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Preface

[ha'Fiol
When, somewhat early in my career "l language testing, 1 was first hon-
oured with an invitation to b 2. J,en SPéaker at an International Con-

gress of Applied Linguistics, th lg__t)zf thé évent so affected me that I
allowed myself to make ex cathédra pronouncements on the history of the
field. Although r?“?, specul%ns then seem to have been quite well received
and are widely without complaint, I have from time to time returned
with some anxiety’t the paper that I presented in Stuttgart and wondered
if the notions 12 it would stand up to more careful ScHt i‘ "\'or if the data
@p fation and an

clﬂlts' the theory. Thus, this book is both an'
te Téx%itl

I i$ z?éo a small contribution to the professnonallzatlon of a field in
which it has been a pleasure to work. Without knowing our past, we have
all enjoyed regular discoveries of round objects or other similar novelties.
I hope I will not be felt to be spoiling the fun of colleagues who have
provided such a sympathetic fellowship. 1 aikr&p lgi e a debt, as any his-
torian of language testing must, to my p ell lece in the ﬁeld and to the
countless people who suffered or gloried in t?@ggests that they gave or
inspired. This book is dedicated to the students who, over my years Sf o
teaching, have provided me with opportunities to try out my burgeo 5
ideas, and justified the paid employment that has allowed me to conti

my research. 404" l‘g

Bernard Spolsky
Jerusalem 1994
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1 Prolegomena
777517/

Read this carefully before starting the test

‘There is no blessing to be found’, the Babylonian Talmud remarks (in
Treatise Ta’anit, 8B), ‘in something that has been weighed, or in something
that has been measured, or in something that has been LOUI’ll’Cd N \pne the
less, the last century has seen a determined effort to weigh, aurg %%

4%
count ny bv1ous and visible physical objects but also unsee 2({
and co % abstract concep . The flowering of modern scientific lan-
guage testin aL been one };f%gt f the attempt to m ;N an, aspect of
human ability, and a furt plication of the fat %\ %artesxan/ e
search for Lertamty to an area perhaps better left for a heal umamstlc i
scepicism gty SQ«k&u metHR/

Since the days of World War 1, pSychc om q\i %naples and practices
have come to dominate the testing of f()relg'n ge profici and a
movement that initially blossomed in the United States has spreﬁ%ﬁrough—
out the world. As long as testing was confined to helping students learn or
to determining the qualifications of individuals seeking employment, there
was a strong ethical case to be made for it, as the ends justified the means.
But, from its beginnings, testing has been explonted also as a method of
control and power—as a way to select, to motiva 0 punish. The 595 X
called objective test, by virtue of its claim of scientiR& ckmg for its impar- L /
tiality, and especially when it operates under academic aegis and w1th the ¥ pe % [t
efficiency of big business, is even more bidt, effc txve in exercising this “¥- L
authority. Clothed in the respectability of %1}; Bric objectivity, and
with powerful institutional support, the Test of Enghsh as a Foreign Lan-
guage (TOEFL) was ablc to capture the market and become industrialized.

It is only by taking full account of the institutional or political co
that one can appreciate how the psychometric controversies have‘d:straféﬁy N
attention from more serious social (or anti-social) motivations and 1mpacts‘ 3

This point can be illustrated by any of a number of modern language
testing programmes. One might choose the pioneering work of Henmon
and his associates in the late 1920s, the development of the Foreign Service
Institute Oral Interview in the 1950s, the Modern Language Association
Cooperative and Proficiency tests created in the 1960s, the British work s/
resulting in the International English Language Testing Service test batt ery 41
in the last few years. Interesting as all these are, I found that it is the early
history of TOEFL that best demonstrates the tendency for economic and
commercial and political ends to play such crucial ﬁz?lé that the assertion 3""‘)

I'[aw(a\‘ 71‘}1 3 1o S(\ /Jr/ 3.&
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(altimatlf
of authority and power becomes ultimately more important than issues of
testing theory or technology. 113 b

My main intention in this study, then, has been to widen the current

g & S t_i;;e by looking at one aspect of the field of language testing in its

ﬁ'“& Eig?o:i%;{l, sociological, and political context. Most recent books on lan-

guage testing have been written ahi‘sio,ricil Y,uto put it politely, as if the

field rose Venus-like out of the waves of;’gppﬁ linguistics sometime after

1960." While this book was in manuscript form, I gave a copy to a col-

league who was just preparing to teach a course he had labelled ‘A history

of language testing’. His first surprised comment was that he had planned

to start with 1961, a year [ reach half-way through this book. Clearly, one
writer's history is another’s pre-history.

