that
are correctly suited to their skills. Thus, proper investigation of a test’can increase its
utility and improve ’hpw well it works. - Correct placement of s’;udents can in many cases
help a program or school operate more sr'noothly—by accurately evaluating student
proficiency we can better control the type and quality of students in our classrooms.
Critically exaﬂiining tests is thus. a kind of “quality éontrol” that benefits students,
schools and even teachers in the classroom. o

As with tesfing in general, when investigating language tests there are three basic
points to c0nsid_ér. Shohamy (1988 : 165) gives two of them by stating that "‘Language

~testing is concerned with the “meavsiurement of language: Language is the trait, and how
we go zibdut measuring it is the met-hodf’ Peterson (1989 : 95) adds another step and
states that: B
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—

We have to know what we want to measure,

we have to decide how to measure it, and -

-3. finally, we have to check to see that we have measured what we intended to
measure, -

D

‘While this deceptively simple scherne does summarize the requirements of good testing,
there are a large number of questions that need to be answered along the way. Perhaps
it would be best to begin by characterizing the general direction of testing at the present
time. '

Tests are becormng more efficient and; as mentioned, are being des1gned so that they
are more adaptable to an individual’s abilities. In designing language tests researchers
are often atternptmg to test more than one skill or abrhty at once—l. e, to prov1de a test
‘that gives an 1ntegrated evaluation of an examinee’s ability. A second type of mtegra
tion in Wthh different skills support one another has also been developed For example
hstemng comprehens1on tasks on a test can “feed” and “be fed by” other skllls (Douglas
1988 : 255-6). Tests that challenge exammees to use different strategles (hngurstrc
soc1a1 rhetorical, etc) have become more common, tests have been contextuahzed” by
careful des1gn and close attention to the social knowledge and backgrounds of the
examinees, and fmally, tests have been designed that require examlnees to apply
knowledge that they gamed through one skill (reading, hstenmg, etc.) to a. varlety of
‘tasks that involve other aspects of language prof1c1ency. These features refle_ct and
summarize many of the recent trends m test devel'opment Before moving to a discus-
sion. of test types and their charactenstlcs it is necessary to deal with certam global

- issues.in the f1eld of testmg '

2.0 Global Aspects of Testing

There are certain ques_tions, concepts, and pr’oblems that have an irnpact on most all
tests, no matter what their type or style The first question deals with what is being
tested. Obviously, language teachers will want to test language——but Just what aspects
of language will they want to test? Will a test focus exclusively on pronunc1at10n? Will
it try to examine l1ngu1st1c competence and exclude all types of “world knowledge”'r’ At
what level of profrcrency can we expect students to drsplay a grasp of the social and
cultural knowledge possessed by the native speakers of a language? What about commu-
nlcatlve ab1llty7’ Should .a test evaluate how well a student can funct1on in spec1f1c
s1tuat10ns and exclude cons1derat1on of grammatical accuracy? The decision about what
to test can be a.dlfflcult one. Part of the reason for this is that the nature of the skills
and abilities that allow one to produce language remains uriclear. Also, the skills and
abilities involved seern to develop in different ways and at different rates in differernt
people. Thrs diversity and uncertainty undermmes the ability of the test de31gner to
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correctly assess language ability.

The sécond global aspect of testing concerns whether or not zitest is desig_fxed around
a unifying theme or context, the theory being that a test designed in this way will provide
a more motivating and more satisfying experience for examinees (Douglas, 1988 : 251).
Some researchers 'arguethat thematic unity can have a significant impact on the results
Qf a test (Douglas, 1988 : 256). Typically, individual items on a test bear little relation-
:ship to preceding or folloWing items However, tests which have been de31gned around
a central theme (a S1tuat1on a t0p1c or a place) produce different results than those
which have not. . Thus the question for test designers is: Should an organizing theme be
used for all or part of a test? If so, how can a theme be chosen that will not in itself skew
the test results? Since certain tOplCS are more interesting and appeahng to various
sectlons of any test population can a test be demgned without giving an advantage to
some spec1a1 group of exammees? -

The third global aspect of testing concerns the effect of background knowledge on

~test results. Some tests make common and frequent use of current events for test
material. Others rely on cettain genres of literature for content. How can test
" designers insure that by using these materxals they are not prejudicing the results of their
examination? Choosing a common topic or social situation on which to base a test is
especially difficult where student populations come ffqm a variety of cultural back-
grounds. Related to the issue of background knowledge is the issue of how students
have studied the target language. Some student groups haire been theroughly and’
repeatedly exposed to many types of test questions while other have not, and since a
knowledge of testing techniques can be thought of as a kind of specialized background
knowledge, won’t those students who have a knowledge of testing score better than those
who don’t? How can a test be designed to cfr_cumvent this problem?

