3 Item writing and moderation

In this chapter we shall be discussing what is involved in wFiting good
test itemns. We shall describe some of the pitfalls to ayold ar}d the
procedures to follow that will help ensure that many obvious mistakes
are caught before the test is pretested. We shall attempt to answer the
following questions;: What makes a good item writer —are they born or
can they be trained? Where do you start when writing an item? What
methods are most suitable for testing particular abilities? When people
disagree about the quality of a test itcn}, how can we resolve the
disagreement? What principles and guidelines shou'ld we follow when
writing test iterns? What is the role of the moderating committee, and
how do such committees best work?

3.1 Qualifications for item writing

The purpose and content of the test will to some extent detf:rmme_ who
will make the best item writers. It is helpful if those who write the items
have recent experience teaching students who are §lm1!ar’ to tl}ose
taking the test, as the teachers’ experience will p_rovtde insights into
what such students find easy and difficule, what interests th‘em, their
cultural background, and so on. For example? if the test is one’of
Writing for Academic Purposes, then a person with experience of doing
academic writing, teaching academic writing, and assessing students
who submit pieces of academic writing is likely to produce albetter test
of academic writing than somebody without such experience. For
achievement tests, it is clearly important that those who write the test
know what it is reasonable to expect students to have covered at that
particular stage in learning and also how .fa¥ st’udents have actgally
progressed through the curriculum. Thus it is likely that good item
writers will be experienced teachers of similar students or relt?vant
subject areas, who have the necessary formal professional
qualifications expected of teachers in the particular context where the
test is being developed. _ .
However, such people will not necessarily be good item writers.
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Having relevant experience does not guarantee either the insights into
the nature of the task that are necessary in order to write good tasks,
or the creativity and imagination needed to write good_ items.
Creativity, sensitivity, insight, imagination: all these are qualities of
item writers that are difficult to define and difficult to identify in
prospective item writers, but very obviously missing in poor item
writers.

Some tests are written by professional item writers, who either work
full-time for a testing institution, or who work as freelance test writers
for a range of institutions. Such writers should ideally combine the
expetience and qualifications of a relevant teacher with the qualities of
a perceptive item writer. Some such paragons do exist and they produce
exceptionally good items, but it has to be said that they are rare,

One of the advantages of employing a professional item writer is that
such a person is more likely to be able to reproduce items from one
testing occasion to the next: parallel tests are notoriously difficult to
write, and the understanding of how test items work that professional
writers develop is an important ingredient in the production of
consistent tests. However, such professional item writers are likely to be
less sensitive to the audience being tested, to changes in the curriculum
or its implementation, to varying levels of the school or test population,
and to other features of the testing context. Doubtless the best solution
1s to have item-writing teams consisting of professional item writers
and suitably experienced teachers.

3.2 Tests versus exercises

When asking, ‘What makes a good test writer?’, one might just as well
ask, “What makes a good textbook writer?” The design of a test item is
very similar to the design of a learning exercise, where learners are
presented with a task or data which they have to cope with in order to
develop insights or understanding, and, through feedback (from a
teacher, from peers, from introspection and self observation), to
develop a capacity to change behaviour and thoughts. Similarly, all test
items ask learners to cope with tasks and with data, but in this case it
is in order to produce behaviour or language which will give evidence
of ability. A test item consists of a method of eliciting behaviour or
language, together with a system whereby that behaviour or language
can be judged.

We believe, then, that there is no important difference berween
writing a test item and writing a learning task or exercise. Thus
whatever qualities are needed by the designer of an exercise are also
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needed by test writers. Perhaps more importantly, thv:e t:;u‘fgie ;f
inspiration for exercises can also be used for test writing: N iters,
in other words, can and should be as lmagmau;el as poz ifle when
thinking about their item types, an(_i (l)ne very useful sourc
nd other learning materials.
te}ittbig(i)rl::e?esting that, in our experience, teachers are very rellllm::flllti Itlo
show outsiders the tests they have written, yet they zfu'e ulsua yom useg
to reveal the sorts of exercises the;i have developed for ¢ gssr?n T wa}.{
This may well be because a mystique ;qrrounds test wr;ltmg ina way
that does not apply to exercise writing: tests are t tﬁ:g e to be
inherently difficult to write. Certamlly our expenenc;la is 2 e
tend to be much more clr_;itical of_telf_t k:t:r;lg ;?fa:;tezflr tth :}treixt' of lear
i nd this can have an inhibiti .
ex?ﬁ:zels',el{:wtance to show one’s test items to others mal); ndot I:;e (d)zz
only to the belief that writing tests is difficult. It rnl?y :zllso i‘:] y :;:d ?n one
important difference between tests anfi exercises t ;ilt oess deed mak
test writing more difficult. Th:e fact is th‘at whenf earner ke st
they do so alone: they receive no assistance ‘r?]m pe xs or from
teachers. Any such assistance would be termed ‘cheating™ e even
when they do exercises, lleamers fty;l)l(:albllly tzxs:glz t[?elrl:ci?:ﬁey r{:; from
ers or peers, or at least to feel able if ¢k ‘
E;ﬁfll:, the ml;in ciifference betwqen a test and an exe{lciilse l?fthta(t) f\ntr;:ll;
exercises learners get support: }\:mh testsgethctizacll.grmt)ﬁ;m :xzr cei‘;es this
ifference is that test items have to ( ‘ .
‘i:lr:itructions have to be as sim;;lle and ﬁmamlll)lgzggisdzst gosas;:l; 2;1;:.[_1 :-:3
must be familiar to all so that all candi
:liilf)srding to their ability, and not gccordmg to their knowlejiioolfewirza;
is expected by the test task. Test items, then, have to stan 4 alone tn 2
way that exercises do not. Tegc}lers can compe:llsaten or unclear
exercises by paraphrasinghthem, giving et:i;]a;r:lll:;l;::;g:s de;nr(l:uotsunderst ; o
even simply by skipping those exercises ‘ ot understand
not interested in. The student taking a test has o
ggssaifility, and the test writer therefore has an obligation ;c:i ?tns::;z tt}::asi
all items are unambiguous. Intl;:(resglnllgly, “lr:f:dif::lkoc;f ;:ee\; ;dlsg fa test
item: it i unusual to talk of the validity .
::tgrr:::.est :: :;Hicable to a discussion of learning tasks: tasks th?}.t (t:lg l;ts;
enable learners to learn or practise what they are suppc(l)se o e
invalid. Tests differ from exercises in Fhat they are exlpecte 10 be
{and reliable), whereas learning exercises are generally not.
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3.3 Where to start?