Not only are our horizons restricted, but there has been another limita-
tion in our understanding. Most historical references read as though
advances in methodology and theory had been the driving force behind the
development of language teaching and language testing. We regularly talk
and write (I know because I have done it) in terms of progress and periods.
We see the Audio-Lingygl Method as the result of the applicatio?/of stgg&-{
tural linguistics and SKiftherian learning theory. We interpret the c'_%_)’?f" e
approaches as products of the theoretical revolutions ,fs ‘rlrangforrﬁatioi‘aff:;,
generative grammar ,”Vg?gfgard the notional-functim{ MaKus agfrela% (?['4
to theories of HJ;M 13015 &%\communicmive compé T We la eg:ée
failure of British ap %g?ihling ists to agree a model in place of Muinby®We
propose three periods of language testing, one traditional, a second modern
or psychometric-structuralist, a third as post-modern or psycholinguistic-
sqciolinguistic {Spolsky 1977, 1981a). : ‘%A{ ta¥

With such a restricted outlook, almost new historical in its egocentricity,
we have difficulty in recognizing why a theoretical breakthrough (especially
if it is one that we have just proposed) does not immediately win absolute
acceptance and total imw;nﬁfon. Only recently has a handful of
scholars—Richards (1984), Pe )%éook (1989, 1990), and Phiilipson
(1992)—forcibly diverted attention to some of the external, non-
theoretical, institutional, social forces that, on deeper analysis, often turn
out to be much more powerful explanations of actual language teaching
practice.

Without this remindet, r\\xsfff)o easily forget, for instance, the enormous

power of institutional inerty 1‘%35 much easier to think up reasons against
A

a change than to provide ar ents in its support. There are, of course,
important and valuable reasons why institutions resist change. They are
explainable as much through their history as through the logic of their
dtresent operation. They ?g‘pftion because of their constancy, their imperv-
“\"'\‘Va:h’i! 10usness to other than minog ljrxﬁange.s. Itis much easier to come up witha
3% new theory than to find a way®of fitting its implementation into an existing
\;T\' establishment. The decisions more often represent political compromise
A
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e rpal/

than theoretical principle. In debate, statements of principle serve as rhetor- # 3%
ical devices or rallying cries rather than as the basis for empirical proof or 7. .
logical argument. T ¢xC 145409 [en? REEN

A clearer account of a field depends on willingness to look carefully not
just at the history of the ideas that underlj} it, but alsp at the institutional,
social, and economic si uatignlin which ‘éyﬂiié“éx‘é"aff%‘ are actualized. In
the field of language’ [See%a OBy

7

: _:i%/g }ifor t‘x)sta&c%g, vth,e,&eggl%m nt of language

laboratories was a commer ofiu%}of inno ﬁnr‘e techpology rather

than an answer to theoretical nceds. TR enormous & 3Wih éﬁ%ﬁé demand

for English language teaching throughout the world is explained, at least

in part, by the hugely profitable language teaching industry and related

publishing (and testing) businesses, where new theories hold inter; st_gsfm.,

sales pitches. The move towards a European economic community cl&é&;@wﬂ

as no theoretical approach would have done, the requirement to define < 5

language teaching goals as '&é&'&se‘}l as did the notional-functional syllabus. "’
In the study of fields like [angf

<

gge testing and teaching, scholars need
to be ready to draw not just on the obvious theoretical disciplines that
underpin applied linguistics, such as the various language sciences and edu-
cation/ \?ﬁalso on fields like economics, political science, and sociology
that furnish methods of investigating the context in which language and
education exist.

I should stress that this book is not a general or complete history of
language testing theory and practice but a history of some highly institu-
tionalized and industrialized tests and test batteries. Because it focuses on
the objective language test in some institutional-industrial contexts, it is
essentially a history of the attempts to develop tests that place their highest
value on technical reliabilit ‘Efﬁcigngy, and commercial viabilj ;‘} thus
does not attempt to chart %mevol(it'ly ' )ﬁie kind of post-mocjgeﬁiggy> testing
that many testers (among whom I mfmb {myself) have come to favour as
an alternative to the model described here. It is because TQ,EE{M{marks the

[*%%3ume of this development in language testing, as well as re[\'/'éa"li‘ e forces
sy¥that led to it, that the second part of the book is so naﬁ&% fbcused.
Because of this focus, events since the institutionalization and industrializa-
tion of TOEFL are only sketched. The main emphasis is on testing in Amer-
ica, where industrialization and objectivity have been most developed, but
\:%Q%Yl,gl British progress is also described.
350 ‘diiguage testing is of particular interest because of the various compet-
ing fact ns that contribute to it. One of the reasons for my continuing
féggﬁia‘{fg;r% has been the way that it constantly forces practical and theoret-
ical issi&into fruitful tension. The needs of the tester regularly challenge
the theorist, just as the findings of the theorist repeatedly tempt the tester.
While it is fairly easy to come up with new assessment procedures, it
remains difficult to explain exactly what is being measured,” a situation
that guarantees a continuing productive stress. As if this first cause of strain



