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Introduction

This book addresses an age-old topic, studies of which are sall in their
infancy, as the topic 18 under-researched and not well theorized or
anderstood: that of the diagnosis of language proficiency. The word
‘diagnosis’ is common in discussions in language education and applied
linguistics and the term ‘diagnostic test’ is not unusual in discussions of
language testing. Such mentions, however, lack exemplification (much
less explanation) and even definitions of the term fail to go beyond the
superficial ‘identification of strengths and weaknesses and their reme-
diation’. As we shall see, even a rigorous field like foreign language test-
ing lacks examples of diagnostic tests, and indeed is frequently confused
as to whether it is even possible to devise tests which can diagnose
aspects of foreign language proficiency. Related areas like second lan-
guage acquisition research are still grappling with the fundamental
questions of how foreign and second language proficiency develops,
and therefore what underlies such development.

Vet at the heart of teaching and assessing foreign language profi-
ciency lies the need to help learners make progress. If researchers, theo-
reticians and testers do not know how language proficiency develops,
they can hardly claim to be able to help learners develop such an ability.

Clearly learners do develop In their proficiency, although few reach
similar levels in a foreign language as they have attained in their native
language, at least under conditions of instruction. How is this possible?
Recent theories have suggested that the way learners develop 1s at least
as much a function of exposure to the foreign language as it 1s a func-
tion of our theoretical or even practical understanding of what develops
and how.

So we are faced with a paradox: learners do learn foreign languages,
teachers and language educationalists believe they have some under-
standing of how learners might be encouraged to learn, and the phrase
‘diagnosis in order to improve learning’ is frequently used. But we lack
descriptions in any detail of what changes as learners develop, there 1s
little research underpinning what descriptions there are, and there 1s a
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remarkable lack of valid diagnostic tests or indeed of any tests that claim
explicitly to be diagnostic of foreign language proficiency.

It might therefore seem that this book is over-ambitious in its title and
its content. The aim, however, is not to explain exactly how and when to
diagnose a learner’s foreign language proficiency, but rather to put the
need for discussions of diagnosis firmly on the agenda of language testers.
language educators, applied linguists and second language acquisition
researchers. It aims to start a debate about how diagnostic testing might
most appropriately be developed. I argue that the field has neglected to
construct diagnostic tests, partly because other forms of testing — in par-
ticular high-stakes testing — have dominated the field. I am not alone n
making this claim, but I also argue that even those who would concen-
crate their efforts on understanding classroom assessment procedures
have failed to address the need for diagnosis of learners’ strengths and
weaknesses.

This book is not, however, simply a discussion of the need for better
diagnosis. Rather, it is based on attempts to develop computer-based
diagnostic tests, through a European Union-funded project known as
DIALANG. I concentrate on describing and exemplifying the diagnos-
tic system that has been developed in this project, and on exploring the
empirical results to date. DIALANG represents a unique opportunity to
begin to come to grips with the notion of diagnosis, to explore the limits
of what is known to date, and to develop an agenda for further research
into the possibilities of the DIALANG system for helping us understand
better the nature of foreign language proficiency, and for developing
better, more focused and more theoretically informed assessment proce-
dures that might eventually lead to improved diagnosis of the develop-
ment of foreign language proficiency.

There are those who claim that they already know how foreign lan-
guage proficiency develops, in particular aspects of the grammatical or
morphological systems of some languages, just as there are others who
claim that they have already developed scales of language prohiciency
that show how learners progress. But both sets of claims are inadequate:
the former, second language acquisition researchers, because they only
focus on narrow aspects of such a complex topic as foreign language pro-
ficiency, involving micro-studies which have nothing to say about
macro-issues like proficiency development; and the latter, proficiency
testers, because they fail to show how real learners do indeed develop.
and thus the claims of their scales lack validation.

