Chapter Four
Test Methods

Methods are used to construct tests but are not in themselves tests. Though it is possible
to talk of a good or a bad test, or a valid or invalid test, this is obviously not possible
for methods. The multiple choice procedure might produce a valid test in one realisation
but not in another. This is the case for all methods and should be borne in mind when
following the discussion on the potential advantages and disadvantages of the various test
methods below.

The different approaches to language testing were outlined above in Chapter One and
reference was made to the possible effect of test method on test scores. There is some
evidence in the literature (see Murphy, 1978, 1980; Porter, 1983; Weir, 1983a;
Boniakowska, 1986; and Alderson and Urquhart, 1985a) that test format might affect student
performance. Given the limited state of knowledge concerning the effect of test formats,
the only practical approach at present is to safeguard against possible format effect by
spreading the base of a test more widely through employing a variety of valid, practical
and reliable formats for testing each skill.

We have not yet discussed in any detail the different test methods currently in use. This
chapter, therefore, gives a brief account of the main kinds of test formats and highlights
some of their potential advantages and disadvantages. This is intended to provide a reference
and set of guidelines for future test construction.

As a general rule it is best to assess by a variety of test formats, the scores on which
are taken as a composite for reporting purposes. The main proviso for testing within a
communicative framework is that the test tasks should as far as possible reflect realistic
discourse processing and cover the range of contributory enabling skills that have been
identified (see Appendix I for an example of this approach in the TEEP test). It is important
that tests developed within this paradigm should have a strong washback effect on practice
in the language classroom. What follows is an outline of some of the available options
along the discrete point/integrative continvum.
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4.1 Testing reading comprehension

4.1.1 Multiple-choice questions (MCQs)

The advice on the construction of multiple-choice items in this section is also applicable
to the construction of tests of lisiening comprehension, structure and vocabulary. These
are referred to later in this chapter.

A multiple-choice test item is usually set out in such a way that the candidate is required
to select the answer from a number of given options, only one of which is correct. The
marking process is totally objective because the marker is not permitted to exercise
judgement when marking the candidate’s answer; agreement has already been reached
as to the correct answer for each item. Selecting and setting items are, however, subjective
processes and the decision about which is the correct answer is a matter of subjective
judgement on the part of the item writer.

Advantages

1. In multiple-choice tests there is almost complete marker reliability. Candidates’ marks,
unlike those in subjective formats, cannot be affected by the personal judgement or
idiosyncrasies of the marker. The marking, as well as being reliable, is simple, more
rapid and often more cost effective than other forms of written test.

2. Because items can be pre-tested fairly easily, it is usually possible to estimate in advance
the difficulty ievel of each item and that of the test as a whole. Pre-testing also provides
information about the extent to which each item contributes positively towards what
the test as a whole is measuring. Ambiguities in wording of items may also be revealed
by analysis of the pre-test data and can then be clarified or removed in the test proper.

3. The format of the multiple-choice test item is such that the intentions of the test compiler
are clear and unequivocal; the candidates know what is required of them, In open-ended
formats ambiguities in the wording of questions may sometimes lead to the candidates

submitting answers to questions different from those which the examiner had intended
to ask.

4, In more open-ended formats, e.g., short answer questions, the candidate has to deploy
the skill of writing. The extent to which this affects accurate measurement of the trait

b?ing assessed has not been established. Multiple-choice tests avoid this particular
difficulty.

Disadvantages

1. There are however a number of problems associated with the use of this format. If
 candidate gets a multiple-choice item wrong because of some flaw in the question,
the answer sheet on which he records his answer will not reveal this fact. In addition,
Wwe do not know whether a candidate’s failure is due to lack of comprehension of the
text or lack of comprehension of the question, A candidate might get an item right by
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eliminating wrong answers, a different skill from being able to choose the right answer
in the first place.

2. The scores gained in multiple-choice tests, as in true-false tests, may be suspect because
the candidate has guessed all or some of the answers. This has the effect of narrowing
the range of scores. The format of these tests encourages the candidate to guess and
it is sometimes considered necessary to take steps to discourage candidates from doing
so. It may also be possible to complete some items without reference to the texis they
are set on, and, if this is so, whatever it is that is being tested, it cannot be comprehension
of the text.

3. Multiple-choice tests take much longer and are more expensive and difficult to prepare
than more open-ended examinations, e.g., compositions. A large number of items have
to be written carefully by item writers who have been specially trained and these then
have to be pre-tested before use in a formal examination. Each item has to be rigorously
edited to ensure that:

There i1s no superfluous informaticn in the stem.

The spelling, grammar and punctuation are correct.

The language is concise and at an appropriate level for candidates.

Enough information has been given to answer the question.

There is only one unequivocally correct answer,

The distractors are wrong but plansible and discriminate at the right level,

The responses are homogeneous, of equal length and mutually exclusive and the
item is appropriate for the test.

4. It is extremely time-consuming and demanding to get the requisite number of satisfactory
items for a passage, especially for testing skills such as skimming. A particular problem
lies in devising suitable distractors for items testing the more exiensive receptive skills.
Heaton (1975) noted that, for these activities, it is more helpful to set simple open-
ended questions rather than multiple-choice items; otherwise students will find it
necessary to keep in mind four or five options for each item while they are trying to
process the text.

5. A further objection to the use of multiple-choice format is the danger of the format
having an undue effect on measurement of the trait. There is some evidence that multiple-
choice format is particularly problematic in this respect. This has been evidenced by
low correlations both with alternative reading measures and with other concurrent
external validity data on candidates’ reading abilities (see Weir, 1983a).

6. There is considerable doubt about their validity as measures of language ability.
Answering multiple-choice items is an unreal task, as in real life one is rarely presented
with four alternatives from which to make a choice to signal understanding. Normally,
when required, an understanding of what has been read or heard can be communicated
through speech or writing. In a multiple-choice test the distractors present choices that
otherwise might not have been thought of. If a divergent view of the world is taken
it might be argued that there is sometimes more than one right answer to some questions

Test methods 45

particularly at the inferential level. What the test constructor has inferred as the correct
answer might not be what other readers infer, or necessarily be explicit in the text.

4.1.2 Short answer questions

These are questions which require the candidates to write down specific answers in spaces
provided on the question paper. The technique is extremely useful for testing both reading
and listening comprehension and the comments made below in reference to reading are,
for the most part, also applicable to the testing of listening.

Advantages

1. Answers are not provided for the student as in multiple-choice: therefore if a student
gets the answer right, one is more certain that this has not occurred for reasons other
than comprehension of the text.

2. With careful formulation of the questions a candidate's response can be brief and thus
a lerge number of questions may be set in this format, enabling a “vide coverage.

3. If the number of acceptable answers to a question is limited it is possible to give fairly
precise instructions to the examiners who mark them.

4. Acuvities such as inference, recognition of a sequence, comparison and establishing
the main idea of a text, require the relating of sentences in a text with other items which
may be some distance away in the text. This can be done effectively through short answer
qQuestions where the answer has to be sought rather than being one of those provided.

3. A strong case can be made in appropriate contexts, e.g., in EAP tests. for the use of
long texts with short answer formats on the grounds that these are more representative
of required reading in the target situation, at least in terms of length. They can also
provide more reliable data about a candidate’s reading ability (see Engineer, 1977 for
evidence on the increased reliability resulting from the use of longer texts and Appendix I
below for an example of this approach in the TEEP test).

Disadvantages

1. The rr.lain disadvantage to this technique is that it involves the candidate in writing and
therf: Is some concern, largely anecdotal, that this interferes with the measurement of
the intended construct.

2. Care is needed in the setting of items to limit the range of possible acceptable responses
and the extent of writing required. In those cases where there is more debate over the
acceptability of an answer, ¢.g., in questions requiring inferencing skills, there is a
Possibility that the variability of answers might lead to marker unreliability. However,
careful moderation and standardisation of examiners should help to reduce this.
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4.1.3 Cloze

In the cloze procedure words are deleted from a text after allowing a few sentences of
introduction. The deletion rate is mechanically set, usually between every fifth and eleventh
word. Candidates have to fill each gap by supplying the word they think has been deleted.
Alderson’s research {1978a) established that more difficult texts were better measures of
the lower order skills which cloze tests, than were easy texts. He found the semantically
acceptable scoring procedure to be superior to any other,

In comparison of cloze and multiple-choice, Engineer (1977) concluded that the two
techniques were measuring different aspects of the reading activity — namely that a timed
cloze measured the process of reading, i.e., the reader’s ability 1o understand the text
while he is actually reading it; multiple-choice, on the other hand, measures the product
of reading, namely the reader’s ability to interpret the abstracted information for its meaning
value.

There is a good deal of supportive evidence in the literature for using the cloze format.
Klein-Braley (1981, p. 229} commented that: “Up to now, in the main, the results of research
with cloze tests have been extremely encouraging. They have shown high validity, high
reliability, objectivity, discrimination and so on.” She quoted §.D. Brown (1979, p. 13):
‘As demonstrated in this and other studies, it can be a valid and reliable test of overall
second language proficiency.’

Alderson (1978a, p. 2) described how: “The last decade, in particular, has seen a growing
use of the cloze procedure with non-native speakers of English to measure not only their
reading comprehension abilities but also their general linguistic proficiency in English as
a Foreign Language.’ He added (p. 39):

The general consensus of studies into and with cloze procedure for the last twenty years has
been that it is a realiable and valid measure of readability and reading comprehension, for
native speakers of English . . . . As a measure of the comprehension of text, cloze has been
shown to correlate well with other types of test on the same text and also with standardised
testing of reading comprehension.

He pointed out that though this evidence is not available for non-native speakers (p. 63):
‘it does seem cloze procedure is a potentially interesting measure of language proficiency
for non-native speakers.’

The term ‘cloze’ was first intreduced by W.L. Taylor (1953) who took it from the gestalt
concept of ‘closure” which refers to the tendency of individuals to complete a patternt once
they have grasped its overall significance. Taylor (p. 416) described it as follows: *A cloze
unit may be defined as: any single occurrence of a successful attempt to reproduce accurately
a part deleted from a “message” (any language product), by deciding from the context
that remains, what the missing part should be.” The reader comprehends the mutilated
sentence as a whole and completes the pattern. Alderson (1978a, p. 8) pointed out that:
‘the cloze procedure becomes a measure of the similarity between the patterns that the
decoder is anticipating and those that the encoder had used.’

Taylor first applied the procedure to gauging the readability of a text but later it came
to be highly regarded as a measure of testing reading comprehension and even as a measure
of averall language proficiency. For Bormuth (1962, p. 134): ‘cloze tests are valid and
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uniform measures of reading comprehension ability.” Heaton (1975, p. 122) thought that:
‘cloze tests measure the reader’s ability to decode interrupted or mutilated messages by
making the most acceptable substitutions from all the contextual clues available.’

Engineer (1977) found that a cloze test given under timed conditions provided valid
and reliable indices of students’ proficiency if two conditions were met: first, that the textual
material used was of the appropriate level of difficulty for the population and second, that
it contained a sufficient number of deleted items.

Advantages

1. Cloze tests are easy to construct and easily scored if the exact word scoring procedure
is adopted. They are claimed to be valid indicators of overall language proficiency (see
Bormuth, 1962; Brown, 1979; Engineer, 1977, and Oller, 1979),

2. With a fifth word deletion rate a large number of items can be set on a relatively short
text and these can exhibit a high degree of internal consistency, in terms of Kuder-
Richardson coefficients. This consistency may vary considerably, though, dependent
on text selected, starting point for deletions and deletion rate employed.

3. In the literature cloze tests are often feted as valid and uniform measures of reading
comprehension.

Disadvantages

1. Despite the arguments adduced in favour of cloze procedure, a number of doubts have
been expressed, largely concerning its validity as a testing device. It has been shown
to be irritating and unacceptable to students and doubt has been thrown on the underlying
assumption that it randomly samples the elements in a text. Klein-Braley and Raatz
(1984} in investigating its construct validity found that it fails to ensure random deletion
of elements in a text.

2. Alderson (1978a, p. 392) had discovered that:

cloze procedure is not a unitary procedure, since there is a marked lack of comparability
among the tests it may be used to produce. The fact emerges clearly that different cloze tests,
produced by variations in cerain of the variables, give unpredictably different measures,
particularly of proficiency in English as a foreign language.