Other global problems concern dilemmas that test designers have encountered in
practical situations. Some researchers have noted that while learners with ‘similar
competencies cem get different scores on the same test, at other times learners with
similar scores have gotten those scores as a result of differing competencies. . Even the

. effectiveness of a good test can vary from onegroup of students.to another, and it has
been d‘emons‘c_rated that students may perform quite differently on different types of tests
(Brown, 1989:66). Lantolf and Frawley (1988 : 183) claim thet test tasks can never be
accepted'as natural by the examinee, that tests will always be artificial, and that tests
can only mimic a reduced version of the world rather than showing it as it actually is.
They State ‘that the task of the test itself often overshadows, overpowers, and detracts
from the task of demonstrating the abilities and skills that make up language profi-

ciency. ’I‘hese authors state that they:

... cannot assume, therefore, that if students are successful in a decontextual-
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ized setting [i. e., the test] that they will also be successful in a different setting,
. The only environment we can be certam of is that established by the test
Sltuatlon itself and nothing more. (Lantolf and Frawley, 1988 : 190)

Lantolf and Frawley offer an extreme view of the perspeetive that an examinee may be
more or less permanently dlsabled by the test situation from showing his or her true
skills and abilities (1988 : 191). However this extreme view must be put aside since it

© virtually prevents us from administering any type of test or using the results for any
practical purpose. While a test may be a reduced (and thus inaccurate) model of the
world, the general consensus is that it can still be used by students to demonstrate their
abilities. Additiohally, thie type of reduced model can help students study and learn any
number of language skills, and can help them gain confidence in the kinds of skills and.
abilities that they_ will eventually be using in the real world. Next, although ‘the
preceding issues and cOneepts have ‘a broad, global.impact on testing, there are two
remaining areas with a similar global signi-ficance that must be discussed. The first of
these is the concept of validity; the second is the concept of reliability.

2.1 Validity

Validity is a complex to'pic and one which test designers frequently fail to agree on.
While a thorough treatment of vdlidity is beyond the scope of this paper, this concept
does provide a set of useful criteria for test: analysis Parenthetlcally, the confusmn
surrounding this concept may be the result of mistaking the particular type of Vahdlty
that another person is talking about. - Beginning with a general definition, Peterson
(1989 : 95) suggests that "ﬂ‘validi‘ty is related to the purpose for using a test, not to the test
itself”. Shohamy (1988 173) says that “it is by examining the reliability and validity

of ... tests that we can assure that scores provide accurate and valid indications of ..
language. There are five types of validity that will be described briefly in turn.

The first type of validity is construct validity. When detefmining construct validity
for a test, we need to ask how well that test reflects current theories of testin_g and their
requirements (Williams, 1990:50). Tests should incorporate the latest, generally
accepted research in the fields of testing and language teaching.

The second type of validity is face valza’zty Face validity asks whether. or not a test
looks like the test that it is supposed to be (Wllhams 1990 :55). For example, does a test
that purports to measure listening comprehension look like a test of listening to the
students who are taking it? - -Or does'ivt look like something else? Maint_ainir@g face
validity is something like maintaining self-confidence: the test needs to support the
illusion that it’s really measuring what it claims to. Carter and Long (1990 : 220) suggest
that a test should appear to be the reasonable outcome of any preceding classroom
activity. As for university level entrance examinations, they should fall within the
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expectations of the high school students that will be taking them. Face validity is a
relatively weak form of validity and it-is often claimed that it cannot act as proof of
validity by itself (Shohamy, 1988 : 167). _ ,
The third type of validity is comtent validity. Here, the test ~should reflect the
materials and éontent of the courses or curriculum that students will be studying
(Williams, 1990 :56). It is important to stress that testing and curriculum need to be
coordinated. Students need to be evaluated based on their suitability for the program
which they wish to enter. It makes little sense to evaluate students on the basis of one
set of criteria and then to place them in a program that supports a different set of values.
The fourth type of Validity is concurrvent validity. This type of validity is a statisti-
cal concept—test désigners'must assess the extent to which test components or different
tests which purport to measure the same skill actually correlate in statistical terms, and,
' the extent to which the test correlates with other tests (Williams, 1990 : 56). Due to the
number of calculations involved this type of validity check is possible only with machine-
processed data and a computer. True, it can be done by hand, but the cost in time and
effort would be prohibitive. S
The fifth and final type of Valxdlty is predzctwe valzdzty When used with a profi-
ciency test, this type of validity checks the extent to which scores on tﬁat‘ test-correlate
well with the subsequent success of the examinees. To check the predictive validity of
‘a university entrance exammatmn a researcher would try to correlate scores on the
exam with the later successes or failures of the students concerned. Students with hlgh
entrance exam scores should be the most successful students in the program that follows.
Students with low scores on the test should be the weakest or need the most help in the
program that follows. If not, then the entrarice exam has poor predfctive validity and
the causes of this should be 1nvest1gated " These five types of vahd1ty are suggestive of.
the kinds of questions and statistical analyses that can help improve tests and examina-
tions. From here, we must move on to reliability, the next topic of discussion.