ltem writers have to begin their writing task with the test’s
specifications (see Chapter 2). This may seem an obvious point, but it
is surprising how many writers try to begin item writing by looking at
past papers rather than at the specifications. This recourse to past
papers is probably due to the fact that many tests lack proper test
specifications. There are two problems with trying to replicate or build
UPon past papers. Firstly, one has to infer test objectives and purposes
which are often not readily inferable: objectives and statements of
content are implicit in a past paper, and only explicit, usually, in the
specifications. Secondly, specifications are much more wide-ranging
than a past paper. Any test is of necessity only a sample of what it might
have contained. Building a test on previous tests therefore restricts the
item writer to what has already been tested. It is normal practice to
vary test content, and often test method, for each new test that is
written unless there is a requirement to produce a narrowly parallel
test, which is certainly not the case for achievement tests and is
normally not the case for proficiency tests. Thus it is essential to refer
to test specifications in order to ensure as wide a sampling of the
potential content and methods as possible.

What to do after consulting the test specifications will depend upon
what sort of test one is constructing. If the test is one of language
elements - lexis, grammar, and so on in discrete point format — the next
step will probably be to consult past papers or some inventory of the
content of previous tests in order to avoid the danger of too much
duplication of content across tests. Whilst just looking ar the content of
Previous papers can be useful, it is better systematically to classify
previous content. Ideally, the test developers will keep a record of the
content of all their tests.

Consulting such an inventory will also be a useful second step for
item writers who are devising text-based tests, for example of reading
and listening, but also possibly of speaking and writing. The record
should show what sorts of texts have already been used, and the
specifications will indicate the genres, sources, difficulties and so on
(see Chapter 2) that are appropriate for the test in question.

For many tests, the item writer’s next task is to find appropriate
texts. In this case, ‘appropriate’ means not only texts that match the
specifications, but also texts that look as if they will yield suitable
items. Not all texts lend themselves to ttem development, and item
writers are well advised to spend some time searching for texts that
have promise. Finding suitable texts can be such a problem that item
writers often maintain their own ‘bank’ of texts that can be used in
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some future test, and which they are constantly supple@er_ttmg from
their everyday reading. It is sometimes a good idea — and l:nsnsctlt_e : upc;nr
by some test developers — to get the apprqval of tde elltu-{g or
moderating committee for the texts btj.-fore moving on to evil op ite

or tasks based on them. This is .sunpl'y expedient: §pendlqg lt;mﬁ
developing items on texts that will ultimately be rejected is bot

inefficient and depressing.

3.4 [tem types

It is important to realise that the method used_ fqr testing ; lang?;gj
ability may itself affect the student’s score. This is called tb le n‘z’g ;r !
effect, and its influence should be reduced as muci_l as possible, lg re
not interested in knowing whether a candidate is good at mu tfl‘p j
choice tests, or can do cloze tests I?etter than qther canc!@ate}s, c\’% inds
oral descriptions of a series of pictures par’tlcularly difficulc. ledeme
interested in finding out about the candidate’s grammatical kno;lv eb ge,
or reading ability, or speaking skill. We do not yet know much a ollilt
test method effect, but as more research loqks at l_mw students acctluah‘y
respond to particular t;:fst methocls,fll vlhie will begin to understand this
er, these effects, more fully. ‘
Effe(icot;l?ii:lg::f)l; research has, however, been done into some test
methods: the cloze technique, and the C-test, for example (see ‘pagei 55
and 56). A vast amount of research has been conducted using ckoze
tests as one of the variables, but rather less has lg)cen done to loo1 at
what cloze tests measure. What is clear, however, is that d1fferen‘t cloze
tests measure different things, that is, a test produced by the appllcattil_on
of the cloze technique to a text may or may not measure lfhe same thing
as a different cloze test on the very same text. Th_ls variation appcall;s to
be unpredictable and may depend upon _whlch individual w(_)rds lanre
been deleted. In short, you cannot know in ad‘{ance what a given cloze
test will measure without validating the test in the normal way (see
Chapter 8). This means that the method effect of.the cloze t:f:o::hnlqmla1 is
likely to be quite complex. Nevertheles‘s, there is some eyfn;lence that
when they take cloze tests, many candidates rea'd in a di erenl';lwe;(y
from usual: they read the short amount of context just before the blank,
but fail to read the context after the blank. We would argue that this is
because of the technique: the existence of blanks at regular intervals
tends to induce a form of ‘short-text’ reading, and many cloze test
takers show a lack of attention to the meaning of the wider context that
is not shown by their normal reading, when they are indeed
context-sensitive.
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Similarly, there is evidence that students taking multiple-choice tests
can learn strategies for taking such tests that ‘artificially’ inflate their
scores: techniques for guessing the correct answer, for eliminating
implausible distractors, for avoiding two options that are similar in
meaning, for selecting an option that is notably longer than the other
distractors, and so on (see Allan 1992 for an interesting account of a
test of test-wiseness, developed in order to identify students who have
developed such strategies). There is also evidence from anecdotal
accounts of multiple-choice test takers that the test method tends to
encourage students to consider alternatives they would not otherwise
have considered (see also the discussion of multiple-choice questions in
Oller 1979): thus the technique tricks the unwary into making incorrect
interpretations they might not otherwise have made.

In addition, it is likely that particular test methods will iend
themselves to testing some abilities, and not be so good at testing
others. An extreme example is that multiple-choice tests are not
suitable for testing a candidate’s ability to pronounce a language
correctly. Despite suggestions in Lado 1961 and beliefs in Japan to the
contrary, Buck 1989 showed clearly that multiple-choice tests of
pronunciation do not correlate at all with candidates’ abilities to
pronounce English phonemes correctly. A less extreme example might
be the multiple-choice technique for testing reading ability: it may be
easier to control the thought processes of readers with multiple-choice
techniques than it is with short-answer-type questions (since the test
writer can devise distractors to get candidates to think in certain ways),
and this control may be desirable for the testing of inferencing in a
foreign language.