If one changes the text, changes the deletion rate, starts at a different place or alters
the scoring procedure, one gets a different test in terms of reliability and validity
coefficients and overall test difficulty.

3. The evidence is contradictory about the differing scoring methods to be adopted in
marlsjng a cloze procedure. It has been suggested (Klein-Braley, 1985) that a cloze
test is a much less effective measure for assessing ‘general proficiency’ in that it
correlates less well with other established general proficiency measures when used on
monolingual as against multilingual groups. In addition it seems that cloze is not suitable
for restricted range groups (Klein-Braley, 1985); weak relationships have been found
between cloze and teachers’ judgements (Klein-Braley, 1981; 1985); cloze does not
seem to correlate well with productive tests of speaking and writing and scores on cloze
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cannot easily be related to native speaker performance since native speaker performance
varies considerably from one cloze test to another (Alderson, 1978a).

4. The cloze procedure seems to produce more successful tests of syntax and lexis at
sentence level than of reading comprehension in general or of inferential or deductive
abilities, what might be termed higher order abilities (see Darnell, 1968). This would
seem to accord with Alderson’s (1978a, p. 99) findings that:

cloze is essentially sentence bound . .. . Clearly the fact that cloze procedure deletes words
rather than phrases or clauses must limit its ability to test comprehension of more than the
immediate environment, since individual words do not usually carry texmal ¢ohesion and
discourse coherence (with the obvious exception of cohesive devices like anaphora. lexical
repetition and logical connectors).

5. Perhaps the most crucial reservation is the question of what performance on a cloze
test really tells us about a candidate’s language ability. It is difficult to translate scores
on a cloze test to a description of what a candidate can or can't do in real life.

4.1.4 Selective deletion gap filling

In the light of recent negative findings on mechanical deletion cloze, increasing support
has developed for the view that the test constructor should use a ‘rational cloze’, selecting
items for deletion based upon what is known about language, about difficulty in text and
about the way fanguage works in a particular text. Linguistic reasoning is used to decide
on deletions and so it is easier to state what each test is intended to measure (see Alderson,
1978a, p. 397: Klein-Braley, 1981, p. 244; and Weir, 1983a). This technique is better
referred to as selective deletion gap filling as it is not ‘cloze’ in the proper sense.

-

Advantages

l. Selective deletion enables the test constructor to determine where deletions are to be
made and to focus on those items which have been selected a priori as being important
to a particular target audience.

2. It is also easy for the test writer to make any alterations shown to be necessary after
item analysis and to maintain the required number of items. This might involve
eliminating items that have not performed satisfactorily in terms of disciimination and
facility value.

Disadvantages

1. It is important to stress that this technique restricts one to sampling 2 much more limited
range of enabling skills (i.e., those abilities which collectively represent the overall
skill of reading) than do the short answer and multiple-choice formats (see Weir, 1983a).
Whereas short answer and multiple-choice questions allow the sampling of the range
of reading enabling skills, gap filling is much more restrictive where only single words
are deleted. Gap filling only normally allows the testing of sentence bound reading skills.
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2. If the purpose of a test is to sample the range of enabling skills including the more
extensive skills such as skimming, then an additional format to gap filling is essential.

4.1.5 C-Tests

Recently an alternative to cloze and selective deletion gap filling has emerged for testing
comprehension of the more specifically linguistic elements in a text. An adaptation of the
cloze technique called the C-test has been developed in Germany by Klein-Braley (1981
1985: Kletn-Braley and Raatz, 1984) based on the same theoretical rationale as cloze’
viz., testing ability to cope with reduced redundancy and predict from context. ’

In the C-test every second word in a text is partially deleted. In an attempt to ensure
solutions students are given the first half of the deleted word. The examinee completes
the word on the test paper and an exact word scoring procedure is adopted.

Advantages

1. With C-tests a variety of texts are recommended, and given the large number of items
that can be generated on small texts this further enhances the representative nature of
the language being sampled. Normally a minimum of 100 deletions are made and these
are more representative of the passage as a whole than is possible under the cloze
technique.

2. The task can be objectively scored because it is rare for there to be more than one
possible answer for any one gap.

3. Whereas in cloze the performance of native speakers on the test is highly variabie,
according to Klein-Braley (1985) it is much more common for native speakers to be
able to score 100 per cent on C-tests. This may be of some help in setting cutting scores,
e.g., what percentage constitutes a pass.

4, Th? C-test is economical and the resuits obtained to date are encouraging in terms of
reliability and internal and external validity. It would seem (o represent a viable
alternative to cloze procedure and selective deletion gap filling.

Disadvantages

L. Gi_ven the relatively recent appearance of the technique in this form there is little empirical
evidence of its value. Most concern has been expressed concerning its public acceptability
as a measure of language proficiency. It is interesting to note that Davies (1965) has
a version of this technique in his battery where the first letter of a word is given.

- This ltechnique suffers from the fact that it is irritating for students to have to process
heavily mutilated texts and the face validity of the procedure is low,

4.1.6 Cloze elide

A technique which is generating interest recently is where words which do not belong
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are inserted into a reading passage and candidates have to indicate where these insertions
have been made. There is in fact nothing new about this technique and Davies was using
it much earlier (Davies, 1963). In its earlier form it was known as the intrusive word

technique.

Advantages

1. In comparison with multiple-choice format or short answer questions the candidate does
not have the problem of understanding the question, It has approximately the same item

yield as a cloze test.

Disadvantages

1. Scoring is highly problematic as candidates may, for example, delete items which are
correct, but redundant.

4.1.7 Information transfer

In testing both reading and listening comprehension we have referred to the problem of
the measurement being ‘muddied’ by having to employ writing to record answers. In an
attempt to avoid this contamination of scores several Examination Boards in Britain have
included tasks where the information transmitted verbally is transferred to a non-verbal
form, e.g., by labelling a diagram, completing a chart or numbering a sequence of events
(see Appendix V for interesting examples of this in the IMB Test).

Advantages

1. Information transfer techniques are particularly suitable for testing an understanding
of process, classification or narrative sequence and are useful for testing a variety of
other text types. It avoids possible contamination from students having to wrile answers

out in full.
2. Ttis a realistic task for various situations and its interest and authenticity gives it a high
face validity in these contexts.

Disadvantages
1. A good deal of care needs to be taken that the non-verbal task the students have 10
complete does not itself compli
to understand the text but not what is expected of them in the transfer phase.

2. There is a danger of cultural and educational bias. Students in certain subject are
may also be disadvantaged, e.g., some students in the social sciences may not be a
adept in working in a non-verbal medium as their counterparts

cate the process. In some tasks students may be able|

in science disciplines.
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4.1.8 Conclusion

For testing ‘reading abilities we would recommend the use of short answer questions together
with selcctive deletion gap filling. The C-test is an interesting alternative to the Iattgr and
its acceptability to students and validity are worthy of further investigation. If we arel:
develop the communicative nature of our tests it is perhaps important. to focus oz
performance tasks in reading tests, and the use of information transfer techniques and oth
restricted response formats is advocated. 1 =

4.2 Testing listening comprehension

4.2.1 Testing extensive listening skills

The ration.ale behind the construction of many of the earlier listening comprehension tests
was described by Valette (1967, p. 49): “The main object of a listening test is to evaluate
tl?e s{uc!enl’s comprehension. His degree of comprehension will depend on his ability to
discriminate phonemes, to recognise stress and intonation patterns, and to retain what he
has heard.’

. It was thought that, if a learner was tested in phoneme discrimination, stress and
1{1tom‘mon, the sum of the ‘discrete’ sub-tests wouid be equivalent to his pr::'ﬁciency in
listening comprehension. An example of the test of this type is the ELBA test battery
constructed by Ingram (1964) which placed the emphasis on ‘discrete’ listening items such
as sc_;und recognition, intonation and stress, using short items rather than continuous passages
of discourse or dialogue. As Ryan (1979} pointed out, even the section described as listening
comprehension seemed more a test of appropriate-response mechanisms than a test of
comprel?ension of continuous speech in an authentic context.

A n(.)llceal:{le t}‘ei}d in recent years has been the attempt to differentiate between tests
?lf ;;dltory (EllSCﬂI'l'll[lﬂliOl‘l and contextualised tests of listenting comprehension. Templeton
comsgel-?:rﬂ;'ned‘ howfresearch I;Tegan to 'focus on these integrative tests of listening
e éznsgnfésczrzzz ;0 discrete point tests of phoneme discrimination, intonation
]iSIS;:;:: 1901'5)9 the .]llMB_ no lc_:mger te:sts individual aural skills in isolation, but instead tests
McELd fwn mp»lr;:7§n310n in an _mtegrated‘ context of lecturettes or dialogues (see
1977 vore ;}:, td Pirz]i;d Append.lx IV}). This p?radigm shift can also be observed in the
phonorme o EPT (see Da\r'les,’ 19?3)‘ which substituted for the earlier analytical,
Stbotot oo t:;':ir:‘lnalfl;):, stressl and lptonatlon tasks, an‘ ovefall listening comprehension
. lectu‘re _— ,ﬁ;}awde);?:::gt:]’d t:lng .mtegrated test of listening comprehension based on
lisIt::\i:es t;i:??j, Pp- 146.—-3) illustrated how similar changes had occurred between the
Valet gl 067 s : ;?scr'lt?ed in the first an_cl second editions of Valette's book on testing (cf.

. s 1977): *we can characterise the difference between Valette (1967) and Valette
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(1977) as a move from linguistics to sociolinguistics, from structuralism to functionalism,
from taxonomy and breaking down into skills, into discrete parts, to integration and building
up into wholes.” In the seond edition of Valette (1977) Davies noted (n. 147): *a move
from a concentration on sound, the production of speech, the phonology, to meaning and
communication.’

A strong argument against auditory discrimination as a test of proficiency in listening
comprehension was that the ability to distinguish between phonemes, however important,
did not necessarily imply an ability to understand verbal messages. Furthermore, as Ryan
(1979) pointed out, occasional confusion over selected pairs of phonemes does not matter
too greatly, because in real life situations the listener has contextual clues to facilitate
understanding. For Valeue (1977, p. 102). “The key concern of the evaluator is to determine
whether the students have received the message that was intended and not whether they
made certain sound discriminations or identified specific structural signals.’

J.W. Morrison (1974) after assessing the listening comprehension needs of science
stadents at the University of Newcastle-upon-Tyne, concluded that at the ESP/EST level,
performance needs o be considered at 2 level beyond phonology and grammatical structure,
thus taking into account the communicative context of spoken discourse. Chaplen (1970a,
p. 19) had earlier concluded that: “Whatever the contribution of the elements of oral/aural
communication — intonation, stress and phonemic discrimination — to a test of oral/aural
communication, their importance appears to be minimal at any level of proficiency beyond
a very elementary stage.’

Holes (1972) developed test instruments which focused on the ability to handle academic
Jectures, a communicative task regarded by departments as both crucial and difficult for
their overseas students. He approached test design from a *job-sampling” viewpoint and
attempted to assess the more global, less “pure’ ability of students to interpret ‘message
content’ as well as eliciting data on their linguistic competence. He used the Davies Test
as part of his concurrent validation procedures and an interim academic success/failure
rating for predictive validity purposes. Though the predictive validity correlations of tests
versus subject examination results were non-conclusive, Holes concluded (p. 134) that:

overseas students experience in lectures.’

In line with the paradigm shift described above it is usual to provide ongoing an
sequential texts as stimuli in a test battery, though, in terms of the tasks, items and scoring
it might be desirable in certain components of the test to focus on discrete items. As wi
tests of reading comprehension, a balance of integrative and ‘discrete point’ is felt to
the most satisfactory approach for maximising reliability and validity in a test.