2.2 Reliability

“Reliability is related to the interpretation of scores, ... not to -the test itself”
(Peterson, 1989 : 95): Tests of reliability are reaHy tests of consistency—they answer the
question: Do you consistehtly get the same results? In tha area of oral proficiency testing, -
the people who give tests are called “raters” since they give ratings, or evaluations, to
the examineses that they interview. Because a certain variation in ‘bpinion is to be
-expected when different raters interview the same examinee, test researchers have
devised ways to check on “inter-rater” reliability to measure the extent to which
different raters give the same evaluation to an examinee. Also, the concept of “intra-
rater” reliability is used to measure the extent to which the same rater consistently
evaluates thé same students in the same way at different times. In both of these cases
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the question here is really: Are the test results that we are getting corisistent? As such,
parallel questions can be asked of university entrance exams. | k
Try to conceive of a kind of “intra-test” reliability, where we could check on the:

extent to which the same test consistently evaluates the same students in the same way .

at different times. As for an entrance examination,’it wouldn’t be too difficult to S

administer the same test @ second time to matriculating first year students. Although

all the candidates who took the regular entrance examination would not be repeating the

test, a reasonable sample (the matriculating class) would be. The retest could take

place _approximately two' months after taking the regular entrance exam—riot enough

time for a significant improvement in-language skills to take place. These students

would retake the same test (probably without warning) and the results of their first and

second attempts on the same test would be statistically comp‘ared to see how reliable the

exam was. Thus, the same group of students would be taking the same test two times.

Generally, if the scores on these two attempts converge (if the r‘esultsvare similar), then

there is a good chance that the exam is really testing the lahguage abiljties and skills that

it purports to. However, if there is little convergence. or correlati-on the there is a good

chance that the test is not functioning they way it is supposed to: it is not a reliable test

for judging candidates’ language abilities. ' | .

- Next, there is anther typé of test reliability that can be investigated. Again, “inter- ,
rater” reliability checks on the extent to which different raters give the same evaluation
to an examinee. This kind of reliability test can also be used with a university entrance
exam. Instead of the same test being administered to the 'same gfoup of students, a
different but similar tés_t is administered to the same group of students. How can this
be done? Universities typically create and administer a new entrance examination each
year.. For any groupv of matriculating.- students there is a set of related entrance
examination scores. Perhaps just before beginning their classes, this group of newly
admitted students. could retake the entrance exam from the previous year.  Thus, the
same 'group of students would have taken rathier similar tests, designed by the_same

- school, and used for the same purpose. A
These two tests would yield two sets of scores for the same ‘group of students
—scores which could then be compared and'cdrre_lated statistically to check Whether‘or_v
not the two tests were reliébly measuring the same thing. Again, if the results of the
two tests converge then there is a good chance that both examinations are measuring the
language abilities they are désigned to measure. However, if there is little convergence
~or correlation then there is a good chance that one (or both) of the tests is not‘functioﬁing
they Way it is supposed to: it is not a reliable test for judgiqg. candidates’ language
abilities. ~This type of reliability is known as parallel-forms reliability, and as Shohamy
states:. - '
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For est1mat1ng parallel-forms reliability, there is a need to compare dxfferent
versions of the same interaction, as it is varied by a number of contextual
variables. The extent to which the scores of the two or more versions correlate
is an indication of this type of rehablhty (1988:173-4)

Thus, diffe_rent types of reliability indicai:e the degree to which tests accurately and
consistently measure what they are designed to measure. University entrance examina-
tions exemplify the kind of test where it is especially important to achieve a high degrée
of reliability, since crucial decisions are based on the results of these tests. Finally,
although it is not essential to investigate all types of validity and reliability, some basic
checks should be a normal partl of the design and administration of all tests (Shohamy,
1988 : 170). '

2.3 Precauti.ons

Before moving on to a discussion of different types of tests and their characteristics
itis necessary to-put forth some cautionary statemen{s conc‘erning'language' skills and
abilities, tes_ting, and the scores, data, and statistical results that an investigation into
testing will inevitably produce. Though perhaps it seems obvious when stated directly,
it must be remembered that just because tests produce numer1ca1 results- this does not ‘
mean that the skill or ability being measured by the test is a hnear metric one (Lantolf
and Frawley, 1988 :185). This is especially the case with language, which consists of
multiple skills and abilities, each of which develops in -different ways and at dlfferent
rates. \ _ ' 7
Second, it is important not to confuse fhe_ method of testing with the skill being
tested. “As Bachman (1988 : 15) states “ . .any measure of. .. ability must clearly distin-
~ guish the ability to be measured from the methods or procedures used to elicit ev1dence
of this ability.” That is, one must not confound the abilities to be measured with the
elicitation-procedures designed to produce them. Typically, one assumes that a particu-
lar language' skill is best measured by using that same skill as a vehicle for the test.
Thus, one would assume that the testing of hstemng skills would be best accomplished
by using an elicitation procedure that involves 11sten1ng, or that a test that purports to
.measure writing ability would naturally require the examinees to produce a writing
sample. While using the same skill for elicitation as the one being"'meas_ured does
provide for face validity, it does not necessarily follow that such a test will “naturally”
provide- an accurate measurement. Such tests should contmue to be the subject of
ongoing validity and reliability checks. -
Third, test designers should abide by the comments of Lanfcolf and Frawley (1988 :
185) when they caution investigators not to\los‘e sight of the object of their inquiry by
focusing their attention too exclusively on the tools used to measure it. For language
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teachers this means that the skills and -abilities that comprise language should have a
greater importance and priority than'eit-herv the tests used to measure those ‘skills' or the
kinds of analysis that those‘ tests may be subject to. Having finished with these
precautions, I will now move on to a discussion of types of tests,

3.0 Types of Tests

 Researchers in the field of testing commonly agree that there are two basic types of
tests. One type is called a ,.no%m—referesnced test (NRT) and the other is called a
“criterion-refevenced test (CRT). Norm-referenced tests will be characterized first.