Unfortunately, our understanding of the test method effect is still so
rudimentary that it is not possible to recommend particular methods
for testing particular language abilities. This is perhaps the Holy Grail
of language testing.

In the absence of such recommendations, the best advice that can be
offered to item writers is: ensure that you use more than one test
method for testing any ability. A useful discipline is to devise a test item
to cover some desired ability or objective, then to devise another item
testing the same ability using a different method or item type. This may
lead to increased insight into what certain item types are testing, and
ought to lead to a greater understanding of the possibilities of different
item types.

In general, the more different methods a test employs, the more
confidence we can have that the test is not biased towards one
particular method or to one particular sort of learner. In addition, if a
series of tests is being developed over a number of years (for example,
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end-of-year tests in an institution}, we recommend that test developers
deliberately vary the methods used so that no one method predom-
inates and becomes predictable {see also Chapter 1_0). Although we
know surprisingly little about how tests affect teachlqg (see_ Alderson
and Wall 1993 and Wall and Alderson 1993 for a discussion of, the
issue of washback), it is likely that ‘keeping learners guessing’ by
varying test methods year by year will reduce the prf:dmtablhty'of tfhe
test’s format, and possibly the learning of test-taking strategies tor
particular test methods.

3.5 Prohlems with particular item types

In the meantime, even if they do not know the effects of different 1:ﬁ-s.ltc
methods, item writers need to be aware of the ‘known pitfalls o

particular test methods and to learn how to avoid the commonest
mistakes in designing certain sorts of test items. Heaton 1988 gives
advice on the constructing of different types of test item and ‘h(l'.)lw_to
avoid writing poor items, and there are several publications \;ln[i:[ gltve
examples of different test types (see, for example, Valc?tte 1977; :.;g e'sl
1989 and Wejr 1988). We shall not go into test types in any great detai

here, therefore, but will just describe some of the most commog
problems associated with them, starting with objective test types an

progressing to more subjective ones.

3.5.1 General problems

There are sorne problems which apply to all test types, and perhaps thle
most fundamental is the question of what an item is acfually (esglpg. t
is very easy with many sorts of test items to test something which is not
intended. This item, for example, is supposed to test spelling:

Rearrange ehe following letters to make English words:
RUFTI RSOEH MSAPT

TOLSO RIEWT PAHYP

The item may be testing spelling, but it is also testing xntell!glt:nﬁg,
ability to do anagrams and, at a pinch, vocabulary. To succeed w1t1 lt is
task it may be more importanll:l to be able to make the mental leap
required, than to be able to spell. ‘ N

c{t is Vél’)’ Cgmmon, unfortulf'f;tely, especially in high-level proficiency
tests, for intelligence to be tested as well as or mst.ead of laf.ngu;_ge.
Similarly, bacckground knowledge is frequently tested instead of reading
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or listening comprehension. Two examples of such items will be
discussed in Section 3.5.2 below.

Another fundamental point is that if one mark is being given for each
item, then each item should be independent of the others. Success on
one item should not depend on success on another. For example, if it is
only possible to answer the second item in a reading comprehension
test after correctly answering the first, then a candidate who fails [tem
1 will automatically fail Item 2, and will lose two marks rather than
one. Some test writers do integrate test items so that success on later
items depends on success with earlier ones, but this may lead to
problems. This will be discussed in Section 3.5.4 below.

The final point in this general section is that the instructions for ail
items must be clear. Often students fail a test or an item not because
their language is poor, but because they do not understand what they
are meant to do. If possible, the language used should be simpler than
that in the items themseives, and in some cases the instructions should
be written in the candidates® first language. Fach new set of items
should be preceded by a worked example,

3.5.2 Multiple-choice

The most important requirement of a multiple-choice item is that the
‘correct’ answer must be genuinely correct. (See Peirce 1992 for
interesting comments on this and other problems in the construction of
multiple-choice tests of reading.) Although this seems obvious, it is
quite possible, especially in reading or listening comprehension tasks,
to write an answer that many colleagues would disagree with. Such
dubious answers are particularly common in inferencing questions.
Every ‘correct’ answer must therefore be checked with colleagues to
avoid problems such as this:

Which 1s the odd one out?

A " rabbit
B hare
C bunny
D deer

The test writer might have planned that D was the odd one out, but
good language learners might have chosen C because ‘bunny’ is in
‘baby-language’.

The other requirement is that item writers must ensure that if the
answer key gives just one correct answer, then there is only one correct
answer. We are all familiar with items where more than one of the
alternatives is correct. Frequently item writers become fixated on a
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single answer, and cannot see that one or more of the alterr’laqves are
also acceptable. They can only discover this by showing their items to
other people. _ _ ‘ ’
The following item was written strictly according to the rules glveg
in a beginner’s textbook. However, when native speakers were aske
which was the correct answer they disagreed with the answer key.

“Why hasn’t your mother come?’

“Well, she said she leave the baby.’
A can’t
B won’t
C couldn’t
b mayn’t

According to the textbook, C is the correct answer, because of tl:ne rullv.::s
of reported speech. However, many of the native speakers on whom l:1 e
item was pretested said that A and B were perfectly acceptable,
especially in spoken English. In our experience, too {1g0r0ush an
adherence to what is taught in a textbook may lead to items where
is more than one acceptable answer.
the];:clli w?ong alternative sll)muld be attractive to at leaslt some of th,e
students. If an alternative is never chosen, then_ it is wasting everyonie’s
time and might as well not be there. Generally it is a good idea to have
at least four alternative answers, so ‘th‘at‘ tl:le chapce of a ’srudt;nt
guessing an answer is only 25%, but. 1f‘ it is u:nposmble to think }(1) a
third attractive wrong answer, then it is sensible to have only three
tives for some items. _
a]t%;rl:zre necessary, multiple-choice items should be‘ pre_sented _ 12
context. Often the item writer has a particular context in ‘mmd whic
is not at all obvious to the test takers, and if the context is not given,
these students may get the item wrong although they are capabl.e] offthe
language performance required. The presentation of context will often
reduce the possibilities of ambiguity, for example:

Select the option closest in meaning to the word underlned:

Come back soon.