Multiple-choice questions

In our consideration of the use of this technique in the assessment of reading in Sectio
4.1.1. above it is clear that the disadvantages of employing the technique far outwei
any advantages it might have. These disadvantages are equally applicable for using thi

format in the testing of listening.
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Because of the problems associated with the serial nature o isteni
are additional difficulties in employing this technique as a rrfe:::u:}:tz?l;;stgr:?f .‘;:bti]ll'ere
for example, the extra burden that is placed on processing by having to keep fou% 0 ti:::‘
in mind (Heaton, 1975). The format is artificial and is increasingly perceived as an iEvalicSl
method for assessing comprehension by teachers, materials designers and language testers
The new General Certificate of Secondary Education (GCSE) examinations in the Uniteci
Kingdom will not be employing multiple-choice format largely because of hostile comment
from teachers’ organisations on its validity as a teaching and 1esting technique

The R:SA CUEFL examination, despite conscientious efforts to maximise autl{cnticit
in the stimulus texts selected, is heavily dependent on this format and its variants (foyr
example true-false items) and has been criticised for the retreat from realistic discourse
processing that this involves (see Appendix III). The use by the RSA of these more objective
formats highlights the need for trying to establish realism in both text stimulus and the
:a:c]lcsvg:?ctli?;: expected of the student, and the sometimes contradictory pulls of reliability

Short answer questions (SAQs)

Advantages

1. Short Answer Questions can be a realistic activity for testing listening comprehension
for example, if one wishes to simulate real life activities where notes are taken a;
s_c:nincbody communicates a spoken message. With sufficient care the responses can be
I!mne‘d and so the danger of the writing process interfering with the measurement of
listening is largely avoided (see Appendix I).

2. In contrast to the multiple-choice or the true-false formats employed in some

Exan':nauons. one can be more certain that correct answers have not been arrived at
y chance.

Disadvaniages
] . * 1
:lfl the candidate has to write an answer at the same time as listening t¢ continuous
mescourse lher.c are obvious problems. An unnecessary load might be piaced on the
mory a{nd vital information in the ongoing discourse might be missed while the answer
t0 a previous question is being recorded.

Information transfer techniques

This i i i
o ;echrfique was d.lscussed above in connection with reading and it is worthy of
sideration for similar reasons in a listening test (see Appendix V).

Advantages

1. A parti i i
Particular advantage for using this technique in testing listening is that the student
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does not have to process written questions while trying to make sense of the spoken
input, It is particularly efficient for testing an understanding of sequence, process,
rulationships in a text and classification,

Disadvaniages

1. It is often very difficult to find spoken texts which lend themselves to a non-verbal
format. Whereas in reading a certain amount of editing of texts is feasible and in general
a greater variety of texts are more readily available, this is not the case for listening
texts taken from authentic sources,

Limitations on the testing of extensive listening

It is important to note that, if one wishes to make test tasks more like those in real life,
the serial nature of extended spoken discourse and the greater processing problems
assoctated with understanding spoken English preclude items which focus on the more
specifically linguistic skills such as working out the meaning of words from context or
recognising the meaning value of specific features of stress or intonation. It is, for example,
extremely difficult for students to backtrack and focus on very specific features of discourse
while listening to and attempting to understand a non-interactive, uninterrupted monologue.
To preserve the integrative nature of the test, therefore, we have to focus questions on
the more global processing skills such as inferencing, listening for specifics or identifying
the main ideas.

A serious problem in testing extensive listening by use of the tape recorder is that the
visual element, the wealth of normal exophoric reference and paralinguistic information,
is not available to the candidate and perhaps, therefore, the listening task is made that
much more difficult for the candidate. The listener does not normally have to process
disembodied sounds from a tape recorder in real life (apart from the obvious exceptions
such as listening to the radio).

Until there is greater accessibility to video equipment the artificiality of a straight audie
listening task will remain a problem. Even video is likely to have its own practical difficulties
though, e.g., the number of screens required so that all viewers are treated equally or
the incompatibility of various systems. Whatever the instrumentality, in a test situation
the student is in any case denied the natural context provided by the experience of using
the language in contiguous situations.

There is a great danger in listening tests that the candidates might be expected to cope
with additional difficulties arising from the restricted context available and steps need to0
be taken to compensate for this or we might seriously underestimate the ability to process
spoken language.

4.2.2 The testing of intensive listening

Reference was made above to the difficulty of focusing on specific listening points while
candidates are exposed to ongoing discourse, Given the need to enhance the reliabitity
of our test batteries it is often advisable to include a more discrete format with the possibility
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this gives of including a greater number of specific items. A dictation or listening recall
test can provide this discreteness as well as being valid in content terms for certain groups
of candidates, particularly those involved in academic study through the medium of English.

Dictation
It is important that the candidates should be assessed in situations as close as possible to
those in which they will be required to use the language. For dictation, this involves them

listening to dictated material which incorporates oral messages typical of those they might
encounter in the target situation,

Advantages

1. Given our concern with reliability as well as validity, it is perhaps advisable to improve
the overall reliability of a listening battery by including a format which has a proven
track record in this respect. A dictation can provide this reliability through the large
number of items that can be generated as well as being valid for specific situations
where dictation might feature as a target group activity,

2. There is a lot of evidence which shows dictation corretating highly with a great variety
of other tests, particularly with other integrative tests such as cloze and it is often
employed as a useful measure of general proficiency. There is some evidence that
the use of a semantic scoring scheme (see Weir, 1983a) as against an exact word system
serves (o enhance the correlations with other construct valid tests of listening.

3. Criticisms of dictation in the past stemmed from a viewpoint heavily influenced by
structural linguistics that favoured testing the more discrete elements of language skills
and wished to avoid the possibility of muddied measurement. Heaton (1975)
commented: ‘as a testing device it measures too many different language features to
be effective in providing a means of assessing any one particular skill’. The proponents
of dictation, however, consider its very ‘integrative’ nature to be an advantage since
it reflects more faithfully how people process language in real life contexts.

F Y

. The new interest in dictation reflected the paradigm shift in testing values and objectives
referred to above. Whereas in 1967 Valette had observed that foreign language
specialists were not in agreement on the effectiveness of dictation as an examination
for more advanced students, significantly ten years later she was able to state that
dictation was a precise measure of overall proficiency and an excellent method of
grouping incoming students according to ability levels.

5. An impertant factor in the return of dictation to popularity as a testing device was
the research carried out by Oller, which formed part of a wider interest in integrative
testing. Oller (1979) rejected current criticisms of dictation and argued that it was

an adequate test of listening comprehension because it tested 2 broad range of integrative
skills.
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6 Oller (1979) claimed that a dynamic process of analysis by synthesis was involved
Dictation draws on the learner’s abihty to use all the systems of the language tn
conyunction with knowledge of the world, context, etc , to predict what will be said
(synthesis of message) and after the message has been uttered to scrutimse this via
the short term memory in order to see if it fits with what had been predicted (analysis)

7 Dictation for Oller tests not only a student’s ability to discriminate phonological units
but also his abihity to make decisions about word boundaries, in this way an examinee
discovers sequences of words and phrases that make sense and from these he
reconstructs a message The dentification of words from context as well as from
percerved sounds 1s seen by Oller as a positive advantage of dictation 1n that this abiiity
1s crucial 1n the functioming of language The success with which the candidate
reconstructs the message 1s said to depend on the degree to which his internalised
‘expectancy grammar’ replicates that of the native speaker Fluent native speakers
nearly always score 100 per cent on a well-admimistered dictation while non native
learners make errors of onussion, insertion, word order, inversion, etc , indicating
that their internalised grammars are, to some extent, inaccurate and incomplete, they
do not fully understand what they hear and what they reencode 1s correspondingly
different from the original

8 According te Olier, research showed that dictanion test results were powerful predictors
of language ability as measured by other kinds of language tests (see Oller, 1971,
Valette, 1977)

Disadvantages

1 Alderson (1978a) concludes that the evidence concerning dictation 1s inconclusive and
that 1t 1s useful only as part of a battery of listening tests rather than a single solution
He points out (1978a, p 365) that

The reason 1t correlaies more with some sub-tesis than with others does not appear 10 be due
to the claimed fact that 1t 15 an integrative test, but because it 1s essentially a test of low level
linguisuc skills Hence the dictation correlates best with those cloze tests texts and scoring
methods which themselves best allow the measurement of these skills

2 Dictation will be trivial unless the short term memory of the students is challenged
and the length of the utterances dictated will depend on the hsteners” ability up to the
limzt that native speaker counterparts could handle

3 Marking may well be problemauc if one wishes to take mto account seriousness of
ercor or if one wishes to adopt a more commumcatively oniented marking scheme where
a mark 15 given if the candidate has understocod the substance of the message and
redundant features are 1gnored

4 If the dictation 15 not recorded on tape, the test will be less rehable, as there will be
differences n, for example, the speed of delivery of the text to different audiences
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5 The exercise can be unrealistic 1f the texts used have been previously created to be
read rather than heard

Listening recall

In contrast to dictauon, very litie evidence 1s available about listeming recall tests (see
Furneaux., 1982, Henming, 1982, and Beretta, 1983 for a full description of this procedure)
The student 1s gtven a printed copy of a passage from which certain content words have
been omitted (these deletions are checked in advance to ensure that they cannot be repaired
by reading) The words deleted are normally content words felt to be important to an
understandimmg of the discourse and the blanks occur at imcreasingly frequent intervals

Students are given a short period of ume to read over the text, allowing for activation
of theiwr expectancy grammars They have to fill in the blanks, having heard a tape recording
of the complete passage twice They are advised to listen the first tme and then attempt
to fill in the banks during a short period allowed for writing 1n the answers They hear
the passage a second ume and then are aliowed a short period of ume to write 1n any
remaining missing words These imited write-in times draw on their short term memories
The format involves many of the linguisuc factors outlined above for dictation and this
1s reflected in the other names which have been given to the test spot dictahon and combined
cloze and dictation

Advantages

I Like dictation it can be admimstered rapidly and scored obsectively and 1t allows the
tester to focus on tems which are deemed to be important (as in selective delehon gap
filling)

2 High correlations have been reported with other more direct tests of listerung (Beretta,
1983) and with test totals for histening batteries

3 It has advantages n large scale testing operations 1 that it 1s easy to construct, adnnester
and mark

Disadvaniages

' The difficulty m this techmgue lies 1n staung what it 1s that 15 being tested As only
one word 1s deleted 1t may not be testing anything more than an abihity to match sounds
with symbols aided by an ability to read the prmted passage contaiming the gaps

2 It 1s an mauthentic task and involves reading ability as weli as Listeming Careful
construction 1s needed to ensure that the students cannot fill in the blanks stmply by
reading the passage without having to listen at all

3 Given the high correlations that have been discovered between hstening recall and
dictation (see Furneaux. 1982, Beretta, 1983), and roughly equivalent practicality and
rehability, the greater potential validity of dictation for certain groups, e g , for students
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studying through the medium of English, might lead to 2 preference for dictation over

listening recall.
4. Problems may occur in the marking
exact spelling.

if consideration is given to anything other than

4.2.3 Conclusion

Where possible listening tests should include an authentic performance task. An attempt
should be made to incorporate information transfer techniques (see Appendix V) where
appropriate. We might usefully include short answer questions and consideration could

be given to dictation (see Appendix 1).

4.3 Testing writing

Two different approaches for assessing writing ability can be adopted. Firstly, writing
can be divided into discrete levels, €.g., grammar, vocabulary, spelling and punctuation,
and these elements can be tested separately by the use of objective tests. Secondly, more
direct extended writing tasks of various types could be constructed. These would have

greater construct, content, face and washback validity but would require a more subjective
agsessment.

4.2.1 Indirect methods for assessing linguistic competence

In Section 4.1 above we examined the formats of cloze. selective deletion gap filling and
C-tests, and commented on the value of these techniques for testing the more specifically
linguistic, sentence bound reading skills, viz., items focusing on an understanding of
vocabulary, structure or cohesion devices.

Both productive and receptive skills can be broken down into levels of grammar and
lexis according to a discrete point framework. McEidowney (1974, p. 8} commenting on
the syllabus of the JMB Test in English (Overseas) stated:

To be able to operate these four skills (listening, reading, speaking and writmg) in the various
function areas it is necessary to be able to manipulate items from three levels of language.
That is, to communicate, it is necessary (o have an adequate vocabulary, 1o know basic items
of English grammar and to be able to handle English sounds, stress and intonation.