Generally, NRTs are designed to _measure overall language skills and abilities. The
abilities measured could be broadly defined as overall proficiency or could be somewhut
more restricted—e. g., a vocabulary or a listening comprechension test. For NRTs
there is only one test and only one score for each individual who took the test. The
scores produced by NRTs are mterpreted relative to each other. Individual scores are
frequently evaluated by their distribution around a statlstlcal norm( or mean. Indeed,
that is the purpose of a NRT—to spread students along a centinuum of scores so that

those examihees with relatively little ability are placed at one end of the scale, while
those with relatively high ability are,vplaced at the other. Usually, the'bulk of the scores -
is found in the miiddle of the scale, clugtered around an average or mean score. Finally,
prior to the test examinees are no't given any information about the specific content of
the test, although they may know something about its structure—the type of questlons

" for example (Brown 1989 : 67-8).

On the other hand CRTs are produced to measure SpeCIflC instructional obJectlves o
‘These objectives are often unique to a particular course or program- -and are dervied from ,
the inétrUctional goals.that serve as a basis for the curriculum. Because of this relation-
ship it is important for"both teachers and students to know exactly what is expected of
them. CRTs often employ a preteét/posttest scenario, but the pretest is often left
undone and the students are assumed to have little or no knowledge of the material that
will be taught and tested. Scores produced by.CRTs are clalmed to be “objective” and
these results are considered to'be absolute, i. e., they are not interpreted with reference
to the scores of other students. Each individual score is thought to be meaningful in and
of itself. Also, when placed on a scale the dlstrlbutlon of CRT scores is not the “normal” -

. distribution of NRT scores. Instead, if all the students learn everythmg that is taught
they will all receive the same high (or perfect) score on the test Thus, CRTs measure '
the extent to which students have developed knowledge of a specific ab111ty or sklll
which has usually been specified in the goals or objectives for their program. In
contrast to N RTS,'a,bove, for a CRT students usually have a very clear idea of the types
of Questions, tasks, and content to expect on the test (Brown, 1989 : 68).

The basic differences between NRTs and CRTs can be summérized with reference
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to the following five points.

What .is measured

How the scores are interpreted

The' distribution of scores

The purpose of testing

Student awareness of test questlons and content

O oo

Criterion—referenced tests appear to be the undeclared (and unattainable) ideal for the
world of testing. The idealized version of a CRT is indeed objeetive, but it seems that
there is always some way in which practical reélity falls short of the ideal.

First, the establishment of a minimum criterion level is usually arbitrary. While it
remains true that scores tnay be absolnt‘e, some sort of interpretative, arbitrary judge- .
ment is necessary to determine what level of performance is adequate. Should it be 60.
points or 70 that is deemed to be a passing score? Why one and not the other? Second,

" Douglas claims that:

- There are so many ways, structural and strategic, to get something done with
language that it is currently beyond our ability to establish a domain of tasks
that would add up to a criterion. Only a very narrowly focused language-for-
specific-purposes context m1ght allow for a reasonable cr1ter1on~referencmg
(1988 : 251)

In spite of this claim, W_hich disallows CRTs because they cannot meet true standards of,
objectivity, it is still quite valuable te‘ know as much as possible about what is being

tested. Shohamy "etates that “In constructing language tests, it is essential to have a

defined curriculum or set body of knoWledge from which testers determine what to test” .
(1988.: 165). ' |

4.0 Proficiency Tests and :‘Ach'ievement Tests

“Proficiency test” and “achievement test” are the popular terms for the two previ-
ously discussed types of tests. A proficiency‘test‘ is a kind of norm-referenced test,
while an achievement test is a kind of Criterion—referenced test. As they are typical__ly
administ_ered university entrance exams are -norm-referenced 'pvroficiency tests, not

“achievement tests. University entrance exams fit the requifements for a norm-referen-
ced test very well: 1) they are -a broad measure of an examinee’s skills, 2) scores are
“interpreted with reference to the scores of other examinees, 3) the graders.of these tests
hope for a normal distribution of scores, 4) the purpose of testing is to spread the
candidates alvong a scale based on their scores, and 5) the examinees are familiar with the
format or structure of the test without knowing the specific content that will be tested.
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Because university entrance exams (proficiency tests) are se commonly accepted by

examinees, institutions, and society they frequently escape critical examination of the