A shortly

B later

C today

D 1OMOIrow

The lack of context makes it unciear whether B is really wrong. It
would be clearer as follows:
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Fill in the blank with the most suitable option:

Visitor: Thank you very much for such a wonderful visit.
Hostess: We were so glad you could come. Come back

soon
B later

C today

D tOmorrow

This new version also corrects another weakness. In the original
version, the correct answer, A, does not fit easily into the stem sentence,
as in many contexts it is not commeon to say ‘Come back shortly’, This
might worry some of the better students and they might therefore
choose a wrong answer. Since there is no direct synonym for ‘soon’
which would fit into the stem, and since finding synonyms is in any case
perhaps unnecessary at this level of English learning, the new version is
more appropriate.

The correct alternative should not look so different from the
distractors that it stands out from the rest, It should not be noticeably
longer or shorter, nor be written in a different style. Heaton 1988: 32

gives the following example when describing poor multiple-choice
items:

Select the option closest in meaning to the word underlined:

He began to choke while he was eating the fish.
A die
B cough and vomit
C be unable to breathe because of
something in his windpipe
D grow very angry

There are several problems with this item. The most obvious one is that
the correct answer, C, is immediately identifiable because it is so much
longer than the other alternatives. It looks like a dictionary definition,
and any candidate in doubt about the answer would be likely to choose
1t.

Secondly, distractor B is related to ‘choke’ semantically, and would
therefore be a plausible option for some learners — after all, what does
‘closest in meaning’ mean? To ensure that B is less ‘close in meaning’
than the correct answer, the item writer has been forced to provide a
‘dictionary definition’ so that C is recognisably ‘closest in meaning’ to
the stimulus.

Thirdly, without more context we cannot know for certain whether
the man is choking on his food or is very angry. The fact that the
sentence is, ‘He began to choke while he was eating the fish’, rather
than the more natural ‘He began to choke on a fish bone’ or ‘He
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choked on a fish bone’ implies that perhaps he was growing angry
instead. Otherwise, why did the sentence say, ‘... while he was eating’?
It is almost as if this is a trick question, and it might confuse the most
able students. I the sentence was set in context, the alternatives would
be less ambiguous.

Another requirement with multiple-choice questions is that each
option should fit equally well into the stem. Heaton 1988: 29 cites the
following item where the correct answer, C, does not fit into the stem,
because the indefinite article ‘a’ cannot be used before a word

beginning with a vowel:

Someone who designs houses is a .
A designer B builder C architect D plumber

As we mentioned in Section 3.5.1, some items do not test what they
are intended to test. This most frequently occurs in comprehension
tests, where items may turn out to be testing background knowledge. It
is unfortunately easy to write items which can be answered without any
reference to the reading or listening passage. For example:

(After a text on memory)
Memorising is easier when the material to be learned is:

A in a foreign language
B already partly known
C unfamiliar but easy

D of no special interest

Even if we do not see the reading passage, it is clear that this is a poor
item. Common sense and experience tell us that A is not true, that D is
very unlikely, and that B is probably the correct answer, The only
alternative which appears to depend on the text for interpretation is C
since ‘unfamiliar’ and ‘easy’ are both ambiguous.

Such examples are common, even when items have gone through
editing procedures. Here is another example from a large national
examination, in which five items could be answered without reading

the text:

(After a text about trees)
Who gets food from erees?
A Only man
B Only animals
C Man and animais

Whatever the text says, it is surely common knowledge that both

humans and animals get food from trees.
This problem of items being independent of the reading or listening
passage is not confined to multiple-choice items. It applies to other
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objec_tlve-type questions, and may also apply to short-answer
questions. To make sure that comprehension items are not answerable
without reference to the text, item editors should always try answerin
E;\:f comprehension items before they look at or listen to the relaltvf:dg
A final 'd‘ifﬁculty that item writers may encounter relates to multiple-
choice editing tasks. Students may be given a task in which the P
asked to identify the error in a sentence, for example: e

A B C
In spite of the rain/the children’s teacher/would not allow themy/

D E
stay indoors/during playtime.

He;e elther‘ CorDis thp correct answer, depending on whether the
students think t'he error is one of omission or commission. Fither of
these sentences is correct:

... the ch_ildrcn’s teacher would not let them stay ...
~.. the children’s teacher would not allow them to stay ...

It is probably sensible t i
‘ 0 avoid sentences where the error ma
omission. ybeone of

3.5.3 Other objective-type items

DBICHOTOMOQUS ITEMS

Trt;efFalse_ or Yes/No items are generaily unsatisfactory, as there is a
50% possﬂ%lhty of getting any item right by chance alone. In order to
learn anything about a student’s ability, it is necessary to have a large
number .of such items in order to discount the effects of chance Son%e
ltem writers reduce the possibility of correct guessing by inclu’ding a
third category such as ‘not given’ or ‘does not say’. This can be useful
in a ‘readmg comprehension test, but in listening comprehension
especially where the text is only played once, it can be demandin andi
can lead to student confusion. ¢

MATCHING

By ‘matching’ we mean items where students are given a list of possible
answers which they have to match with some other list of words
phrases, sentences, paragraphs or visual clues. In the following,
example, the students have to match the four words on the left with
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those on the right in order to make other English words. For example,
‘car’ and ‘pet’, make ‘carpet’.

1 car A room
2 cup B pet

3 bed C dress
4 night D board

The disadvantage with this item is that_once three of the items have
been accurately matched, the fourth pair is correct by defaule, It is good
practice, therefore, to give more altemgtwes thaq the matching task
requires. The above example would ‘be 1mp¥oved if the students were
given a choice of six or seven words in the right hand column.

Note also that it is important in such tasks to make sure that each
item in the first column only matches one item in the second.

