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-

This book is written for teachers of English who are responsible for
teaching the language and drawing up tests of language ability, and for
students of English who may be actively involved in learning the language.
But it must be emphasized that the evaluation of student language
performance for purposes of comparison or selection is only one of the
functions of test. Although most teachers wish to evaluate individual
performance, the aim of the classroom test is different from that of the
external examination. While the latter is generally concerned with evaluation
for the purpose of selection, the classroom test is concerned with evaluation
for the purpose of enabling teachers to increase their own effectiveness by
making adjustments in their teaching to enable certain groups of students or
individuals in the class to benefit more. Tests may be constructed primarily
as devices to reinforce learning and to motivate the student or primarily as a
means of assessing the student’ s performance in the language. In the former
case, the test is geared to the teaching that has taken place, whereas in the
latter case the teaching is often geared largely to the test.

A great number of examinations in the past have encouraged a tendency to
separate testing from teaching. Both testing and teaching are so closely
interrelated, that it is virtually impossible to work in either field without being
constantly concerned with the other. And there could be no science as we
know it without measurement. Testing, including all forms of language
testing, is one form of measurement, and good testing can be used as a
valuable teaching device. Tests, to be useful, must provide us with reliable
and valid measurements for a variety of purposes, and they have.

I. Types of Language Tests

Just as there are many purposes for which language tests are developed, so
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there are many types of language tests. As has been known, some types of
tests serve a variety of purposes while others are more restricted in their
applicability. There are, however, many important broad categories of tests
that do permit more efficient description and explanation. Many of these
categories stand in opposition to one another, but they are at the same time
bipolar or multi-polar in the sense that they describe two or more extremes
located at the ends of the same continuum. Many of the categorizations are
merely mental constructs to facilitate understanding.

We use tests to obtain information. The information that we hope to obtain
will of course vary from situation to situation. It is possible, nevertheless, to
categorize tests according to a small number of kinds of information being
sought. This categorization will prove useful both in deciding whether an
existing test is suitable for a particular purpose and in writing appropriate
new tests where these are necessary. Here we will discuss in the following
sections different tests according to their uses, scoring methods or score
interpretations.

1. According to the uses of tests, we have

1) Aptitude Test( Prognostic or Predictive Test)

Aptitude tests are most often used to measure the suitability of a candidate
for a specific program of instruction or a particular kind of employment. For
this reason these tests are often used synonymously with intelligence tests or
screening tests. A language aptitude test may be used to predict the
likelihood of success of a candidate for instruction in a foreign language. The
modern language aptitude test is a case in point. Frequently vocabulary tests
are effective aptitude measures, perhaps because they correlate highly with
intelligence and may reflect knowledge and interest in the content domain.

2) Diagnostic Test( Formative or Progress Test)

Diagnostic test is used to identify students’ strengths and weaknesses.
They are intended primarily to ascertain what further teaching is necessary.
At the level of broad language skills this is reasonably straightforward.

We can be fairly confident of our ability to create tests that will tell us that
a student is particularly weak in, say, speaking as opposed to reading in a
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language, and we may analyze samples of a student’s performance in writing
or speaking in order to create profiles of the student’s ability with respect to
such categories as* grammatical accuracy” or “linguistic appropriacy”. But it
is not so easy to obtain a detailed analysis of a student’s command of
grammatical structures, something which would tell us, for example,
whether she/he had mastered the present perfect/past perfect tense
distinction in English. In order to be sure of this, we would need a number
of examples of the choice the student made between the two structures in
every different context which we thought was significantly different and
important enough to warrant obtaining information on. A single example of
each would not be enough, since a student might give the correct response by
chance. As a result, a comprehensive diagnostic test of English grammar
would be vast (think of what would be involved in testing the model verbs,
for instance). The size of such a test would make it impractical to administer
in a routine fashion. For this reason, very few tests are constructed for
purely diagnostic purposes, and those that there are do not provide very
detailed information.

The lack of good diagnostic tests is unfortunate. They could be extremely
useful for individualized instruction or self-instruction. Learners would be
shown where gaps exist in their command of the language, and could be
directed to sources of information, exemplification and practice. Happily,
the ready availability of relatively inexpensive computers with very large
memories may change the situation. Well-written computer programs would
ensure that the learner spent no more time than was absolutely necessary to
obtain the desired information, and without the need for a test administrator.
Tests of this kind will still need a tremendous amount of work to produce.
Whether or not they become generally available will depend on the
willingness of individuals to write them and of publishers to distribute them.

3) Achievement Test( Attainment Test)

Most teachers are unlikely to be responsible for proficiency tests. It is
much more probable that they will be involved in the preparation and use of
achievement tests. In contrast to proficiency tests, achievement tests are
directly related to language courses, their purpose being to establish how
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successful individual students, groups of students, or the courses themselves
have been in achieving objectives. They are of two kinds: final achievement
tests and progress achievement tests.

Final achievement tests are those administered at the end of a course of
study. They may be written and administered by ministries of education,
official examining boards, or by members of teaching institutions. Clearly
the content of these tests must be related to the courses with which they are
concerned, but the nature of this relationship is a matter of disagreement
amongst language testers.