- concept of proficiency that they are based on. Since no two examinees are alike and
because most of these tests produce only a single number Or score as a measure, it can
be claimed that proficiency tests have a homogemzmg effect on any subcomponents of
proficiency skill. The proficiency of a speaker can never be charactenzed in any
absolute sense and it is not a concept “that can be formalized in terms of a taxonomy of
items, no matter how long or genuine that taxonomy may be” (Lantolf and Frawley,
1988:189-90). This may-be the reason that proficiency has been defined in more than

* one way by different researchers (Lantolf and Frawley, 1988 : 186-90). Thus the major
weakness of proficiency tests is that'while they purport to judge proficiency they fail to
give any account of what proficiency is, there it comes from, and how it’s determined'
It would seem that a humanly devised concept (proficiency) is determmmg what the
world should be hke (the effect of the test on the matrlculatlon of students) rather than
the world (as empmcal and objective as it is) determmmg what the concept of proficiency
should be. ‘ ,

It is also important to note that while uhiverSity entrance exams seem to easily
satisfy the requirements of a norm-referenced proficienCy test, there are ways in which .
the same test can be reconceived as a cfiterion—referenced achievement test. The first
contrast between NRTs and CRTs concerns what is -rﬁeasur,ed. ‘Rathelj than considering
an entrance exam to measure some general notion of Vproficiency, it could- alternatively
be thought of as measuring the common aspects of .a set of relatively well-defined
English curricula. This kind Qf elementary or basic proficiéncy might be tnore easily B
specified than proficiency for"_;other,. higher levels of skill. The second contrast concems

‘how scores are interpreted. Scores might be interpreted to characterize how well
students have done at meeting those basic objectives rather than relative to the scores
of other examinees. ‘

The third contrast concerns score dlstrlbutlon Not much remterpretatmn can be
done here—the scores present themselves as they are. If the distribution is unusual this

- could be reflecting actual differences in achievement of the students concerned. Per-
haps an unusual distribution could be correlated with the high school the examinees
attended, any extr’acurficular,inst_ruction t_hey might have participated in, or some other
factor (an unusual distribution tc‘Ou"ld even be a by-product of the test itself). The fourth
contrast, concerning the purpose of testing, is relativel‘yb‘les‘s impoftant than the others.
Whether it’s proficiency or échievement that’sbeing measured there will certainly be a
range of sceres‘—some students will inevitably do better than others due to a variety of

~external factors. Either a proficiency or an achievement test can be designed to elicit
a broad range of results, and too little or too. much discrimination between student levels
of proficiency’ can be a preblem for either type of test. ‘
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‘The fifth contrast concerns the type of knowledge that examinees will have of a test
before they take it. To the extent that university entrance exams are testing a basic
proficiency, and to the extent that these exams remaih‘ unchanged in design and content(
from year to year, stude‘nts (or their tutoré) will be ‘able to predict more and more
accurately both the kind and type of questions and the content that they will contain.
Finally, regardless of which type of test an entrance exam is considered to be, the scores
are reporte,d as numbers. Again, it is best not to lose sight of the reason and purpose

 for testing by focusing too exclusively on scores.

5.0 Test Construction

In section 3.0, above, two basic types of tests were characterized. While the
temptation is strong to label this sec-tion"‘Typesl of Tests (Part 2)” it is perhaps better ‘
to call it “Test Construction,” since the. issues dealt with here are concerned with the
actual production and design of a test. Tests involve types of tasks, the testing of all

. or part of an examinee’s. knowledge of a language, and various types of skills and
knowledge. We will now examine these different things to get a feel for various types -
of language tests. ' 4 A

When designing a test one of the first decisions concerns the type of fasks that will
be used in the test. Douglas ‘(1988 : 2_46) lists five types of tasks that can be used on
language tests. The first task is called “listen [or-read]—and*gi\'re#the—right—'answer.”
This type of question is common on proficiér_lcy examinations such és TOEFL. Thé
answer format caﬁ bek multiple choice, cloze, fill-in-the-blanks; or perhaps a longer
answer. The second type of task is called a “reduced-redundancy task.” This type of
task tests listening comprehension when some features are missingr or when they have
been masked by'some disturbance or environmental noise. The third type of task is
called a “repetitivon—imitat‘ion. task.” Here, competence is displayed in the form of short
term memory. The theory is that if students know sorhefhing they will remember it
more easily than if they don’t. .The fourth type of task is called an “interaction task.”
A task of this type might require students to produce or select the appropriate reépo‘nSes
in conversations. The fifth and last type of task is called a “media-transfer task.”
Students are asked to réspond to.video or pictorial input on this type of task. The Test
of English for International Communication (TOEIC) uses this type of task to test basic
listening skills. v ) o

- Next, a decision must be made about what aspect of the examinee’s knowledge is
going to be tested. Is the test going to check their language ability in a global, holistic
fashion, or is-it going to assess different skills separately? Bachman says that:

The evidence from language testing research is generally consistent with the
- hypothesis that language proficiency consists of several distinct abilities that