INFORMATION TRANSFER

Information transfer is used most in reading and listening
comprehension tasks. Candidates usually have to transfer material
from the text on to a chart, table, form or map. Thfcse tasks oft_en
resemble real-life activities and are therefore much used in test batteries
which try to include authentic tasks, Sometimes thp answers consist of
just names and numbers, and can be marked objectively. Sometimes
they take the form of phrases and short sentences and have to be
marked more subjectively. The problems with these latter items are
similar to those described in the section below on short-answer
questions. _ o . onsis th
One of the main problems with information transfer questions is that
the task can be very complicated. Sometimes the candidates spend so
much time working out what should go where in a table that they do
not manage to solve what is linguistically an easy problem., -
Another problem is that the task may be culturally or cognitively
biased. For example, the candidate might be asked to listen to a
description of someone’s journey through a town and to mark the route
on a map. However, students who are unfamiliar with maps or are not
good at map-reading are at a disadvantage with tasks of this sort,

ORDERING TASKS

In an ordering task candidates are asked to put a group ‘of words,
phrases, sentences or paragraphs in order. Such tasks are typically ua:.ed
to test simple or complex grammar, reference and gohesnon, or reading
comprehension. Almost all ordering tasks are dlfflcul_t to construct
because it is not easy to provide words or phrases whlch‘ only make
sense in one order. For example, the following question can be
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answered in at least two ways:

Put the following words in order to complete the sentence:

She gave

book  her yesterday  mother the o

Even more difficult to construct are items where sentences or
paragraphs have to be rearranged. For example:

The following sentences and phrases come from a paragraph i an

adventure story. Put them in the correct order. Write the letter of each
i the space on the right.

Sentence D comes first in the correct order, so D bas been written
beside the number 1.

it was called ‘The Last Waltz’ 1
the street was in total darkness 2
because it was one he and Richard had learnt at school 3
Peter looked outside 4
he recognised the tune 5
and it seemed deserted 6
he thought he heard someone whistling 7

OTmoOAa R

There are at least two ways of ordering this paragraph. The answer key
gives 1:D, 2:G, 3:E, 4:C, 5:A, 6:B, 7:F, but 1:D, 2:B, 3.F, 4:G, S:E, 6:C,
7:A is also acceptable. In this case it is possible to improve the item by
adding ‘but’ to the beginning of phrase G so that the line reads ‘but he
thought he heard someone whistling’. This makes the second of the two
answers the only acceptable one. However, even if it s possible to
prepare an item in which the components can only be ordered in one
way, it is not always clear what is being tested, and there is always the
problem of marking the answers. Say one student makes two mistakes
in ordering early in the sequence, but then orders everything else
correctly. Should this person get the same mark as someone who has all
the ordering wrong? It seems unfair to mark the two the same, but once
you start to give different marks for different ordering errors the
marking becomes unmanageably complex. Such items are therefore
frequently just marked wholly right or wholly wrong, but in that case
the amount of effort involved both in constructing and in answering the
item may not be considered to be worth it, especially if only one mark
is given for the correct version.

EDITING

Editing tests often consist of sentences or passages in which errors have
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been introduced which the candidate has to identify. These can take the
form of multiple-choice questions, as in Section 3.5.2 above, or can be
more open. A common method is to ask students to identify one error
in each line of a text, either by marking the text, or by writing a
correction beside each appropriate line. The main difficulty with this
kind of item is to make sure that there is only one mistake per line.
Some test writers have tried to make the task more realistic by not
necessarily having only one error per line, but by asking students to list
all the errors while not telling them how many there are. This means
that the students may waste much time scouring the text for possible
errors, since they can never be satisfied that they have found
everything. It also means that the marking is difficult, since if the
students miss an early error, or write down a non-existent one, the
answers will not line up with the official answer key. At the very least,
students should be told how many errors there are. (This applies to
most tasks where candidates have to produce a list of some kind.)

GAP-FILLING

‘Gap-filling’ refers here to tests in which the candidate is given a short
passage in which some words or phrases have been deleted. The
candidate’s task is to restore the missing words. The deletions have
been specially selected by the test writer to test chosen aspects of
language such as grammar or reading comprehension,

Gap-filling tasks are sometimes based on authentic texrs and
sometimes on specially written passages. In both cases the major
difficulty is to make sure that each gap leads students to write the
expected word. Ideally there should only be one correct answer for
each gap, but this is generally difficult to achieve. The answer key is
therefore likely to have more than one answer for some spaces. For
reliability of marking, it is important to reduce the number of
alternative answers to the minimum and to ensure that there are no
other possible answers which are not listed in the answer key.

Another problem is that candidates may not be able to think of an
answet, not because they have poor language but because the word
simply does not spring to mind. Here again, this cannot be anticipated
by the item writers because they have read the text in its entirety and
the missing word therefore seems obvious. Once again it is essential
that the test be tried out on colleagues and then pretested.

If many of the gaps are not easily restored, or if marking proves to
be a problem, a banked gap-filling task may be the answer. This is a
sort of matching task. Each of the missing words or phrases is included
in a list which is presented on the same page as the gap-filling rext.
There are more words in this list than there are gaps in the text, and the
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candidate’s task is to select the correct word for each gap. There should
be only one possible answer for each gap, but candidates should be told
that any word in the word list may fit in more than one gap. The words
should be listed in alphabetical order.

It is always important to tell students whether each gap is to be filled
by one or by more than one word. If more than one word is acceptable,
the marking becomes more difficult. If only one word is allowed, then,
for clarity’s sake, contractions such as ‘we’ll’ should be avoided, and so
should hyphenated words. ’

Sometimes a sentence or phrase is equally good with or without the
deleted word. For example:

It so happened that the man

T was following turned out to
be extremely fit,

Such items can confuse the students and should be avoided.

CLOZE

Cloze here refers only to tests in which words are deleted mechanically.
Each nth word is deleted regardless of what the function of that word
is. So, for example, every sixth word might be removed.

As was implied earlier in this chapter, one problem with nth word
deletion tasks is that the choice of the first deletion can have an effect
on the validity of the test, since once that first word is deleted, all the
other deletions automatically follow. Experiments comparing tests
bgsed on the same text, but with different initial gaps, and therefore
different spaces throughout the passage, have shown that the tests vary
in both validity and reliability (Alderson 1978, 1979 and Klein-Braley
1981). Some versions of the test may, for example, have a high
proportion of function words deleted, which may be fairly easy for
competent language users to restore, and which may distinguish
between students of different levels of ability, whereas other versions
may have lost a high proportion of content words which may prove to
be irretrievable even for native speakers.