Nevertheless, we will have made progress in our understanding of
diagnosis and diagnostic testing if the two fields of second language
acquisition and language testing begin to engage in debate about the
need for and the nature of diagnosis, from both micro- and macro-
points of view. The history of collaboration between the two fields 1s not
encouraging: although repeated calls have been made for such colla-
boration (see Bachman and Cohen, 1998 or Banerjee and Franceschina,
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2004), there has been little activity to date. But it 1s my hope that the
discussions in this book will spark debate, controversy perhaps, but
above all attempts to understand better what needs to be diagnosed and
what can be diagnosed, and may lead to attempts to develop better diag-
nostic instruments than the ones that currently exist.

Thus it 1s my hope also that this book might assist the age-old but
infant field of diagnostic foreign language testing to take a few faltering
steps on the long road to maturity. I believe that DIALANG has risen to
the challenge, and has shown us how we might move forward, as well as
how much remains to be understood. I believe that further research
using the DIALANG system will contribute to that understanding.
DIALANG 1s unique in that it attempts the diagnostic assessment of 14
European languages, not merely one dominant language. Although this
book focuses almost exclusively on English, that is simply because there
is more data available to date on the performance of the English tests in
DIALANG. Yet as DIALANG 1s freely available over the Internet, it is
in principle possible to use it as a tool for the understanding of how pro-
fictency in other languages develops, including Icelandic and Irish,
Greek and German, Spanish and Swedish, and hence what can be
learned about the diagnosis of proficiency in those languages too.

Of course, computer-based diagnosis is limited in what it can achieve:
it can tell us little or nothing about how an ability to speak a foreign
language develops. But a limited start to our understanding of such a
complex topic is better than no start at all, and it is my contention that
it 1s about time we started to understand.



Chapter 1: Diagnosing foreign language

proficiency: a teaching/testing interface

Introduction

It 1s a commonplace to claim the importance of assessment in language
teaching and learning. Teachers need to know what learners already
know, what they have learned in the course of instruction over a longer
or shorter period and where their strengths and weaknesses are, so that
they can plan their instruction appropriately, guide learners on where
they need to improve and give feedback to learners. Unfortunately,
when teachers give students tests, it usually takes a few days, if not
longer, for learners to receive their results, and so the feedback lacks
immediate relevance. Moreover, tests made by teachers are often of
poor quality, and the insight they could offer into achievement, pro-
gress, strengths and weaknesses 1s usually very limited indeed. In the
case of national and international examinations and proficiency tests,
feedback may be delayed by several months, and the results are irrele-
vant to learning needs, with little or no information to help learners
understand what they need to do in order to improve.

The type of test that comes closest to being central to learning is the
diagnostic test.

What is a diagnostic test?

Language testing handbooks frequently distinguish diagnostic tests from
placement, progress, achievement and proficiency tests. The ALTE
multilingual glossary defines a diagnostic test thus: ‘A test which is used
Jfor the purpose of discovering a learner’s specific strengths or weaknesses. T he resulis
may be used in making decisions on future training, learning or teaching’ (AL'TE,
1998). However, diagnostic tests are frequently confused with place-
ment tests. The same multilingual glossary defines ‘placement test’ as
follows: ‘A test administered in order to place students in a group or class at a level
appropriate to therr degree of knowledge and ability’ (op.cit.). According to this,
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both diagnostic and placement tests appear to be designed to identify
what a learner knows in order to decide on future teaching or learning.
Placement tests, after all, are intended to group learners in homoge-
neous groups in order to have a suitable basis for further teaching
and learning.

The Davies ¢f al. dictionary of language testing describes the use of
diagnostic tests as follows:

information obtained from such ( diagnostic) tests is useful at the beginming of a
language course, for example, for placement purposes (assigning students to
appropriate classes ), for selection (deciding which students to admut to a part:-
cular course ), for planning of courses of instruction or for identifying areas where
remedial instruction is necessary. (Davies et al., 1999)

In other words, diagnostic tests are used for placement purposes — and
thus appear to be identical to placement tests. Indeed, Davies et al. con-
unue: ‘It is common for educational institutions (e.g., universities) to administer
diagnostic language tests to incoming students, in order to establish whether or not
they need or would benefit from support in the language of instruction used’ (op.cit.).
In short, there appears to be no distinction between a diagnostic test and
a placement test, at least according to these authors.