T

NI | -El ectronic Library Service



Hokuri ku University

12 S . John D. Dennis

are either related to each other or that are related to-a higher order general
ability. (1988 :155)

Another researcher, Elana Shohamy, states that:

Holistic scales define global‘ kndwledge,‘ whereas analytic scales focus on spe-
cific aspects such as grammar, fluency, strategies, sociolinguistic factors and
pronunciation. (1988 :173)

Neither of these statements offers any evidence for or against testing holistically or
testing various skills independently. This decision is one that would best be made with
reference to the kind of student that a program or school would most like to attract. Or,
it may be best to consider the type of curriculum a schoql is offering. Does it give a -
higher priority to one or anothef of the language skills (reading, writing, speaking, or
listening)? Or does it give an equal value to these skills when considering students for
‘admission? These questions and others like them need to be considered for a test to -
adequately reflect the goals and objectives embodied ifi a curriculum. '

- If a decision is made to test the sub-skills of language proficiency it still has to be
determined at what level those sub-skills will be tested. Is it listening comprehehSion
that is going to be tested? Or should+it be some particular aspect of listening? Douglas
cites research that identifies nine different sub-skills of listening comprehension (1988 :
246). Thus it may not be enough to simply pick a skill and begin developiﬁg a.test for
it. Given that there are nine sub- skills to hstenmg comprehensmn it still must be
dec1ded whether to test for all or part of them. Finally, Matthews cautlons that “It is.
xlloglcal to allocate equal marks for the various sub-skills as 1f the relatlonshlp between
them was .one of s1mp1e addition” (1990 :118).

Third, is a test going to be designed to emphas1ze functmnal abilities and skills
(showing an awareness of _soc1al status, formality, and context), grammatical and llnguls

. tic knewledge, or content (knowledge of a certain set of topics)? 'Although'to a cértain

e'xtve,nt this decision will be based on the competency level of the students to be tested,.
these are the types of issues that have to be addressed when designing an examination.

Finally, when considering types of tests sometimes the diséussion turns to” the
various types of que_stio'n's and answers that can be included on them. Although it is
common to hear a test referred to as “a multiple choice tést” or as “an objective test”
this use of popular termmology is misleading, and it is a way of describing tests which
is rare in the literature of this field. A multlple choice test could be either a norm-
referenced proficiency test or a criterion-referenced achievement test. As for the term
“objective” it is usually used in connection with criterion-referenced tests si_hc'e their

scores are usually interpreted objectively—with reference to an absolute scale rather
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than being interpreted in relation to the scores of other students.
6.0 University Entrance Examinations

Many- of the ideas and issues presented up to this point have a direct impact on
‘university entrance examinations. I would like to review some of the ideas discussed so
for with special attention to these exams. Too often questions of test design and the
nature ef the relationship of a test to a school’s curriculum go unnoticed in the process:
of test development. It cannot help but be beneficial for a school to clearly ask these
questions and to define the type of test it would like to use before the process of test
development begins. Based on their knowledge of present or future curriculum design,
should test designers give priority to linguistic ability, to functional or communicative
skills, or to knowledge of content, certain topics, or cultural information?

Second, since a test is generally believed to be better when it is:based on or related
to the curriculum of the school concerned, is it the case that university entrance.exams
are connected in this way to their curricula? Malu refers directly to this situation in her
discussion of the effectiveness of different types of tests by stating that:

..curent thinking concerning tests and testing appears to be that tests and
testmg procedures that clearly relate to our classroom assignments, curricula,

and pedagogy may be Very effective and efficient tools for measurement (1989
209)

If a school is indeed concerned about its testing program one of the best ways to begin

- ‘the process of improvement'would‘ be to establish a connection between its classroom
assignments, curriculum, and 1nstruct10na1 methods on the one hand and its testing
program on the other. A faculty survey could prov1de a list of typical assignments,

' eourse' objctives, and any minimum requiréments instructors may be using. By design-
ing a test with this information in mind a school stands an excellent chance of selecting
better-suited students for matr1culat10n ) ‘

Additionally, it is good to have a test that also functions as a teachmg tool. If
instructors can use entrance exam material in their classes for pedagogical purposes this
‘is a good sign—it shows a certain degree of test-curriculum integration. Actually, a
good way to evaluate a test that has been used would be to ask-the faculty whether or
~not it possible to include material from that test in their courses. If the answer is “yes”
then there is at least minimal convergence between the testing program and curriculum.
If the answer is “no” then this is a sign of a posmble mismatch and ‘the sultablhty of the.
test for the currlculum that follows Should be questioned.
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6.1 Technical Analysis of Entrance Examinations

Technical .analysis of an examination caﬁ_ be under taken 'us.ing a variety of statisti-
cal tests. There are a number of tests that can be used, and all of them require that the
final results of :an exam (whether it is a proficiency or achievement test) be represented
by a number. Some statistical tests even require that individual items on an examina-
tion (i. e., individual questions) be graded as either “correct” or “incorrect” rather than
being given. points on a scale depending on how well that problem was solved. While
there are certainly.disadvantages to representing language skills with numbers, it is also.
important to consider the valuable information that can be. produced by the statistical
analysis of a test or series of tests. Also, it quickly becomes difficult and impractical
to evaluate a growing number of exam candidates in any other way.