Another disadvantage is that an nth word deletion cloze test is not
easily amended. If, when it is pretested, some gaps are impossible to
complete, how can the test be altered? If the tester decides to reinstate
the difficult word and delete another one nearby, then the principle of
nth word deletion is being flouted, and if the text is rewritten to make
the nth word gap more answerable, the text becomes less authentic.

Marking cloze tests can be difficult since there may be many possible
answers for any one gap, and there is often disagreement as to what
answers are acceptable. To produce a comprehensive answer key may
require wide pretesting of the test and then lengthy discussions on the
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appropriacy of different answers. All this will be time-consuming. To
avoid this, some testers only accept the exact word that was used in the
original text. This naturally leads to lower final scores. bl.!t does not
usually change the students’ ranks. However, since it is counter-
intuitive t0 mark someone wrong because they write, say, ‘close the
door’ instead of ‘shut the door’, it is more common to accept any
approptiate answer. ‘

Finally, unless the aim of the cloze test is to test overall language
proficiency, as advocated by Oller 1979, such tests may be a wasteful
way of testing. Few of the items in any one passage may test the aspects
of language with which the tester is concerned. We t_herefore
recommend that, on the whole, test writers construct gap-filling tasks
in preference to cloze tests, so that they can deletej selecFed words ot
phrases in order to test the linguistic features in which they are
interested.

C-TEST

C-tests also involve mechanical deletion, but this time it is every second
word which is mutilated, and half of each mutilated word remains in
the text in order to give the candidate a clue as to what is missing.
C-tests suffer from the same disadvantages as cloze and gap-filling
tasks, although the fact that the first few letters of a missing word are
given in a C-test text will reduce the number pf.posmble answers for
any one gap. Even when the first half of each missing word is provided,
though, it is still possible for some answers to be almost unanswerable.

Each blank in the test below must be filled by the second balf of a
word. If the whole word bas an EVEN number of letters, then
EXACTLY HALF are missing:

to = t......; that = th......; throws = thr......

If the whole word bas an UNEVEN number of letters, ONE MORE
THAN HALF are missing:

the = t......; their = th......; letters = let......

Have you heard about a camera that can peer into the ground and ‘see’
a buried city? Or another th.,.... can he...... scientists est...... when a
vol...... will er......2 §till ano...... that c...... show h...... deeply a bu......
has go...... into fl......2

The first problem here is that the instructions are too complicated. The
task can seem less daunting if the instructions simply tell the candidates
that the number of missing letters is shown in each gap. The first gaps
in the above example, would then look like this:
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Or another th.. can he.. scientists est..... when

The second problem is that the final sentence does not provide enough
clues for educated native speakers to be able to complete ‘bu......" and
“fl......". This may only be discovered when the test is pretested.

DICTATION

Dictation can only be fair to students if it is presented in the same way
to them all, and this generally means having the material on tape, so
that not only is it presented in an identical way to all candidates, but
the speed of delivery and positioning of pauses can be tested in
advance. If the use of a tape recording is impossible, the people who
deliver the dictation must be very thoroughly trained.

Dictation can be objectively marked if candidates are asked to write
down the original text verbatim, and if the examiner has a system for
deciding how marks should be allotted. However, such systems are
difficule to devise. For example, if the marking instructions say, ‘Deduct
one point for each misspelt word and two points for each word that is
missing or is not the same as in the original’, it is not always clear
whether a word is misspelt or just wrong. The same problem occurs
even if the marker is told to ignore spelling mistakes.

The other problem with this method of marking dictation is that it is
both time-consuming and boring to mark. This means not only that the
marking will be expensive but that the markers are likely to make
frequent errors. Some test writers avoid this problem by giving a partial
dictation in which the candidates are given a copy of the text they are
to hear in which words, phrases or sentences have been deleted. The
candidates are asked to fill in the gaps as they listen to the text being
read,

Some dictation tests do not ask students to write down the words
verbatim, but to write down the main points, as a sort of note-taking
task. For example, the students might have the programme for a course
of study read aloud to them, and might be asked to note down the
information they would need if they were following this course. Such a
dictation comprises a more authentic listening task than most
traditional dictations, but gives rise to problems in marking such as
those discussed in the next section.

SHORT-ANSWER QUESTIONS

By ‘short-answer questions’ we mean items that are open-ended, where
the candidates have to think up the answer for themselves. The answers
may range from a word or phrase to one or two sentences.

The most important point perhaps to remember when designing
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short-answer questions is that the candidates must know what is
expected of them. For example, in the following example, it is not at all
clear what is wanted:

Rewrite the following sentence, starting with the words provided. The
new sentence must be as close as possible to the original,

It was John who saved my life.
If it .

To an item writer who was used to teaching transformations, this
would no doubt be a siraightforward item, but when it was pretested,
most of the students had no idea what they were supposed to write. The
task would have been clearer like this:

1t was John who saved my life.
If it , | would have died.

Sometimes, on the other hand, students think they know what they
are supposed to do, when they do not. For example, the following item
was supposed to test students’ use of the present perfect:

Write two sentences containing ‘since’,
Among the students’ answers were the following:

Since it is the end of term I am going on holiday.
Since it was raining they stayed at home,

The answers were quite reasonable, but they did not contain the
present perfect. If an item writer requires the present perfect, that must
be made clear in the instructions. For example:

Complete the following sentence, using the correct form of the verb ‘to
be’:

| here since yesterday.

This could otherwise be tested in a multiple-choice format:

Complete the following sentence.

I here since yesterday.
A am
B was
C will be
D have been

Reading and listening comprehension can be tested using short-
answer questions. The answers can be revealing, as they often show
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textual misunderstandings which would never have occurred to the test
writer. However, the marking of such items is often very difficult since
there are frequently many ways of saying the same thing, and many
acceptable alternative answers, some of which may not have been
anticipated by the item writer. Once again the items must be thoroughly
pretested.

3.5.4 Subjectively marked tests

COMPOSITIONS AND ESSAYS

At first sight, writing the prompts for written compositions seems very
easy — much easier, for example, than writing multiple-choice
questions. All one seems to have to do is write a topic and leave the
student to compose an answer. The following kind of prompt is very
common:

‘Travel broadens the mind.” {J. Smith) Discuss.