The JMB Test in English (Overseas), as well as including tasks testing written production,
also has tasks which test knowledge of ‘basic productive vocabulary’ and *minimum
grammatical items’ (see Appendix V). The problems which face the constructors of
vocabulary tests are manifold. Chaplen (1970a) who constructed the sub-tests for the
vocabulary sections of the early JMB tests noted two main problem areas:

1. The selection of lexical items for testing.
2. Methods used to test the lexical items.

If the examinees are studying a variety of different subjects, as is the case in an EAP
context, then there is a serious problem of selection. The more generalised the subject
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matter, the more _difﬁcult it is to select for testing purposes. In specialised courses, wh
there 1sd3p_1dennﬁable, agreed register, selection is easier but still exacting e

An :d fluonal problem’occurs in the relative weighting that should be given to items
,Selea[ d;cd)m ﬁ_ll_ure rea;zimg materials as against the items that are likely to be employed
in exten writing tasks. Do we test active or i

\ passive vocabulary? Furtherm: hy
do we establish the frequency and importa i 4 for voe
0 ; .

o ne y portance tevels of the lexical items intended for use

le?r; the constraints on testing these items discretely it is by ne means clear whether
the results of such tests should form part of a profile of reading or of writing ability. Th
do not fit comfortably into either. ¢ e

Sm}lllz_:lr pr‘ob_lems occur in the selection of grammatical items for inclusion in an indirect
FeSt o 1ngu1_st1c competence,t. A quantitative survey of the occurrence of structural items
in the receptive ?nd productwe written materials a test population will have to cope with
in fulure. target‘sm!atlons is obviously beyond the scope of most test constructors. A more
pragmatic, subjectw’e method of taking decisions on which items to be included is needed
::q:;ou}d feblem lsf:nszll:tle to examine the content of existing tests and coursebooks at an

valent level to determine what experts in the field hav i i
‘ ; de e regarded

for inclusion for similar populations. y o suitable fiems

There also seems to be a problem in reporting on what is being tested in these discrete
gmt gra:enc;nar tests, Should the performance on an indirect test of grammatical knowledge

rcpor‘t on under the pr::)ﬁ]e for reading or writing? Additionally indirect technigues
j:e lrcstncte_:d in terms of thelr_ perceived validity for test takers and the users of test results
w;i;::ereﬁtmg‘ attf:mllzutl to retain the objectivity and coverage of the discrete point approach

enhancing validity can be found in the editing task i
1 n Paper Tw

(see Weir, 1983a and Appendix I). P © of the TEEP test

Editing task

in tlli@ editing task the‘ student is given a text containing a number of errors of grammar
ir[l)eﬂ..mg and punctuation of the type noted as common by remedial teachers of students
e target group and is asked to rewrite the passage making all the necessary corrections.

Advantages

L. ; I~
As well as being a more objective measurement of competence, this task may have

a good washback effect in that students may b
. ¢ taught and it thei
written work more carefully. ’ * cneouraged to eclt el

. It is certainl i ;
y more face valid than other indirect techni i
riting process. techniques as it equals part of the

Disadvantages

1. If th i in hi
he ersltl:ldent rewrites .the passage in his own words instead of just correcting the errors,
abilli’t 0t ems of marking are considerable. There is also some doubt as to whether the
¥y to correct somebody else’s errors equates with an ability to correct one’s own.
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2. Marking can be problematic also if a candidate alters something which is already correct;
a sin of commission rather than omission.

4.3.2 The direct testing of writing

With a more integrative and direct approach to the testing of writing, we can incorporate
items which test a candidate’s ability to perform certain of the functional tasks required
in the performance of duties in the target situation. For doctors in a hospital this might
involve writing a letter to a local GP about a patient on the basis of a set of printed case
notes. For a student in an EAP context it might involve search reading of an academic
text to extract specified information for use in a written summary (see Appendix I).

Essay tests

This is a traditional method for getting students to produce a sample of connected writing.
The stimulus is normally written and can vary in length from a limited number of words
to several sentences, The topics are often very general and rely heavily on the candidate
providing the content out of his or her head. The candidates are not usually guided in
any way as to how they are expected to answer the question.

Advantages

1. The essay has traditionally been accorded high prestige as a testing technique which
may explain a widespread reluctance to discard it despite the problems in marking that
have been encountered (see Coffman, 1971; Gipps and Ewen, 1974),

2. The topics are extremely easy to set and it is a familiar testing technique to both the
candidates and the users of test results. It thus has a superficial face validity in particular
for the lay person.

3. It is a suitable vehicle for testing skills, such as the ability to develop an extended
argument in a logical manner, which cannot be tested in other ways,

4. The big advantage it shares with other tests of extended writing is that a sample of
writing is produced which can provide a tangible point of reference for comparison
in the future.

Disadvantages

1. Free, open-ended writing is problematic. An ability to write on general open-ended
topics may depend on the candidate’s background or cultural knowledge, imagination
or creativity. These may not be factors we wish to assess.

2. The candidate may not have any interest in the topic he is given and if a selection of
topics is provided it is very difficult to compare performances especially if the production
of different text types is involved.
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3. Candidates tend to approach an open ended question in different ways and examiners
have to assess the relative merits of these different approaches. This increases the
difficulty of marking the essays in a precise and reliable manner.

4. Time pressure is often an unrealistic constraint for extended writing and writing timed
essays is not normally done outside of academic life. For most people the writing process
is lengthier and may involve several drafts before a finished version is produced.

5. The inclusion of an extended writing component in an examination is time consuming
in terms of the total amount of test time that is available for testing all the skills.

Controlled writing tasks

There is obviously a very strong case for including a test of writing on the grounds of
the perceived content validity of *job sample’ tasks. It tests important skills which no other
form of assessment can sample adequately. To omit a writing task in situations where
writing tasks are an important feature of the student’s real life needs might severely lower
the validity of a testing programme.

Wall (1982) carrted out an illuminating investigation of the kinds of writing task
engineering students were required to perform as part of their coursework and compared
these with the types of essay they were set in the Michigan Battery used for assessing
students” language proficiency on entry to the university. She (p. 166} summarised the
differences as follows:

The main difference seems to be that in the engineering tasks there is much prior input and
the task itself is explicitly outlined, whereas in the composition the writer has only a suggestion
to respond to and must not only create the content of the writing but a context, audience and
purpose as well. The criteria for marking would also seem different.

The conclusion to the investigation was disturbing. The research produced: *a correlation
study between the Michigan Battery total ang part scores and the student’s first term GPA,
in which no significant relationship between tests and the criterion for academic success
could be found.' In other words no relationship at all could be found between writing
performance in the test and subsequent indicators of performance in the course of study.

Free, uncontrolled writing would seem to be an invalid test of the writing ability required
by most students. It is easier to extrapolate from writing tests when care is taken in
specifying for each task: the media, the audience, the purpose and the situation in line
with target level performance activities (see Wall, 1982). When the rask is determined
more precisely in this manner it is also easier to compare performances of different students
and to obtain a greater degree of reliability in scoring. If the writing task is uncontrolled
eXaminees may also be able to cover up weaknesses by avoiding problems.

There are various types of stimuli that can be used in controlled writing tasks. Stimuli
can be written, spoken or most effectively non-verbal, ¢.g., a graph, plan or drawing which
the student is asked to interpret in writing (see Appendix V; Dunlop, 1969; McEldowney,
1974, 1976, 1982; Weir, 1983a, and Appendix I for examples of these).
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Advantages

1. The advantage of pon-verbal stimuli is that if they present information in a clear and
precise way the candidate does not have to spend a long period of time decoding a
written text. The task is most effective when the candidate is asked to comment on
particular trends shown in a graph, or to compare and contrast one set of figures with
another. Different stimuli can be used to elicit written performance of a number of
different language functions such as argumentation, description of a process, comparison

and contrast or writing a set of instructions.

Disadvantages

1. Problems have arisen when, through a desire to favour no particular groups of candidates,
a test has resorted to extremely specialised areas such as bookbinding or mediaeval
helmets for its visual stimuli. Often candidates are unable to cope with the mental

challenge of taking this sort of test and give up rather than jump through the intellectual
hoops necessary to get into the writing task.

Problems are always likely to occur when the complexity of the stimulus obstructs
the desired result, i.e., one needs to understand a very complex set of instructions and/or
visnal stimuli to produce a relatively straightforward description of a process or a

classification of data.
2 The difficulties generated by these information transfer type tasks may arise through
educational or cultural differences in ability to interpret graphs ot tables or line drawings.

Summary

Advantages
1. Summary can be a valid test in certain domains, for example, it 15 very suitable for
ks he has to cope with in an academic

testing a student’s writing ability in terms of the tasl
he ability to select relevant facts

situation. The writing of reports and essays requires

from a mass of data and to re-combine these in an acceptable form. Summary of the
main points of a text in this fashion involves the ability to write controlled composition
containing the essential ideas of a piece of writing and omitting non-essentials.

Disadvantages

1. The problem of the specificity of the text candidates are expected to produce arises
in summary tasks as in other controlled writing tasks. There is often a difficulty in
selecting appropriate stimulus texts because their subject specificity would create 100
many problems for non-specialists in the subject and the test might therefore be invalid.
One alternative is to choose deliberately obscure texts which in theory favour nobody,
to get at underlying abilities. This might bring into play features we do not want {0

test such as imagination.
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If, howev i i

. ‘;eu[mtlz’ fr, students in the fields of science and engineering have to read * i
o demonstt::ttisnznd th]? sumfn;arise using a wide range of non-scientific w:)cg::l:anuel;al
qualities of literary style and imaginati -

i [ Y imagination there might i
validi :ri]:;o:lle):ms for lhﬁse st.dents. Though a science student may Eot E: z‘;lm:s
1ece on why a cat might make i fght

‘ a suitable pet for a i
be able o summarise the salient features of a process P n ol fady he might

2. The main difficulty wi i
y with an integrated writin .

marki i . g component of this t i i

formu?agterfllllable-and consistent. To assess students’ responses "EH);I;T lj)rl:t:ahel;ﬁ e
] Slandars.mam polints contained in the extract, construct an adequati marknschs .

1se markers. Some subjectivity inevi i me
. . nevitab P
un?;restlmate the difficulty of marking re’i:bly ly remains and it is easy to
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impmvil.:ldtt]l]ve Terl_ts' of impressionistic and analytic approaches to marking fi
attention igs nc?r: ll?bll'[y and validity of a writing sub-test are examined below iitt? .
e a?l dy accorded to improving the reliability of marking extended \‘vritine
T io e o 50 s;]n attempt has been made to survey the field and bring togethe%
structure of this b ulit © mam‘ aPpl‘oach.es to this problem. In terms of the overall
method but given ?1? it occupies a relatively large amount of the discussion on test
through the gm e e ;:rucna} importance of this particular skill to students studyin
comments mad m l? Engh_sh the extended treatment is considered worthwhile yThg
of spoken Prodzc(:;loza eI:l ;(l;lt(lllng Ott;wming apply, muiatis mutandis, o the assess}nenf
. HOR. we have an identifiab i
in terms of previously specified criteria. le product which can be evaluated

4.3.3 Analytical and general impression marking

Comparison of the two approaches

We have di i
M :Iiilt&‘;l.;sﬁe};?ax:;ﬁy c&?trollmg the writing tasks in our battery, we might improve
iability. We concluded that ther y
i : _ e was a need for ‘controlled” writi
e cals:ji ;r; [wh:;q:}l:. the reglster: context and scope of the writing task were determi:ert;ufrcli
o gt [el{[h' is wquld fa(.‘llltatt?: marking and allow more reliable comparison across
o ana]yﬁ;; apprﬁa zt:l(:;ctm we E{amlne how the standardised application of impressionistic
Iyt 0 marking might also aid us i i igbili
alli validity of our writing sub-tests. > mouranempt o fmprove the elibily
nalytical i
. awar)(/ied ! nslar:;:[g refers to a method whereby each separate criterion in the mark scheme
i impressj[.; e mark and the. final mark is a composite of these individual estimates
mark by ook }? p-le(hod_of marl_clng usually entails two or more markers giving a singlé
E. Ingram 197061[ Et:tal impression of the composition as a whole (see Wiseman, 1949,
i e ave;age mz‘th ch paper is scored using an agreed scale and an examinee"s score:
excludes any st le combined marjks. The notion of impression marking specifically
pt to separate the discrete features of a composition for scoring purposes
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According to Francis (1977), in its purest form, impression marking usually requires each
marker to read a sample of scripis, perhaps 1025 per cent, to establish a standard in
his mind and thereafter to read all scripts quickly and allocate each script to a grade or
mark range.