For these reasons it is often necessary to introduce a certain amount of mechaniza-
tion into the examination process. Frequently,' this time-and labor-saving mechaniza-

- tion takes the for of multiple choice,'compute_r—gr.aded' answer sheets. While some
instructors bemoan the introductiion of such “dehumanizing” and"“impersonal” test
methods, this solution fo the pro‘blem does allow those persons who are responsible for -
testing to spend their time on test design and production, and later on an a‘naleis. of the -
test, rather than. on grading. Finally, while the machine-grading of tests is usually
handled by clerical staff, the work of hand-grading tests is usually -handled by the
faculty. ' - : _ ’ ;

Thus, there are two reasons which support the reporting of results in the form of
numbers. First, this _allows a school to investigate the validity and reliability of a test
by using various statistical tools to analyze it, thereby gaining Valuablé information
about its strong and weak points. It should be noted that this type of analysis is one of
the few sources of information that can help improve a test. ,(_Although it is possible to
have an evaluative brainstorming session after hand-grading a large number of exams,

‘these sessions are certainly more subjective-and impressionistic than statistical anélysjs.
Fatigue of the grading staff is also a facfor.) Second, limited time and/or resources often
preVentA a test from being designed and administé_red in any other manner. Let us now
examine some of the statistical tools that can be used to analyze a test. '

6.2 Statiétical Procedures

Most analyses of data deal with different kinds of relationships, and the comparison
‘and contrast of two groups of data is one of the simplest relationships to investigate.
The simples»tlcomparison of two (or more) groups is a coniparison, of their centers
(defined as either an average of mean). This kind of test is called 4 ¢-fest or t—statz'étz'c.
In sgcceséive years students taking an entrance exam are similar in most respects,
except that their means might be different. Because of this similarity it can be. assumed
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that the population variances of any two groups of exam candidates are equal and
statistical procedures that use pooled variance estimates. can be employed. Given that"
this assumption is correcﬁ the corresponding tests for differences between the means will
be more powerful and will produce more significant information-about the two groups.
If cannot be assumed that the underlying variances for each group of students are equal
then a two sample t-test must be used. Since two ‘es.timatesof variance are used the
results of the test will show less inforniation about the two groups, i. e., it will be less
powerful. The trade-off is between the assumptions one makes and the kind of informa-
tion that is gained. A stronger initial assumption yields more information, but as with’
all assumptions one runs the risk of being incorrect.- A more conservative initial
assumption about the variance of the two groups provides some insurance agamst the
risk ‘of being incorrect but yields less significant information. , _

There is anther type of t-test that is called a pazred t statistic.  This statistical tool
can be used when each case in the first group corresponds naturally to a case in the
second gfoup. A common situation that produces naturally paired cases is when the
same individuals make two judgements. Also, when data are naturally paired, a
paired-t test will yield more powerful results. This tool could be usea with entrance
exams in the following ways. First, it could be used to evaluate separate sections, of a
single exam,  If there are two (or more) sections on an entrance exam these sections
could be graded separately and then compared as though they were paired Judgements
made by the same individual. ‘ _

If a school were interested in re-administering the same entrance exam (to check-its
reliability) a paired-t test could be used for this type of analysis. For this type of study,
any group of matriculating students (students who have just taken the fegular entrance
exam) could retake the same exam, perhaps early in April just as their classes begin. As
described above in the section on reliability, the higher the correlation of these. paired
scores, the more confidence a school could have in the reliability (the quality and
consistency) of its entrance exam. A slight variation on this strategy could also be used

to compare separate entrance examinations. Universities usually, create a new entrance
examination every year. If a school wanted to compare two entrance examinations
they could re-administer an entrance exam from a previous year and then compare"the
results of that exam With the results of the regular entrance exam that had just been
used, still using a paired-t procedure.

A final variation on this strategy could be used to compare the results of an entrance
examination with a proficiency test such as the “Eiken,” the TOEIC, or perhaps a less
difficult exam such as the SLEP test (“SLEP” stands for “Secondary Level English
Proficiency”). This last test is used to evaluate the English skills of high school
students, rather than businessmen or applicants to an American university. Although
the content of an entrance examination and one of these publicly offered proficiency
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tests would diverge more than a pair of successive entrance examinations from the same

university, it would still be an interesting and enlightening:comparison to make. Such
a comparison would perhaps. shed some hght on the dlffermg notlons of English profi-
c1ency that were embodied in various tests.

Another more powerful statistical procedure that could be used to study entrance
examinations is called Pearson Product-Moment Correlation. This is the statistic that
is commonly known as correlation. This test is a measure of the extent to which each
person with a high (or low) score on one test will tend to get a correspondingly high (or
low) score on the other; thus, it is_ very useful for co’mparing different proficiency tests.
Correlation measures linear association so it is important to note that only variables
which hav,j_e su‘ch a linear association can succenss.fully analyzed using this tool.  If an
'analysis ‘using this statistic does not show a correlation it is still possible that the
variables are closely related but that their relationship is a non-linear one. 'Perhap's it
is also important to note that correlation has no. units—an advantage if the origihal units
of data contain sensitive information which should not be revealed (such as the actual
‘examination scores. of students). . .