There are many disadvantages with this task. One is the problem of
terminology. Candidates may not be familiar with the conventions
behind the technical use of the word ‘discuss’, and so will not know
what is expected. Test writers must make sure that terms such as
‘discuss’, and “illustrate your answer’ are understood by all candidates.

The instructions lack information that the candidates need if they are
to be able to do justice to themselves,

Candidates need to know how long the essay should be and whether
marks will be deducted if it is too short,

They need to know for whom this essay is to be written, so that they
can decide whether it should be in a colloquial style as might be used
in a letter, or in an academic style similar to that used in a school essay.
In the above example, as long as the students are familiar with this
technical use of ‘discuss’, they will know that the essay is to be written
in a formal style. Some prompts, however, are less clear.

They need to know how the essay is to be marked. Are the markers
looking for fluency or accuracy? Are marks awarded for the structure
of the essay, and the ability to present a good argument, or solely for
the use of grammar and vocabulary? Candidates need to know all these
things in order to decide whether to use easy, well-known structures so
as not to be penalised for errors, or whether to take risks because extra
marks are awarded for the use of complex and creative language. (The
marking of writing tasks of this kind is discussed in Chapter 5.)

Candidates would have a better idea of how to approach this
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question if it was presented in the following way:

Write a formal essay for your English teacher saying whether you agree
with the saying, “Travel broadens the mind’.

You should write about 200 to 250 words.

Marks will be given for:

structure of the essay, e.g. the use of paragraphs ({20%)
appropriacy of style (20%)

clarity of argument {20%)

range of grammar and vocabulary (20%)

accuracy of grammar and vocabulary {20%).

I RN

A further problem with many writing tasks is that they expect
students to have a wide general knowledge. For example:

Describe the legal system in your country.

If the students are not well informed about their legal system, and many
will not be, they may not have enough to say to be able to exhibit their
level of English proficiency.

Some writing tasks ask students to use creative skills which they may
not have, For example:

You are lost in a blizzard. Describe bow you try to find your way
home.

Other tasks expect students to write interestingly about a subject which
might be irrelevant or boring. For example:

Discuss the advantages and disadvantages of living at bome during your
time at college.

To prevent some of these problems it is better to give students some
information before they start writing so that they do not have to be
creative. They may be given a short piece of text which sets the scene
or provides background information, but it is important that this is
short and easy to read so that the candidate does not waste valuable
time reading rather than writing, and so that poor readers are not
penalised. Some prompts limit the amount of reading required by using
a graph or a picture or a series of pictures. In this case it is essential that
the graph is easy to understand and that the pictures are clear.

Many tasks, of course, are not as formal as essays and compositions.
When a student is asked to write an informal letter or note, it is
important that the task should be a natural one. It is not, therefore,
advisable to ask candidates to write letters or notes to friends or
relations, since they would usually write to such people in their own
language. It may be necessary for the item writer to invent a scenario
which would require the candidate to write in the foreign language. For
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example, the candidate might be asked to write to a friend from
abroad, or to leave a note for a landlady.

SUMMARIES

Summaries are used most often to test reading or listening
comprehension and writing skills. In some recent tests cthey have been
used for an integrated test of comprehension and writing. Writing
summaries may closely replicate many real-life activities, but there are
two major problems.

If the candidate writes a poor summary in which some of the main
points in the original text are missing, it may be impossible to know
whether this is because of poor comprehension or poor writing skills.
This does not matter if a single test score is reported for, say,
‘summarising a report’ and if it is clear that this score is for a
combination of reading and writing skills, but it is not reasonable to
give the candidate two scores, one for reading and one for writing,

Marking a summary is not easy. Some examiners just give one mark
for each main point that the student has written down, regardless of
grammar and style. This sounds straightforward but it is not.
Identifying the main points in a text is itself so subjective that the
examiners may not agree as to what the main points are. The problem
is intensified if the marking includes some scheme where, say, main
points each get two marks, and subsidiary points get one. If the
marking scheme also tries to account for features such as accuracy,
fluency and appropriacy, the marking becomes unduly complex.

Some examiners resolve this problem by presenting the original text
alongside a summary of it in which key words and expressions are
missing. The candidates then have to fill in the missing words in the
sumnmary. A well-designed summary task of this kind is a very efficient
way of testing reading comprehension, but because there are usually
many possible alternative answers for each gap, marking can be
difficult, especially if the test is a large-scale one. To avoid this, some
examiners ask the candidates only to use the exact word from the
original text. This should work, but unfortunately there are always
some students who do not follow this instruction and enter
appropriate, but not exact, answers in the spaces. If these students get
low scores although their comprehension of the text is good, then the
test cannot be said to be testing reading comprehension.

A good way of avoiding this problem is to provide a bank of possible
words and phrases, as in ‘banked gap-filling’ above. Such tests are
difficult to write, and need much pretesting, but can eventually work
well and are easier to mark,
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ORAL INTERVIEWS

It is sometimes felt that giving someone an oral interview is a quick and
painless way of assessing that person’s proficiency in the language.
Many people think, for example, that if they have a brief chat with a
new arrival at a college they will quickly be able to assess the level of
that student’s language. However, this is not the case. The conversation
may turn on superficial topics which may require only a limited
vocabulary and which will not stretch the student’s ability to use
complex structures. This is not the place to discuss oral interviews in
detail, but it should be emphasised that the interview needs to be
carefully structured so that the aspects of the test which are considered
important are covered with each student, and each student is tested in
a similar way. It is not fair to the students if some of them are only
required to make simple but appropriate comments, while other
equally good ones are forced to use complex language which betrays
their inadequacies. Interviewers also need to be trained to put
candidates at their ease, to get a genuine conversation going without
saying much themselves, to manage to appear interested in each
interview and to know how to ask questions which will elicit the
language required. Chapter 5 briefly discusses the training of oral
interviewers,

INFORMATION-GAP ACTIVITIES

Sometimes one, two or more students are given information-gap tasks
to complete. For example, two students might be given slightly different
pictures and, without seeing each other’s, might be asked to work out
what the differences are between them. Or a student might be asked to
put questions to the interviewer in order to solve some problem. Such
tasks can be enjoyable for the candidates, but they are difficult to
construct and have a tendency to elicit only a limited range of language.
For example, the questioner may be able to get away with using the
perfectly acceptable, ‘How about ... ¥, for many of the questions. In
addition this sort of task can be biased. For example, maps are used in
many information-gap tasks, but, as we described above, not all
candidates may be familiar with maps. All information-gap tasks
should be rigorously pretested.