Hariog et al. (1936) conducted one of the earliest studies into the refative effectiveness
of analytical and general impression marking for assessing English composition. They
were intent on finding out which method produced the superior results in terms of ability
to reduce marker error. Their research found (p. 123) that variation between markers was,
to some extent, reduced by the analvtic method: ‘there are greater discrepancies between
marks awarded by impression than between marks awarded by details . . . it appears that
these discrepancies are entirely due to greater differences in the standards of marking of
different examiners when they mark by impression.”

The investigation also demonstrated that a large number of examiners were consistently
biased in terms of either leniency or severity in their marking. The evidence they produced
of discrepancies in rank order placements was in many ways more serious, since
disagreements of this kind are not susceptible to correction in the same way as differences
deriving from mark range bias. Both could, however, have been corrected by the provision
of a detailed mark scheme and by the efficient standardisation of examiners prior to the
marking exercise.

Like Hartog et al. (1936), Cast (1939) found the analytical method slightly superior
in a single marker system. His criticisms of the impression method were that, though it
discriminated more widely among individual candidates, it judged them on more superficial
characteristics than the analytic method. However, although the analytical method was
considered the more suitable, Cast felt that the results did not provide definitive evidence
of the superior reliability of analytical marking and, therefore, refused to advocate the
exclusive use of either method.

Cast pointed to important characteristics inherent in the two systems. An important feature
of the analytical method to which he drew aitention (pp. 263—4) was: ‘on averaging their
marks for all the questions, the range inevitably shrinks ... . This “regression” is the

inevitable consequence of all forms of summation of incompletely correlated figures.” In
comparison, he noted (p. 263) that impression marking discriminated more widely among
individual candidates and that the range of marks awarded by different examiners to the
same script tended to be unusually wide.

Cast (p. 264) also noted the tendency of impression marking;

{o seize on a few salien: or superficial points — errors of spelling, grammar or fact, perhaps
— and weight those out of all proporticn to th= rest: on the other hand, the analytic methods.
by dealing with numerous isolated and possible inessential points, may overlook certain general
qualities that characterize the ¢ssays as a whole.

Francis (1977) also pointed out that a great danger of impression marking a piece of
writing is that impression of the quality as a whole will be influenced by just one or twWo
aspects of the work. He argues that the prejudices and biases of the marker may play a
greater part in determining the mark than in the analytical scheme.
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Multiple marking

Wisglﬁan (1949) investigated the possibilities of improving assessment by summing the
multipie marks of four independent, unstandardised markers, using a rapid impression
method. He f_ound that multiple marking by impression method improved reliability and
was much quicker than comparable analytic procedures. He (p. 205) estimated that if the
average inter-correlation of a group of four impression markers was as low as 0.6 with
each other: ‘the estimate of the probable correlation of averaged marks with “lrue"‘ marks
is 0.‘92‘ This is very much higher than we could expect from one analytic marker.’

WISE‘:m&I‘I (p. 208) took pains to stress that: “The efficiency of markers should be jud'ged
prlm.arlly by their self-consistency.” He pointed out (p. 204) thart the consistency coefficient
obtalnjlcd by a pure mark, re-mark correlation (intra-marker reliability), using the same
marking plethod on both occasions: ‘is the one single measure which is quite clearly a
true Cf)nSIStency, and one which is closest allied to the normal concept of test reliability.’
By using a system of multiple marking based on this principle of self consistency he wa;s
able to achieve very high levels of reliability.

Thg work of Coffman and Kurfman (1968) and Wood and Wilson (1974} similarly drew
altfannon to the problem of the instability of examiner marking behaviour. They produced
evidence that marking behaviour does not remain stable during the whole marking period
whv.?n a large number of scripts are involved (see Edgeworth, 1888). They argued fo:‘
subjecting each script to more than one judgement, which might help to neutralise the
effects of inconsistent marking behaviour over a protracted period of assessment

Thopgh some doubt has been expressed in the past (see Edgeworth, 1888) abo;.ll the
expediency of having more than one marker, more recently Britton (1963), Britton et al.
(1966}, Head (1966), Lucas (1971) and Wood and Quinn (1976) all found that multiple
mark‘mg improved the reliability of marking English essays.

Britton er al. (1966), in an experiment designed to devise a more reliable marking
appa‘rams for use by examining boards, compared experimental multiple marking with
the S|ng}e marking carried out by a GCE examining board. They found (p. 21): *The figures
clearly indicate that in this case marking by individual examiners with very careful briefing
and .?laborale arrangements for moderation was in fact significantly less reliable than a
multiple mark.” When the official marking and multiple marking were correlated with
exterpal criteria of coursework produced by candidates throughout the year, multiple
marking was found to correspond more closely. ,

Head (1966) conducted an experiment to discover whether the added impression marks
?f two .::Jsaminers would be more reliable than individual examiners, He found (p. 71):
The raising of the coefficient from 0.64 for single mark correlations to 0.84 for paired
mark correlations shows clearly that the added marks were more reliable.’

Lucas‘ (1971) found that despite using somewhat inconsistent markers (mean mark/remark
:0rre]auor'| ogly 0.65) multiple marking by impression increased the reliability of the mark
warded significantly. The greatest increase in reliability occurred in the change from one

o two markers.

Wood and Quinn (1976) using *O” level English Language essay and summary questions
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found that impression marking by pairs of markers was more reliable than a single marking.
They suggested, however, that there is no more 10 be gained in reliability from a single
analytic marking than from a single impression marking. The real improvement is in double
marking.

As regards the advantages of impression as against analytic marking though, there is
evidence which indicates that multiple impression marking is not necessarily superior to
multiple analytic marking. Penfold (1956) compared impression marking with analytic
marking and found the latter much more effective in reducing inter-marker variance than
the impression scheme. R.B. Morrison (1968) found that using impression marking did
not produce more reliable marks than the standard analytical marking procedures employed
by the Examining Board at the time. R.B. Morrison's findings (1968) were confirmed
by a similar study he conducted a year later (R.B. Morrison, 1969).

In many of the studies we have examined there often seems to be an undisputed belief
that work marked independently by two different markers, with their marks being averaged,
is a more reliable estimate than if it were marked by a single marker. This general viewpoint
needs qualifying though, for as was noted by Coffman and Kurfman (1968), Wiseman
(1949) and Wood and Wilson (1974) in the discussion above, it is dependent on the markers
being equally consistent in their own individual assessments for the duration of the marking
period. If this is not the case the reliability of the more consistent marker on his own might
in fact be superior to the combined reliability estimate for two markers who exhibit unequal
consistencies.

These provisos must be borne in mind in considering the potential value of a double
marking system. With an adequate marking scheme and sufficient standardisation of
examiners, however, a high standard of inter-marker and intra-marker reliability should
be feasible and the advantages of a double as against a single marker system would obtain.

Logistical considerations (time, money, computing, personnel) affecting multiple marking
have, however, led to a widespread reluctance especially among examining boards to adopt
it in large scale marking operations (see Penfold, 1956). A serious problem with multiple
marking is that examiners sometimes find it difficult to avoid annotating 2 script to help
them form their impression. If this script is to be remarked then either the second examiner
approaches it in a dissimilar state to the first, the marks have to be tediously removed,
or multiple copies of the script need to be made. In addition, practical difficulties in getting
results out in a reasonable period after the conduct of an examination and the cost
effectiveness of the procedure have led examining boards to employ single markers for
all their examinations and this situation is ot likely to change easily.

Holistic scoring

Jacobs et al. (1981) offer a different perspective on the various approaches to composition
evaluation. They made a primary distinction between hc s scorng and frequency-count
marking as against the rather overlapping division inte impression and analytic marking
used by the body of researchers referred to above. It was based on a classification by
Cooper (1977). Jacobs ef al. (p. 29) described the division as follows: **Holistic” in
Coopet’s terms means “any procedure which stops short of enumerating linguistic,

"o

rhetorical, or informational features of a piece of writing”.
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In hol‘is?tic evaluations, markers base their judgements on their impression of the whole
composition: in frequency-count marking (see Steel and Talman, 1936), markers total or
enumerate certain elements in the composition such as: cohesive devices, misspelled words
m1§pl§ced commias, or sentence errors. Jacobs ez al. argue that the latter method is highl ’
objecuv‘e_ and, therefore, also highly reliable. Not so certain is its validity because z
composition evaluated by a frequency-count method has been judged not for its
communicative effect, but for its number or kinds of elements.

Holistic evaluation would appear to be more subjective as it depends on the impressions
formed by the markers. Jacobs er al. (p. 29) point out though:

In spite of (or perhaps because of) this subjectivity, holistic evaluation has been shown capable
of producing highly reliable assessments. Most of the studies cited . .. were, in fact, based
on holistic evaluation of one type or another and all of those studies obtained reader nelis;bilitia
in the mid-to-high eighties or nineties. Intuitively it would seem that composition scores based
on holistic responses from readers who attend to the writer’s message must be more valid
than tpose based on frequency-count methods, which at best pay only lip service to the writer's
meaning and ideas. As Cooper (1977) puts it, ‘holistic evaluation by a human respondent
gets us closer to what is essential in communication than frequency-counts do’.

Holistic evaluation is obviously to be preferred where the primary concern is with
evaluating the communicative effectiveness of candidates’ writing. This was the case in
the TEEP project (see Weir, 1983a and Appendix I) where the preference was for an
analytic, holistic marking scheme over an impressionistic one, favouring an explicit rather
than implicit list of features or gualities to guide judgements.

It was felt strongly that too little atteniion had been paid in the past to the actual criteria
to be applied, implicitly or explicitly, to samples of written production. Even in the analytic
§chemes referred to in the studies above, there is too much room for idiosyncratic
mterpretation of what constitutes the criterion that is being applied to a script. The
application of clear, appropriate criteria was felt to be important.

‘ Chaplen (1970a) had suggested that more reliable results might be obtained from the
impression method of marking if the scale employed was one in which each grade was
equated with a distinct level of achievement which was closely described. This was the
apprqach initially adopted by the British Council in the ELTS testing system, It may be
described as an impression based banding system. An example of such a banded mark
scheme can be found in B.J. Carroll (1980b, p. 136). .

Carroll’s approach is fine in conception as it allows a more detailed description to be
pres_ented to institutions. The problem is that, as with Chaplen’s (1970a) band system,
It fails in practice because it does not cater for learners whose performance levels vary
in lerm§ of different criteria. A candidate may be a band 7 in terms of ‘fluency’, but a
band 5 in terms of ‘accuracy’. This leaves aside other trenchant criticisms we might have,
zltl:h as the vagueness of such descriptions as ‘authoritative writing’, ‘good style’, ‘fluency’,

This melem of collapsing criteria is avoided by a more ‘analytic’ mark scheme, whereby
?n::\fel is recorded in respect of each criterion and to a certain extent one of the most
: grative of measures is lbrough‘t back somewhat to a discrete point position. This method

ad the added advantage in that it would lend itself more readily to full profile reporting
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and could perform a certain diagnostic role in delineating students’ strengths and weaknesses
in written production.

Additionally an analytic mark scheme is seen as a far more useful tool for the training
and standardisation of new examiners. Francis (1977) pointed out that, by employing an
analytic scheme, examining bodies can better train and standardise new markers to the
criteria of assessment. A measure of agreement about what each criterion means can be
established and subsequently markers can be standardised to what constitutes a different
level within each of these criteria. Analytic schemes have been found to be particularly
useful with markers who are relatively inexperienced. The data reported by Adams (1981)
and Murphy (1982) are consistent with this view.