A second type of correlation test is called Spearman Rank Correlation.  When two
variables are not linearly related but there is a consistent trend between them, the’
Spearman Rank A'Correlation will correlate the respective yanks of the two variables.
Though less powerful than the Pearson statistic, Spearman’s rho can ahalyze variables
that are not linearly related. | | " -

- Either the Pearson Product-Moment Correlation or the Spearman Rank Correlation
can be used to analyze the results of the multiple testing strategies described above.
These correlation procedures can compare: 1)- sections of the same test, 2) different
administratié)nsvof the same test, or 3) different tests administer.ed to the same‘populatioﬂ |
(the same group of students) Comparisons based on any of these three procedures can
be used in an analysis of university entrance examinations. .

Apart from the types of statistical procedures that have just been described, there
are some techmques for measurmg the performance of single items (quest1ons) on a
single examlnatlon The first such techmque is called item facility. Item facﬂlty (IF)is.
a single number that represents the proportion of examinees who answered a given item
correctly. It is written as a decimal fraction, so that while an item facility of .02 means .
that 29 of the examinees answered a given question correctly, an item facility of .95

" means that 95% have answered correctly. This kind of. anaiysis can show how well
single questions are functioning on an entrance examination. --A high item facility shows
that a question is too easy,.that virtually all examinese are answering the question
correctly, A low 1tem facility shows that few exammees are answermg a question
correctly.

Since questlons W1th h1gh or low item facility numbers are not dlstmgulshmg well
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between examfnees they are correspondmgly less useful for spreadmg examlnee scores
along a scale. And since the: purpose of a profrcrency exam (i. €., a university entrance
exam) is to d1scr1m1nate between varlous levels of language ablhty, questrons W1th either |
avery hlgh or Very low 1tem fac1lrty are not useful for the purposes of the exammatron
These questlons should be marked for revrslon or removal from any subsequent test..
form “while questions W1th an 1tem fac1hty close. to 50 or .60 should be retained.
There is a second techmque that is related to 1tem facrhty Whrch is known as item
' dzscrzmmatzon Ttem d1scr1m1nat10n (ID) measures the extent to.. which a- questlon
separates students ‘with more ab111ty from those W1th less,; and it is calculated 1n the
followmg manner First, the scores of all examine€es are rank- ordered and the scores of
students who have scored 1n the upper thrrd and the lower thlrd of all exammees are
‘separated 1nto groups.. Second 1tem facrhty numbers are calculated for all test ques-
tions for exammees in both of these groups There are now two rtem facrhty numbers -
for ‘each test questlon—one for exammees Who did Well on the test, and another for -
“examinees who did poorly Thlrd for each questlon the item fac111ty number for ther.
low group is subtracted from the item fac1hty number for the hlgh group The resultmg
number represents 1tem drscrlmlnatron - ‘ i _
For example, if the lower group of examlnees had a comp051te 1tem faC1hty of A2
(12% of the exammees answered the questron correctly) and if the - hrgher group had a
composite item facrhty of .92 (92% answered correctly) the resulting item. d1scr1m1nat10n
i number is produced by subtractlng 12 from 92, Whlch in thls case ylelds 70. Generally,
- the higher the 1tem drscrlmlnatlon number the better a questlon is Workmg—a hrgher
" number means that a questron is eff1c1ently separatmg exammees with d1fferent levels of
ablhty the common purpose of entrance exam1nat1ons Whlle thrs descrlptron charac- "
terizes item analysrs for norm- referenced prof1c1ency tests s1m11ar and slightly more
' complex item analysis can also be performed for crrterlon referenced achrevement tests -
When used together or 1nd1v1dually, these tools for stat1st1cal analysrs can prov1de a
' broad range of valuable mformatmn about the tests that a school is usmg to Judge ‘the -
, prof1c1ency of 1ts potentral students.- With them one can analyze 1nd1v1dua1 test’ ques-"
trons sectlons of tests Whole tests or more than one test 1n a varlety of Ways o |

7.0 Concluslon
Careful preparation of the tests we give our students is but. one aspect of the ”proceSs
‘of testing. - These tests must also be crltlcally exammed ina number of Ways to insire’
~ that students are evaluated fairly and in accordance W1th the demands of the. currlculum
* that they Wlll be studylng Also thorough and frequent checks of the tests we use will:
produce better and more efficient tests that are sulted to the part1cular SklllS of the_
'students We are testmg Accurate and proper placement of students can 1mprove )
~student satlsfactron with a school, !and it can also make a la_nguage .1nstructor S ]Ob less
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d1ff1cult by groupmg students 1n ways: that match the rnaterral to be taught Such '
analys15 w1ll help prevent the repetrtlon of . def1c1enc1es that would otherwrse go un
notlced ' ' '
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