It is arguable whether it 1s indeed the case that ‘it i1s common for
universities to administer diagnostic language tests’. Much more com-
mon is the administration of some form of post-admissions placement
test (for an account of such a placement test and the problems of validat-
ing 1t, see Wall ez al., 1996). I have never heard any university claim that
what 1t 1s doing 1s diagnosing students’ strengths and weaknesses with
its placement procedures, since typically what is decided is who needs
some form of in-sessional or pre-sessional assistance, and who does not.
At most, what is decided is whether a student should take a reading
class or a grammar class, a writing class or a listening class or, in the
case of US institutions, whether a student should take only a fractional
load of academic courses rather than a full academic load. This 1s rarely
known as diagnosis.

Bachman (1990) asserts that

virtually any language test has some potential for providing dragnostic informa-
hon ... Information from language tests can be used for diagnosing students’
areas of strength and weakness in order to determine appropriate types and levels
of teaching and learning activities . . . A placement test can be regarded as a broad-
band diagnostic test in that it distinguishes relatively weak from relatively strong
students so that they can be provided learning activities at the appropriate level.
Similarly, a readiness test differentiates students who are ready for instruction
Jrom those who are not. A detailed analysis of student responses to the questions
on placement and readiness tests can also provide more specific information about
particular areas of weakness. (p. 60)
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Alderson et al. (1995) define diagnostic tests similarly:

Diagnostic tests seek to identify those areas in which a student needs further help.
T hese tests can be fairly general, and show, for example, whether a student needs
particular help with one of the four main language skills; or they can be more
specific, seeking perhaps to 1dentify weaknesses in a student’s use of grammar.
These more specific diagnostic tests are not easy to design since 1t 1s difficult to
diagnose precisely strengths and weaknesses in the complexities of language abil-
ity. For this reason there are very few purely diagnostic tests. However, achieve-
ment and proficiency lests are themselves frequently used, albeit unsystematically.
for diagnostic purposes. (p. 12)

Thus it would appear that even achievement and proficiency tests can
perform diagnostic functions. Indeed, Davies et al. claim that ‘relatively
Sfew tests are designed spectfically for diagnostic purposes’. They explain this as
follows: ‘It is difficult and time-consuming to construct a test which provides detailed
diagnostic information’. Y et it 1s somewhat odd to say that tew diagnostic
tests exist because they are time-consuming to construct — proficiency
tests are also difficult and time-consuming to construct, but many exist.

It would appear that we have a problem here: diagnosis 1s useful, most
language tests can be used for diagnosis in some sense, 1t is common
for universities to administer diagnostic tests, and yet diagnostic tests
are rare!

To summarnze: there is considerable confusion in the literature
between placement tests and diagnostic tests. Furthermore, it 1s fre-
quently claimed that achievement and proficiency tests can be used for
diagnostic purposes. Yet it i1s said that diagnostic tests are rare, and are
very difficult to construct. Moreover, there are frequent references in the
language testing research literature to, and investigations of, proficiency
tests, achievement tests, placement tests and even aptitude tests but
diagnostic tests are very rarely referred to or investigated.

The reason for this 1s not immediately apparent. Clearly it would be
useful to have tests which enable teachers and learners to diagnose their
strengths and weaknesses. However, linguistic diagnosis might not be as
well developed as 1s desirable because of the lack of attention paid to the
subject. High-stakes tests that directly affect people’s lives, like univer-
sity entrance tests or proficiency tests for citizenship or employment,
have more obvious potentially negative consequences, and so the qual-
1ty of such instruments is of paramount importance. Inadequate diagno-
s1s in the context of language education is unlikely to be life-threatening,
unbke 1inadequate medical diagnosis. And so much less attention has
been devoted to ensuring the validity and reliability of diagnostic tests
in the foreign language field.

The aim of this book is to describe and discuss the nature of diagnostic
tests, 1n order to understand better how they might be constructed and
validated.