Analytic mark schemes are devised in an attempt to make the assessment more objective,
insofar as they encourage examiners {0 be more explicit about their impressions. Although
one of these criteria may take account of the relevance and adequacy of the actual content
of the essays, they are normally concerned with describing the qualities which an essay
is expected to exhibit. Brooks (1980) pointed out that the qualities assessed by analytical
mark schemes in the past were often extremely etusive. She cited as examples the qualities
‘gusto’ and ‘shapeliness of rhythm’ outlined in the Schools Council Working Paper —
Monitoring Grade Standards in English, as being particularly nebulous and inaccessible
to assessment. Thus, although analytic schemes may facilitate agreement amongst eXaminers
as to the precise range of qualities that are {0 be evaluated in any essay, the actual amount
of subjectivity involved in the assessment in many schemes may be reduced very litile
because of lack of explicitness with regard to the applicable criteria, or through the use
of vague criteria.

Establishing appropriate criteria for assessing written production: the test in English
for educational purposes (TEEP) experience

The failings of analytic mark schemes in the past have been in the choice and delineation
of appropriate criteria for a given situation. In the design work for the TEEP test (see
Weir, 1983a and Appendix I) it was felt that the assessment of samples of written
performance should be based on appropriate, behaviourally described, analytic criteria,
graded according (o different levels of performance. The criteria needed to be
comprehensive and based on empirical job sample evidence.

The data informing the selection of criteria of assessment came from a survey carried
out on language teachers in ARELS schools, and more particularly from the returns to
that part of a national questionnaire to academic staff in the United Kingdom which had
requested an estimation of the relative importance of the different criteria they employed
in assessing the wriiten work of their students. Empirical evidence was gathered from
560 lecturers to help decide upon those criteria which could be used for assessing the types
of written information transfer exercises that occur in an academic context.

As a result of the investigation the criteria of relevance and adequacy, compositional
organisation, cohesion, referential adequacy, grammatical accuracy, spelling and
punctuation were seen as the most suitable for assessing writing tasks. From the returns
to the staff questionnaire it appeared there was a need for evaluation procedures that would
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oss . . . .
assess students. particularly in relation to their communicative effectiveness and in such

a way that a profile containing a coarse di i ; ,
could be made available. 3 se diagnosis of candidates’ strengths and weaknesses

To_apply these ‘valid’ criteria reliably an attempt was made to
markmglschﬁme in which each of the criteria is sub-divided into foﬁ(;r;:;z?ioa:r:lnlalw;c
on a scale o O—-3_ (see Table below). A level 3 corresponds to a base line of intual
f;ompe_tence_. At this I_e.vel it was felt that a student was likely to have very fe\: f:)lll:llmal
rtc:li’v:;i]\;n: lt‘he.\n;lltmg tasks demanded of him by his course in respect of this Eriter‘iﬁoﬂ:lS
Aalovel 28 imit number of problen}s :.1ri5e in relation to the criterion and remediaj
p advisable. A level 1 would indicate that a lot of help is necessary with respect

. cu . l 0 1ndi ] i i

TEEP Attribute Writing Scales

A. Relevance and adequacy of content

0.7 i
he answer bears almosi no relation to the task set. Totally inadequate answer

I. AIL r f ]in‘.liled I'ele Ance . b y O
P . -

3. Relevant and adequate answer to the task set.

B. Compositional Organisation

0. No apparent organisation of content.

1. Very little organisation of content. Underlying structure not sufficiently apparent
2. Some organisational skills in evidence, but not adequately controtled. | |
3. Overall shape and internal pattern clear. Organisational skills adequately controlled.

C. Cohesion

0. Cohesi
. sion almost totally ahsent. Writi
¢ : . Writing so fragmentary that com i
totally ahsel rehe
intended communication is virtually impossibie. ’ prehension of fhe

* m i

3. Sati i
atisfactory use of cohesion resulting in effective communication.
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D. Adeguacy of vocabulary Jor purpose
0. Vocabulary inadequate even for the most basic parts of the intended communication.

1. Frequent inadequacies in vocabulary for the task. Perhaps frequent lexical
inappropriacies and/or repetition.

2. Some inadequacies in vocabulary for the task. Perhaps some lexical inappropriacies
and/or circumlocution.

3. Almost no inadequacies in vocabulary for the task. Only rare inappropriacies and/or
circurnlocution.

E. Grammar

0. Almost all grammatical patterns inaccurate.
1. Frequent grammatical inaccuracies.

2. Some grammatical inaccuracies.

3. Almost no grammatical inaccuracies.

F. Mechanical accuracy I (punctuation)

0. Ignorance of conventions of punctuation.
i. Low standard of accuracy in punctuation.
2. Some inaccuracies in punctuation.

3. Almost no inaccuracies in punctuation.

G. Mechanical accuracy Il (spelling)

0. Almost all spelling inaccurate.

1. Low standard of accuracy in spelling.
2. Some inaccuracies in spelling.

3. Almost no inaccuracies in spelling.

The set of criteria developed for TEEP and the behavioural descriptions of the levels
within each of them are not seen as irrevocable, but they represent the outcome of a long
process of practical trialling and revision. In all, the behavioural descriptions of the levels
within the criteria went through five major revisions.

The nature of the problems encountered in the evolution of the criteria provide useful
background for the development of similar schemes. The first problem in earlier versions
of these assessment criteria was that in some of the criteria an attempt was made to assess
two things, namely communicative effectiveness and degrees of accuracy. As a result great
difficulty was encountered in attempting to apply the criteria reliably. It was necessary
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to refine the criteria so that the first four related to communicative effectiveness and th

latter lh{'ee to accuracy. It may well be that the latter three criteria contribute tc
communicative effectiveness or lack of it, but attempts to incorporate some indicati ¢
this into these criteria proved unworkable. oot
‘ Secondly distinctions between each of the four levels were only gradually achieved and
it was also necessary to try and establish roughly equivalent level distinctions across the
criteria. Great problems were experienced in the trial assessments in gaining agreement
as to what was meant by certain of the descriptions of levels within the criteria. Most
sources of confusion were gradually eliminated and this seemed inevitably to résull in

5115 méch simplified s~ale for these descriptions of level particularly in the accuracy criteria

4.3.4 Further considerations in designing writi,
in a test battery gning ng tasks for inclusion

Number of writing tasks

In the Fiiscussion of writing so far the concern has been with how marker reliability might
be ai.:hleved.. There are, however, other factors contributing to the reliability of a test which
merit attention. Firstly, the number of samples of a student’s work that are taken can hel
control the variation in performance that might occur from task to task. P
Both religt?ility and validity have been found to be increased by sampling more than
one corppquon from each candidate. Finlayson (1951, p. 132) found that: ‘the performance
of a child in one essay is not representative of his ability to write essays in general.” The
research of Vernon .and Milligan (1954, p. 69) also threw: ‘very grave doubt on the coinmon
zrsaic;;z exa nc:ifn:g‘l‘ng to assess English ability in general from a single essay marked by
Ebel (1972) showed that the more samples there were of a student’s writing in a test
the more reliable the result. Ebel outlined how a test score comprised two elements: the:
trl.lPT score and the error measurement. He showed (pp. 250—1} that: ‘the contribution .(i e
v_arlablhty) of the true component in the total score is proportional to the number of elemer.ltt:.
(lte}‘ns) comprising it ... increasing test length increases the true score variance more
faPldly than it increases the error variance.’ In other words, reliability of a test score tends
to increase as the number of items in the test is increased (see Willmott and Nuttal, 1975).
Murpl::y (1978) also found that an important factor in determining the varying re,liability
of the eight GCE examinations under review was;

2;'? e::m}ber of rqarks fpr ‘ir!dividual parts contributing to the final examination marks. This
by Ll.leo mcr:asmg‘ reltab‘lhty, by hz?vlng more parts of an examination is well demonstrated
> case‘o !E‘.nglnsh A le\tel. This observation is consistent with the established principle

at combinations of unreliable measurements are more reliable than the individual

measurements themselves.
Tacobs er al. (1981, p. 15) recommended that:

In general, it is advisable to obtain at least two, if not more, compositions from each student.
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This helps ensure that the test provides a representative sampling of a writer’s ability, by
reducing to some extent the effects of varation 1n an mdividual’s performance from topic
to topic or from one test period to another Our experience and that of others suggests
that two carefully formulated writing tasks are probably sufficient for most testing situations

Obviously the more samples of students’ writing that are taken the better this will be
for reliability and validity purposes, provided each sample gives a reasonable estimate

of the ability

Question chaice

As regards selection of topic(s) It 1s necessary to ensure that students are able 1o write
something on the topic(s) they are presented with Whether this means allowing a choice
of toptcs 1s an important decision that has to be made, for it too could affect the reliability

of the test
Jacobs ef al (1981, p 1) advised

For large-scale evaluations, 1t 1s generally advisable for all students to write on the same topics
because allowing a choice of topics mtroduces too much uncontrolled variance into the test
— 1 e, are observed differences m scores du¢ to real differences in writing proficiency or
to the different topics? There 1s no completely reliable basis for comparison of scores on a
test unless all of the students have performed the same writing task(s), moreover, reader
consistency or reliability sn evaluating the test may be reduced if all of the papers read at
a single scoring session are not on the same topic

Hearon (1975) suggested that offering a choice means, m addition, that some students
may waste time trying to select a topic from several given alternatives Where tests are
to be conducted under timed conditions, forcing all students to wrile on the same topic
mught also be an advantage for indecisive candidates Jacobs et af (1981, p 17) concluded

In view of the problemns associated with offering a choice of topics, the best alternative, unless
skill 1n choosing a topic 1s among the test objectives, would seem to be to require all students
to weite on the same topic, but to provide them more than one opportunity to write

By basing wniting tasks on written and/or spoken text supphed to the candidates or on
non-verbal stimult, 1t is possible to ensure that in terms of subject knowledge all start equally,
at least tn terms of the informanon available to them All are required to write on the

same fopic, but they would write on a variety of topics

Amount of nme allowed for each wring task the ramifications of ume limits

Jacobs et al (1981, p 17) pomted to a need to give due consideration to the purpose of
the writing test
Is the test a direct outgrowth of certamn learming activities, including perhaps, advance
preparation for the test composition (reading certain books or conducting research on an

assigned topic, practismg with a simlar topsc or the same mode 10 class and so forth), or
15 1t an impromptu test, which focuses almost enurely on the composing product, rather than

the composing process?
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About the only real hfe parallel of the closely-timed test 1s that students may encount
examunauon essays in their academic courses If we were to replicate reality more clo: l]?l‘
the test tasks would not be timed at all and students would be allowed maxtmum o rtuf]e ’
and access to resources for demonstrating their abilittes with regard to this Egzstm::tty
Considerations such as time constraints, rehiability and test security requirements make
longer, process-oriented tests impractical for most testing of this kind

Jacobs er al (1981, p 17) pointed to some of the ramifications of this disuncrion

a closely-timed impromptu test can hardly begin to tap the writer’s resources in the whole
composing process, other than to require that all of the process skilis be compressed mto
a speeded time frame, with the result resembling only vaguely what writers usually do 1n

processing written discourse It 1s 1mportant to re
member this serious limitaton
impromptu test o tmed.

As regards an appropriate ime for completton of product-oriented wniting tasks 1n an
actual exammation setting, Jacobs ef a/ (1981, p 18) argued

A composition test given In comunction with a battery of other measures must of necessit
be limited 1n teme 1f the total test ime s to be practical and not 1ntroduce too much vananci
due to fatigue in the examinees We have used this thirty mmute time limit for composition
tests given as part of the Michigan Test and believe this time altowance probably provides
most students enough time 10 produce an adequate sample of their wriung ability

They found in therr research (p 19) that *wath a thirty-munute composition test students
at all but the most basic level of proficiency can generally write about a page or more '

4.3.5 Concilusion

The writing component of any test should concentrate on controlled writing tasks where
features of audience, medium, setting and purpose can be more clearly specified Attention
needs to be paid to the development of adequate and appropriate scoring criteria and
examiners trained and standardised m the use of these

4.4 Testing speaking

;thmg speaking ability offers plenty of scope for meeting the criteria for communicative
andl:lg, namely that tasks developed within this paradigm should be purposive, mteresting
shout (;Jﬁzauﬁg, \;qth a positive washback effect on teaching that precedes the test, interaction
the outpun ah e}id eature, there should be a degree of intersubjectivity among participants,
and oy should be to a certain extent unpredictable, a realistic context should be provided
. lhp ocessing should be done m real ime Perhaps more than in any other skill there
€ possibility of building 1nto a test a number of the dynamic characteristies of actual
communication (see Section 3 1 above)
a nSel agamst this are the enormous practical constraints on the large-scale testing of spoken
guage proficiency, e g , the admunistrative costs and difficulues, and the resources
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necessary for standardising and paying a large number of examiners. Most GCE Examining
Boards in England were said to lose money on every candidate who sits an ‘O’ level
language examination in which there is an oral component.