3.6 Test Editing/Moderating Committees

As we have repeatedly emphasised, no one person can possibly produce
a good test, or even a good item, without advice. Being close to the
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item, as its designer, the item writer ‘knows’ what the item is intended
to test, and will find it difficult to see that it might in fact be testing
either something quite different, or something in addition to what is
intended, Knowing what the ‘correct’ answer is means that the item
writer has quite a different view of how students will or should process
the item from somebody who does not know what the ‘correct’ answer
is.

It is therefore absolutely crucial in all test development, for whatever
purpose, at whatever level of learner ability and however trivial the
consequences of failure on the test might be, that some person or
persons other than the individual item writer look closely at each item,
respond to the item as a student would, reflect upon what abilities are
required for successful completion of the item/task, and then compare
what he or she thinks the item is testing with what the item writer
claims i¢ tests. This form of item review should ideally take place at an
carly stage in the construction process and need not be a formal matter
involving a whole committee. The best items are subject to a number of
such informal reviews before they reach their final draft stage.

Once items have been edited into this draft stage, they should then
be assembled into a draft test paper/subtest, for the consideration of a
formal committee. This committee should include experienced item
writers (but not normally those who have produced the items being
edited), teachers who are experienced in teaching towards the test or in
teaching the target group of learners, and possibly other testing experts,
or even subject experts if some form of specific purpose test is being
prepared,

The task of this commirtee is to consider each item and the test as a
whole for the degree of match with the test specifications, likely level
of difficulty, possible unforeseen problems, ambiguities in the wording
of items and of instructions, problems of layout, match between texts
and questions, and overall balance of the subtest or paper.

It is especially important that members of this editing committee do
not simply read the test and its iterns: they must take each item as if
they were students. This means that, for example, for items testing
writing skills they must attempt the actual writing task, or for listening
items they must hear the tape and try to answer the questions. For
listening tests in particular it is important that commirtee members do
not simply read the tapescript and treat it as a reading comprehension
exercise; their taking of the test must replicate the experience of the test
takers as closely as possible, and must therefore be done with a tape
recording if one is required by the test.

This, of course, means that committee members will need to have
devoted sufficient time to taking the test in advance of the editing
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meeting — a fact often forgotten by institutions who have on their
editing committees busy people who may be unable or not inclined to
spend the detailed time they should on taking the test.

The conduct of the committee meeting is of considerable importance.
Sufficient time must be set aside for an adequate discussion of each
item. In our experience, too many editing meetings spend an inordinate
amount of time on the first two or three items, run out of time for the
remaining items, and rush through the last three quarters of the test at
a breakneck speed just to get through the agenda. In addition, in our
experience, committees are much more effective before lunch than after
it, and all too many committee members seem to need to leave meetings
early in order to catch trains home or go on to other meetings.

An effective editing committee will have a firm chairperson who will
ensure that ample time is allocated to the meeting, that no more than is
necessary is spent on each item, that each member’s views are heard and
considered (provided that they are reasoned and reasonable), and that
clear decisions are taken by the committee and recorded by the
secretary or institutional official.

In addition, it is very important that one person is made responsible
for ensuring that the recommendations of the committee are not only
recorded but also acted upon and implemented in a revised test, which
is then subjected to some form of confirmatory vetting before the test
is pretested (see Chapter 4).

Although these precautions may seem excessively bureaucratic, it is
our experience that when they are not taken, the resulting test is often
at least as flawed as it was before the editing committee meeting.

3.7 Survey of EFL Examination Boards:
Questionnaire

One board answered ‘Not applicable — oral assessment’ to all but two
of the questions relating to item writing. To avoid repetition, therefore,
this board’s responses have been omitted from this chapter. It should,
of course, be pointed out that oral assessment does require careful
consideration (see page 62) since the nature of the task and the criteria
for scoring are important components of test design.

QUESTION 9: Are item or test writers given any further information or

guidance? (‘Further’ means ‘in addition to the specifications and sample
examination papers referred to earlier in the gquestionnaire’.)
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Most boards said they did give item writers further information, but
they gave few details. One board said that ‘round-table’ setting
meetings were chaired by the Chief Examiner, and that items were
written with guidance and ‘vetted’ at the meeting. Another said that the
Chief Examiners provided detailed setting procedures for question
setters, and one said the guidance was ‘mostly verbal in committee and
accompanying minutes’, Two of the UCLES respondents said that each
item writer received ‘Notes for guidance’, and the subject officer for the
Certificate in English for International Business and Trade (CEIBT)
said, ‘They attend moderating meetings before they become setters.
They work in teams of three — one setter for each paper — with the
guidance of a more experienced setter. They have two meetings as a
team to research the company material and plan tasks.’

Only one board gave extensive information, including a copy of a
sample letter sent to item writers (see Chapter 2, page 35 for details).

QUESTION 11: What criteria are used in the appointment of itemftest
writers?

The boards varied in their requirements. Five said item writers must
have appropriate qualifications, of which one specified university and
one EFL/ESL qualifications. Six asked for relevant teaching and
examining experience or experience in the relevant subject area, while
four expected the item writers to be practising teachers accustomed to
preparing their students for the relevant exam. One asked for a strong
commitment to a communicative approach to teaching and assessment,
and one said that a writer’s acceptability would depend upon
performance at the item-writing meeting,.

QUESTION 12: For what period are itemltest writers appointed?

There was a variety of responses, ranging from four boards which
appointed their item writers annually, to one which did not appoint
writers for a specific period and said that the current writers had been
‘producing examinations materials for the last fifteen years, experience
which ensures continuity and stability’. Two boards did not appomnt
writers for a given number of years but for a given number of papers.

QUESTION 13: How far in advance of the date of the exam’s
administration are item writers first asked to produce their items?

Five boards asked their writers to produce their items about two years
before the test’s administration, and three aimed for about one year. Of
the other boards replying, one said item writing was an ‘ongoing
activity’; one said, ‘There is not necessarily a direct link between
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