In the view of some testers, the content of a final achievement test should
be based directly on a detailed course syllabus or on the books and other
materials used. This has been referred to the“syllabus-content approach”. It
has an obvious appeal, since the test only contains what it is thought that the
students have actually encountered, and thus can be considered, in this
respect at least, a fair test. The disadvantage is that if the syllabus is badly
designed , or the books and other materials are badly chosen, then the results
of a test can be very misleading. Successful performance on the test may not
truly indicate successful achievement of course objectives. For example, a
course may have as an objective the development of conversational ability,
but the course itself and the test may require students only to utter carefully
prepared statements about their home town, the weather, or whatever.
Another course may aim to develop a reading ability in France, but the test
may limit itself to the vocabulary the students are known to have met. Yet
another course is intended to prepare students for university study in
English, but the syllabus (and so the course and the test) may not include
listening (with note taking) to English delivered in lecture style on topics of
the kind that the students will have to deal with at university. In each of
these examples, which are based on actual cases, test results will fail to
show what students have achieved in terms of course objectives.

The alternative approach is to base the test content directly on the
objectives of the course. This has a number of advantages. For example, it
makes it possible for performance on the test to show just how far students
have achieved those objectives. This in turn puts pressure on those
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responsible for the syllabus and for the selection of books and materials to
ensure that these are consistent with the course objectives. Tests based on
objectives work against the perpetuation of poor teaching practice, something
which course-content-based tests, almost as if part of a conspiracy, fail to
do. It is my belief that to base test content on course objectives is much to
be preferred: it will provide more accurate information about individual and
group achievement, and it is likely to promote a more beneficial backwash
effect on teaching.

4) Placement Test

Placement test, as its name suggests, is intended to provide information -
which will help to place students at the stage of the teaching program most
appropriate to their abilities. Typically it is used to assign students to classes
at different levels as well as to screen them with extremely low English
proficiency from participation in regular university instruction.

Placement test can be bought, but this is not to be recommended unless
the institution concerned is quite sure that the test being considered suits its
particular teaching program. No one placement test will work for every
institution, and the initial assumption about any test that is commercially
available must be that it will not work well.

The placement tests which are most successful are those constructed for
particular situations. They depend on the identification of the key features at
different levels of teaching in the institution. They are tailor-made rather
than bought off the peg. This usually. means that they have been produced
“in house”. The work that goes into their construction is rewarded by the
saving in time and effort through accurate placement.

'5) Proficiency Test

Proficiency test is designed to measure people’s ability in a language
regardless of any training they may have had in that language. The content of
a proficiency test, therefore, is not based on the content or objectives of
language courses which people taking the test may have followed. Rather, it
is based on a specification of what candidates have to be able to do in the
language in order to be considered proficient. This raises the question of
what we mean by the word “proficient”.
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In the case of proficiency tests, “ proficient” means having sufficient
command of the language for a particular purpose. An example of this would
be a test designed to discover whether someone can function successfully as a
United Nations’ translator. Another example would be a test used to
determine whether a student’s English is good enough to follow a course of
study at a British or American university. Such a test may even attempt to
take into account the level and kind of English needed to follow courses in
particular subject areas. It might, for example, have one form of the test for
arts subjects, another for sciences, and so on. Whatever the particular
purpose to which the language is to be put, this will be reflected in the
specification of test content at an early stage of a test’s development.

There are other proficiency tests which, by contrast, do not have any
occupation or course of study in mind. For them the concept of proficiency is
more general. British examples of these would be the Cambridge
examinations such as EILTS ( English as International Language Test
Syndicate) and Oxford EFL examinations ( Preliminary and Higher ), and
American examinations such as TOEFL ( Test of English as a Foreign
Language) and GRE ( Graduate Recording Examination ). The function of
these tests is to show whether candidates have reached a certain standard
with respect to certain specified abilities. Such examining bodies are
independent of the teaching institutions and so can be relied on by potential
employers to make fair comparisons between candidates from different
institutions and different countries. Though there is no particular purpose in
mind for the language, these general proficiency tests should have detailed
specifications saying just what it is that successful candidates will have
demonstrated that they can do. Each test should be seen to be based directly
on these specifications. All users of a test (teachers, students, employers,
etc. ) can then judge whether the test is suitable for them, and can interpret
test results. It is not enough to have some vague notion of proficiency,
however prestigious the testing body concerned.

Despite differences between them of content and level of difficulty, all
proficiency tests have in common the fact that they are not based on courses
that candidates may have previously taken. On the other hand, as we saw
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that such tests may themselves exercise considerable influence over the
method and content of language courses. Their backwash effect may be
beneficial or harmful. The effect of some widely used proficiency tests is more
harmful than beneficial. However, the teachers of students who take such
tests, and whose work suffers from a harmful backwash effect, may be able
to exercise more influence over the testing organizations concerned than they
realize.

2. According to different scoring methods of tests, we have

1) Objective and Subjective Tests

The distinction between objective test and subjective test here is between
methods of scoring, and nothing else. If no judgment is required on the part
of the scorer, then the scoring is objective. A multiple choice test, with the
correct responses unambiguously identified, would be a case in point. If
judgment is called for, the scoring is said to be subjective. There are
different degrees of subjectivity in testing. The impressionistic scoring of a
composition may be considered more subjective than the scoring of short
answers in response to questions on a reading passage.
The following diagram shows us the degrees of subjectivity of different
tests ‘

Multiple choice (True/False questions) Objective
! !
Dictation

!

Cloze test

!

Paraphrase or Explanation

l

Bilingual-translation }
!
Composition Subjective

2) Direct and Indirect Tests

Testing is said to be direct when it requires the candidate to perform