The problems of assessing speech reliably are even greater than those for assessing writing
because the interaction, unless captured on tape of video, is fleeting and cannot be checked
Jater. The essential task for the test designer is t0 establish clearly what activities the
candidate is expected to perform, how far the dynamic communicative characteristics
associated with these activities can be incorporated into the test, and what the task
dimensions wilt be in terms of the complexity, size, referential and functional range of
the discourse to be processed or produced.

Having established what it is that needs to be tested there is available a range of formats
of varying degrees of directness. It embraces more direct types such as the face to face
interview and the more indirect multiple choice, pencil and paper tests of speaking ability
which can be scored by computer. What follows is a brief review of some of the more
useful and potentially valid formats for testing speaking ability.

4.4.1 Verbal essay

The candidate is asked to speak (sometimes directly into a tape recorder) for three minutes
on either one or more specified general topics.

Advantages

1. The candidate has to speak at length which enables a wide range of criteria including
fluency to be applied to the output. More discrete short questions or posited situations
to which the student has to respond often severely limit the range of criteria that are

applicable.

Disadvantages

1. The problems associated with the free uncontrolled writing task above apply equally
to this type of oral task, The topic specified may not be of interest to the candidate
and it is not something we are normally asked to do extempore in real life. At the very
least a period is normally given for preparation. Where there is a choice of topic it
is difficult to compare performances.

2. The more open-ended the topic, the more successful performance in it might be
dependent on background or cultural knowledge and draw upon factors such as
imagination or creativity. The greater the deviation of responses from what is expected
in terms of content, the more difficult it might be to maintain reliability in assessment.

3. The use of tape recorders for the conduct of this task might be stressful to some

candidates. Tt is not possible to set the candidates at their ease as easily as it is in, say,
an interview.

Test methods 75
4.4.2 Oral presentation

The candidate is expected to give a short talk i i
. on a topic which he has either bee
to prepare beforehand or has been informed of shortly before the test. This is d?f?esli?::

from the ‘Spoken Essay’ described i i i
o y ribed above in so far as the candidate is allowed to prepare

Advantages

t. :; :lso?;t]e? \;ery e‘ffgctive to get the candidate to talk about himself. In the TEEP Test
est carried out on tape in a language laboratory) thi i

‘ : y) this was intended as a
up exercise, but it was found that the one min i about

‘ ’ ute given to the candidate to talk
icpec;ﬁed featur?s of 1}15 personal life provided a good overall indicator of his s abll::r:
language pn?ﬁcnenC)f int terms of the criteria used in assessing all the other tasks p\(:’hat
;s unpﬁl;tam in assessing spoken production is eliciting a sufficient sample of a candidate’s

peech for sensible assessments to be made. This is one technique which permits of this

. By integrating the activity with previously heard or previously read texts the oral task

can be made to equate realisticatly wi i
: y with real life tasks that i i
to perform in the target situation. 4 the candidate might have

Disadvantages

1. ftf ;liehz:;m(]i:;itllmqws the t_OPiC well in advance there is a danger that he can learn
s baine te;ted ittle :;me is given for preparation then one faces the problem that what
is being I may be knowledge rather than linguistic ability. If the task is integrated

y with a prior reading passage to ensure that all candidates have a common set of

information available to them then one i i
i ; ne is faced with the i i
interfering with the measurement. proviem of reading possibly

e multiplicity of interpretations of broad topics may create problems in assessment

4.4.3 The free interview

In this type of intervi i0 olds in an un nd
iew the conversation unfolds i i no se
Inter structured fashion a
of procedures is laid down in advance. t

Advantages

2‘ Fr + . . -
o : ;qtiw1gws are like extended conversations and the direction is allowed to unfold
interview takes place. The discourse might seem to approximate more closely

to the normal pattern of informal social i ion i
social interaction in real lifi
formulated agenda is apparent. cal ife where no carefully
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Disadvantages

I. As there are no set procedures for eliciting language the performances are likely to
vary from event to event not least because different topics may be broached and
differences may occur in the way the interview is conducted.

2. The procedure is time consuming and difficult to administer if there are large numbers
of candidates.

4.4.4 The controlled interview

In this procedure there are normally a set of procedures determined in advance for eliciting
performance. The FSI interview is close to this model (see Adams and Frith, 1979 and

wilds, 1975).

Advantages

1. There is a greater possiblity in this approach of candidates being asked the same questions
and thus it is easier to make comparisons across performances.

2. The procedure has a bigher degree of content and face validity than most other techniques
apart from the role play and information gap exercises in the UCLES/RSA Certificates
in Communicative Skills in English (see Appendix IIT).

3. It has been shown elsewhere that with sufficient training and standardisation of examiners
to the procedures and scales employed, reasonable reliability figures can be reached
with this technique. Clark and Swinton (1979) report average inira-rater reliabilities
of 0.867 and inter-rater reliability at 0.75 for FSI type interviews.

4. A particularly effective oral intervie'v can occur when the candidate is interviewed and
assessed by both a language and a subject specialisi who have been standardised to
agreed criteria. The procedures followed in the General Medical Council’s PLAB oral
interview which assesses both medical knowledge and spoken English merit consideration
in this respect.

Disadvantages

1. One of the drawbacks of the interview is that it cannot cover the range of situations
candidates might find themselves in even where the target level performance is
circamscribed as in the case of the FSI. In interviews it is difficult to replicate all the
features of real life communication such as reciprocity, motivation, purpose and role
appropriacy.

2. Even when the procedures for eliciting performance are specified in advance there is
still no guarantee that candidates will be asked the same questions in the same manncr,
even by the same examiner.
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4.4.5 Information transfer: description of a picture sequence

The cand:;ialu:e sees a panel of pictures depicting a chronologically ordered sequence of
events and has to tell the story in the past tense. Time is allowed at th inni
the candidate to study the pictures. e ot he beginning for

Advantages

|. The task required of the candidates is clear. It does not require them to read or listen
and thereby avoids the criticism of contamination of measurement provided the pictures
are not culturally or educationally biased.

2.1t can be an efficient procedure and one of the few available to get the candidate to
provide an (?xt(?nded sample of connected speech which allows the application of a wide
range of criteria in assessment. It is also useful for eliciting the candidate’s ability to
use particular grammatical forms such as the past tense for reporting.

3. Because‘a]l cz.mdiclates are constrained by common information provided by pictures
or drawings it allows a comparison of candidates which is relatively untainted by
background or cultural knowledge given that the drawings themselves are culture free.

4. The value of the technique is dependent on the pictures being ¢lear and unambiguous
and free from cultural or educational bias. The technique is straightforward and much
favoured by school examination boards in Britain. In the study of suitable formats for
a spoken component for TOEFL (Clark and Swinton, 1979) this proved to be one of
the most effective formats in the experimental tests,

Disadvantages

1. The authenticity of this task is limited though it could be said to represent the situation
of having to describe something which has happened i.e. an informational routine. This
may well be an important function in some occupations. It tells us very little, however
about the candidate’s ability to interact orally. ’ ’

2. Ilfl the quality‘ of the pictures is in any way deficient then the candidate may not have
the opportunity of demonstrating his best performance. Differences in interpretation
might aiso introduce unreliability into the marking.

4.4.6 Information transfer: questions on a single picture

::ei] cxaminer asks the candidate a number of questions about the content of a picture which
as had time to study. The questions may be extended to embrace the thoughts and

g
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Advantages

1. There may be considerable benefit in investigating this technique, which already performs
a valuable role in the oral component of the PLAB English test for overseas doctors.
In PLAB candidates are shown slides, X-rays, pictures of medical cenditions, ECG
printouts, etc., and are asked to comment on them as well as answering specific questions
relating to them. The task could be useful for testing other groups where relevant pictorial
material couid be developed.

Disadvantages

1. The candidate is cast in the sole role of respondent and is denied the opportunity to
ask questions. The criterion of reciprocity, a normal feature of most spoken interaction,
is not usually met,

2. The pictures need to be clear and unequivocal for the reasons stated above in discussion
of a sequence of pictures. If a large number of candidates are to be examined over
several days then the question of test security arises if the same pictures are to be
employed. If different pictures are to be used the issue of comparability must be faced.

4.4.7 Interaction tasks

Information gap student—stodent

In these tasks students normally work in pairs and each is given only part of the information
necesary for completion of the task. They have to complete the task by getting missing
information from each other, Candidates have to communicate to fill in an information
gap in a meaningful situation.

The UCLES/RSA Certificates in Communicative Skills in English have particularly
realistic examples of this (see Appendix III). As a development from this interaction an
interlocutor appears after the discussion and the candidates might, for example, have to
report on decisions taken and explain and justify these decisions.

Advantages

1. There can be few test tasks which represent the act of communication better than this
as it fulfils most of the criteria laid down by Morrow (1979} for what makes a test
communicative, e.g., it should be reciprocal, purposeful, contextualised and interactive-
The candidates should be free to choose their partners so that they are interacting under
normal time constraint with somebody they know and fee! happy communicating with.

2. As a normal feature of the interaction they can use question forms, elicit information,
make requests, ask for clarification and paraphrase in order to succeed in the task, i.e.,
deploy improvisational as well as interactional skills.

3. The task is highly interactive and as such comes much closer than most other tasks
in this section to representing real communication. It recognises the unpredictability
of communicative situations and demands an ability to generate original sentences and
not simply an ability to repeat rehearsed phrases.
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Disadvantages

1. There is a problem if one of the participants dominates the interaction as the other
candidate may have a more limited opportunity to demonsirate communicative potential.

2. Similarly if there is a large difference in proficiency between the two this may influence
performance and the judgements made on it.

3. There is also a problem if one of the candidates is more interested in the topic or the
task as the interaction may become one sided as a result.

4. Candidates are being assessed on their performance in a single sitnation and
extrapolations need to be made about their ability to perform in other situations from
this.

§. There are also practical constraints such as the time available, the difficulties of
administration and the maintenance of test security.

Information gap student—examiner

To avoid the possibility of an imbalance in candidates’ contributions to the interaction
some boards have the examiner as one of the participants or employ a commen interlocutor,
e.g., a familiar teacher with whom candidates would feel comfortable.

To examine candidates separately they can be given a diagram, a set of notes, etc., from
which information is missing and their task is to request the missing information from
the examiner.

Advantages

L. Thc main advantage is that there is a stronger chance that the interlocutor will react
in a similar manner with all candidates allowing a more equitable comparison of their
performance.

Disadvantages

1. Interacting with a teacher, let alone an examiner, is often a more daunting task for
the candidate than interacting with his peers.

2. Them is some evidence that where the examiner is a participant in the interaction, he
1s sometimes inadvertently assessing his own performance in addition to that of the
candidate (Fisher 1979).

4.4.8 Role play

A. ﬂlll?'lber of examining boards, for example the AEB and UCLES/RSA, include role play
Situations where the candidate is expected to play one of the roles in an interaction which
Might be reasonably expected of him in the real world. The interaction can take place
between two students or, as in the GCE mould, the cxaminer normally plays one of the
farts The disadvantage of the latter is that it is difficult to make an assessment at the
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same time as taking part in the interaction. (The same is of course true for all face to
face tests.) As in the information gap exercise involving teacher as interlocutor and examiner
there is a danger that the mark awarded will reflect the latter’s view of his own performance

as well as of the student’s.

Advantages

1. The technique can be valid in both face and content terms for a wide variety of situations
and the experience of the examijnation boards suggests that it is a practical and potentially
a highly valid and reliable means of assessing 2 candidate’s ability to participate
effectively in oral interaction.

Disadvantages

1. There is a danger that the histrionic abilities of some candidates may weigh in their
favour at the expense of the more introverted. There is also the danger in all oral
interactions that a candidate cannot think what to say. The question of role familiarity
arises in this technique in the sense that some candidates may not know what it is normal
to do in certain situations. Another problem is that candidates often use the language
of reporting and say what they would say rather than directly assuming the role.

2. Practical constraints operate here as well, especially in large scale testing operations.
If it is necessary to use different role plays then great care needs to be taken to ensure
that they are placing equal demands on candidates.

4.4.9 The training and standardisation of oral examiners

The relationship between a task and the criteria that can be applied to the product it results
in is an essential factor in taking decisions on what to include in a test of spoken or written
production. Tasks can not be considered separately from the criteria that might be applied
to the performances they result in. Having established suitable tasks and appropriate
assessment criteria o accompany them. consideration needs to be given as to how best
to apply the criteria to the elicited samples of performance.

In Section 4.3.3 the advantages of analytical as against impressionistic approaches to
assessment of written production were examined. The comments made there in relation
1o the need to establish clear criteria for assessment and 10 standardise examiners to these
criteria apply mutatis mutandis to the assessment of oral ability.

The assessment of spoken language is potentially more problematic, though, given that
no recording of the performance is usually made. Whereas in writing the script ¢an be
reconsidered as often as 1s necessary, assessments have to be made in oral tests either
while the performance is being elicited or shortly afterwards. If the examiner is also an
interlocutor then the problems are further compounded.

In oral testing, as in the assessment of written production, there is a need for explicit,
comprehensive marking schemes, close moderation of test tasks and mark schemes, and
rigorous training and standardisation of markers in order 1o boost test rel iability. These
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aspects of examining will be briefly di
: y discussed below. Though made i
testing, they apply equally to the testing of the other ski]ﬁ;. made n the context ofora

Marking schemes

;/I;g;?gt 6‘(:l 1 219, p- 19) outllnf:d the nature of the marking scheme demanded by the
o cﬁtzr:il;mng‘ Boarcli A mar}ung scheme is a comprehensive document indicati

iteria against which candidates’ answers will be judged: it enabl e

lolrelate p:fr(lcular marks to answers of specified quality.’ o T cnables the cxaminer

o 12 :eslssez?ng ;he productlw? skills it is necessary to provide comprehensive descriptions

of levels of c.p;:(r &r?aaz?ga to Ztld the examiners in making necessarily subjective judgements
about iy ndidates’ answers (see Appendix II for an example of such performan

piors). Murphy (1979, p. 14) described the purpose of the marking scheme as follow?

1. To assist the Chief Examiner and those i
- who will
yalidity of the tasks which are being set. will moderate the paper to check the content

2. To
helg the mo‘:‘ieralors to check that the demands made in the examination
appropriate and in accordance with stated aims and objectives .

3, Toensu i
ro Sas:n :": that, where Fhere is more than one examiner, each examiner marks in exact}
way, awarding equal marks for equal levels of performance. ’

4, To ensure that each examiner marks consistently throughout the marking period

The moderation of question papers and mark schemes

I . . T,
5: l;ses;;sju:f :?il;lospeakmg and \rmmg it is essential that tasks and marking schemes are
rous process of moderation before they b i i
Mot as he ot y become operations. Again vsing
: g source, examples of questions which might
candidates are expected to perform are listed below: gl be asked of thetasks

2 - p . PO

. Are th . - "y
e te r:asks L:?amblguous. giving a clear indication of what the examiner is asking
o candidate may take the task to mean something differemt? ’

. Is there an excessi i
ive overlap in enabling skills or icati i
Is th comm
in difforent paree ot e 1oy 4 unicative tasks being assessed

6‘ + -
Can the tasks be satisfactorily answered in the time allowed?

In additi i i
ition the moderating panel might consider the format and the layout of the question
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papers. This is important because a badly laid out question paper could be the cause of
considerable problems for both candidates and examiners. Instructions to candidates need
to be as clear and as concise as possible.

At the same time as the tasks are moderated the panel should consider the appropriateness
of the marking scheme. Murphy (1979} again is a valuable informing source for drawing
up a list of questions which might be asked of the marking scheme by a moderating panel.
The following are examples of the types of questions moderators might address themselves
to:

1. Does the mark scheme anticipate responses of a kind that candidates are likely to make?

2. Are the marks allocated to each task commensurate with the demands that task makes
on the candidate?

3. Does the mark scheme indicate clearly the marks to be awarded for different parts of
a question or the relative weighting of criteria that might be applicable?

4. Does the mark scheme allow for possible alternative answers?

5. Has the mark scheme reduced to the minimum possible, the amount of computational
work which the examiner has to undertake to finalise a mark for a candidate’s
performance?

6. Does the marking scheme, by specifying performance criteria (see Appendix IT), reduce
as far as possible the element of subjective judgement that the examiner has to exercise
in evaluating candidates’ answers?

7. Are the abilities being rewarded those which the tasks are designed to assess?

8. Can the marking schemes be easily interpreted by a number of different examiners in
a way which will ensure that all mark to the same standard?

The standardisation of marking

Even if examiners are provided with an ideal marking scheme, there might always be some
who do not mark in exactly the way required. The purpose of standardisation procedures
is to bring examiners into line, so that candidates’ marks are affected as little as possible
by the particular examiner who assesses them.

Examiners are normally requested to attend a standardisation meeting prior to
commencing marking proper. Here the marking criteria are discussed to ensure the
examiners understand the criteria that are to be applied. The marking scheme is examined
closely and any difficulties in interpretation are ironed out. At this meeting the examiners
have to conduct a number of assessments. In respect of an oral test this might involve
listening to and/or watching audio tape or video tape recordings of candidates’ performances
on the test, at a number of different levels.

The examiners are asked to assess these performances and afterwards these are compared
to see if they are applying the same marking standards. The aim is to identify any factors
which might lead to unreliability in marking and to try and resolve these at the meeting.
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In the case of new examiners there might also be extensive discussion with the chief
examiner and his deputies about how to conduct an examination, how to make the candidate
feel at ease, how to phrase questions, what questions t¢ ask in an interview situation and
how to react to candidates.

After the standardisation procedure examiners are allowed to assess candidates. In tests
of writing it is possible to ask for sample scripts 1o be sent in to be re-marked by the
chief examiner so that the process of ensuring reliability can be continued. In oral tests
the chief examiner may sometimes sit in unannounced on a number of oral tests, observe
how they are conducted and discuss the allocation of marks with the examiner subsequently.
They might discuss how improvements could be made either in technique or marking.

Profiling ability in the productive and receptive skills

In terms of the criteria for assessing the productive modes of speaking and writing it seems
that we are able to be far more explicit than is possible in the receptive skills. We can
develop criteria of assessment, write behavioural descriptions of levels within each of the
criteria and then apply these to samples of students’ speech and writing. Because of the
private, internalised nature of the reading and listening processes it does not seem possible
to devise such explicit criteria by which candidates’ proficiency in the receptive skills can
be judged. Whereas we are able to assess candidates’ productive ability directly, we can
only take indirect measurements of what we label as listening or reading ability. We also
have to make the assumption that the sum of the listening or reading skills being measured
is equivalent to the whole of what might be described as proficiency in listening or reading.

Though an attempt can be made to specify what each item is testing in these receptive
areas, the candidates’ responses can only be judged right or wrong. It does not seem possible
to establish levels of attainment on individual receptive skills items, however explicit we
can be about what an individual item is testing. Whereas in writing or speaking tests we
are presented with something more tangible 10 make qualitative judgements about, it is
more difficult to see at what stage the process might have broken down in items testing
the receptive skills or to employ anything other than a dichotomous rating scale. We cannot
normally say how near a candidate came to getting an item right in assessment of receptive
skills and the more discrete the item the more this must be the case.

Where the intention is to present a profile of proficiency in the macro-skills of reading,
listening, speaking and writing, the differences in the way we are able to assess these will
obviously affect the manner in which we are able to decide how overall grades are to
be awarded in each macro-skill (see Angoff, 1971; Cresswell, 1983; Houston, 1983; Weir,
1983a; and Zicky and Livingston, 1977). The process is likely to be that much easier for
the productive skills where explicit criteria can be applied directly to a concrete, integrated
product.

4.5 Integrated tests

Relatively little is known about integrated tests, and even less is reported in the literature,
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with the exceptions of preliminary work in this area by Weir (1983a), Emmings (1986)
and Low (1986). Low describes a variety of possible tests along a continuum of directness,
At one end there are tests such as TEEP where there is an attempt to include tasks which
involve an integration of different macro skitls. Weir (1983a) describes the integrated
activity in TEEP, where listening and/or reading texts, as well as providing 2 stimulus
for more discrete testing of skills, are also employed as the stimulus material for a writing
test (see Appendix I). At the other end of the continsum there are attempts to develop
a ‘story line’ through the whole of the test so that not only are the components of the
test related thematically through the content but there is also a development in the content
itself throughout the test (see Low, 1986).

These tests are able to tap performance ability more directly by the provision of realistic
contexts which simulate target sivations more closely. 1t is argued (see Emmings, 1986)
that they offer a better means of assessing the traits underlying language proficiency than
is possible if the skills are tested in relative isolation from each other. Low {1986) points
to the context effects in real life where the ability to perform for example in conversation
‘depends in large measure on the skill with which one picks up information from past
discussions and uses it as an aid te formulating new strategy.’

Emmings (1986) investigated the incorporation of contextual developments through
integrated testing procedures and compared the reliability and validity of these with more
discrete proficiency measures taken from an RSA CUEFL test. While recognising the
importance of context for the development of an interaction, he sought to establish whether
the enhanced validity of a story line development through sub-tests is negated by the dangers
of ‘muddied measurement’ adversely affecting candidate profiling in an integrated test
of this type. He found that:

in principle, the adoption of clear content criteria can produce a clear reflection of the aims
of the test items in the factorial structures and that therefore some indications of testees’ abilities
to process texe can be provided by integrated tests.

He advises caution in employing a purely integrated approach but argues that the findings
with regard to validity and reliability were encouraging.

Low (1986) offers a detailed rationale for the use of an integrated approach and makes
a number of suggestions for the use of story lines and other developing contexts in tests.
He also draws attention to a number of problemns involved in the design of integrated tests,
such as lower reliability, the possibility of content bias, greater difficulty in design and
implementation, and their radical nature as compared to the curricula in operation in certain
countries.

Advantages

1. On the grounds of authenticity, or approximations to it, integrated tasks demand
consideration. If tests are to simulate reality, as closely as is possible, recognition of
the integrated nature of activities in certain contexts is necessary. In academic life, for
example, students have to read a variety of texts and process spoken discourse in lectures
and seminars in preparation for writing tasks, and work is often discussed with others
before a final version is presented for assessment.
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2. Increasingly the importance of context in language use is recognised and with it there
has been a demand that test tasks should be improved in this respect (see Stansfield,
1986). Low's (1986) advocacy of employing a developing context through the use of
a story line across tasks is an attempt to provide for this desire for increased validity.

Disadvantages

1. The question arises as to how integrated a test can ever be; how close can it mirror
reality? If Low’s (1986) examples of integrated tests are examined carefully, even the
most direct of these evidence a good deal of idealisation. The chimera of full authenticity
i5 just that.

2. The dangers of ‘muddied measurement” are often referred to in the literature. This relates
to a concern about the local independence of items or of tasks within a test battery.
The feeling is that performance on one item should not interfere with performance on
a subsequent item. In terms of tasks, it is felt, for example, that performance on a writing
task should not be dependent on successful performance in coping with prior reading
and listening tasks. The profiling of abilities may be problematic if there is difficuity
in determining where the process has broken down. If there is a need for separate skills
profiling, more discrete test tasks may be required.

What is clear is that communicative tests will be more difficult to construct than traditional
measures. As well as the need for greater explicitness about what it is that one is trying
to test there are serious problemns in successfully realising communicative specifications
in a test form and in devising suitatle assessment procedures. As with all new departures
integrated commumicative tests are at present difficult to construct, complex to take, difficult
to mark and difficult to report results on.

Too little is known at present as to whether the advantage of enhanced validity gained
by using an integrated format is outweighed by the possible contaminating influence on
test scores. It may well be that the latter can be avoided through careful design but at
present any claims for integrated tests being the panacea for testing within a communicative
paradigm must be tentative. In the customary fashion we can only point to the need for
future research to shed light on this.



