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Series Editor’s note

Background

This volume of Studies in Language Testing, is based on doctoral work carried
out by the author, Caroline Clapham, over a number of years and supported
by UCLES. Her particular interest lay in the testing of reading, which is one
of the four skills-based modules that make up IELTS. She investigated the ESP
beliefs underlying the design of the reading components of ELTS and an early
version of IELTS. Her work shows how difficult it is both to classify students
according to their background knowledge, and to select reading passages
which are genuinely specific for people in any one subject area. She suggests,
therefore, that it is fairer for students if they all take a single academic reading
module. The conclusions are of general importance to the designers of EAP
proficiency tests. The investigating methods used in the study for assessing the
appropriacy of the reading passages, and the resulting demonstration that text
selectors are often unable to estimate the specificity of the texts they choose, will
be of interest to all those who have to select reading texts for testing purposes or
for research into reading in a second language.

As apoint of information, the International English Language Testing System
(IELTS) as it now stands provides an assessment of whether candidates are ready
to study or train through the medium of English. It is recognised widely as a
language requirement for entry to courses in further and higher education, and
is readily available, being offered ‘on demand’ at test centres around the world.
IELTS is jointly managed by The University of Cambridge Local Examinations
Syndicate (UCLES), the British Council and IDP Education Australia Limited.

IELTS can be taken at around 200 approved test centres in well over 100
different countries. The test is administered centrally by UCLES but the
approved centres, most of which are British Council or IDP Offices, supervise
the local administration of the test and ensure the provision of qualified and
trained examiners. IELTS is not held on set dates during the year but is conducted
according to demand. Most centres conduct a testing session at least once a
month and more often at peak times.

On a historical note, the original English Language Testing Service (ELTS)
was developed in the late seventies by British Council staff, headed by Brendan
Carroll, and became operational in 1980. It was one of the first language tests to
take into account the communicative movement and drew heavily on the work
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of Munby (1978). In 1986, a decision was made to revise this test and a team at
Lancaster University, headed by Charles Alderson, took on the project. The team
was joined in 1987 by David Ingram, who acted as a representative of the
International Development Program of Australian Universities and Colleges
(IDP). At this time the test was renamed the International English Language
Testing System (IELTS). The revision team drew on a variety of sources to guide
them. These included: the ELTS Validation Study, carried out by Alan Davies
and Clive Criper, the views of ELTS users, EAP teachers, language testers and
applied linguists.

The ELTS Validation Study reported strengths and weaknesses on a number
of fronts. From the point of view of practicality, ELTS was felt to be rather
cumbersome with its six academic modules. On the other hand, it was found to
have high face validity for exactly the same reason. Flaws in the test design were
attributed to weaknesses in the theory of English for Specific Purposes (ESP),
which guided test development to some extent. Such findings along with
extensive consultation guided the revision team. IELTS was released in late
1989. It had a focus on the four skills and made use of three academic reading
modules and a single general training reading module. The Writing module was
also subject specific and linked to the reading modules. The speaking and
listening modules were general and taken by all candidates.

Consistent with UCLES policy of on-going validation, IELTS was carefully
monitored in the early 1990s and by 1992, it was decided to modify the test. The
monitoring suggested that the three academic modules should be reduced to one.
Caroline Clapham’s work reported in this volume informed this decision to some
extent. The revised version of IELTS was introduced in April 1995. Materials for
IELTS are now written by teams of item writers in the UK and Australia. All
materials are pretested and calibrated to the IELTS scale. The test itself provides
a profile of ability to use English. A score in each of the four modules or skills,
and an overall score, are recorded as levels of ability, called Bands.

Assessment of performance in IELTS does not depend on reaching a fixed
pass mark. It depends on how the candidate’s ability in English relates to the
language demands of courses of study or training. The appropriate level required
for a given course of study or training is ultimately something which institutions
must decide in the light of knowledge of their own course and their experience
of overseas students taking them. There are six modules in IELTS. All candidates
must take four modules, one in each of the four skills. All candidates take the
same Listening and Speaking Modules, whereas there is a choice of Reading and
Writing Modules with either a general training or academic focus.

Since its 1995 revision IELTS has adhered to a clearly stated code of practice.
This has required the implementation and maintenance of systems and proce-
dures designed specifically to validate the test, evaluate the impact of the test and
provide relevant information to test users.
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It is recognised that as a test provider, UCLES has an impact on educational
processes and on society in general. This impact operates on at least two levels
in terms of:

i education and society in general
i1 people who are directly affected by tests and their results

We believe it to be important to be able to investigate the educational impact
IELTS has within the context that it is used. As a point of principle, test
developers must operate with the aim that their tests will not have a negative
impact and, as far as possible, strive to make it positive. In general terms, this can
be achieved through the development and presentation of test specifications and
detailed syllabus designs, and provision of professional support programmes for
institutions and individual teachers/students.

It is anticipated that positive educational impact in the case of IELTS can be
achieved through the following practices:

the identification of suitable experts within any given field to work on all
aspects of test development;

the training and employment of suitable experts to act as question/item
writers in test production;

the training and employment of suitable experts to act as examiners.

Procedures are required to collect information which allows impact to be
estimated and attention is being focused on the following areas through routine
data collection or further research:

who is taking the test (i.e. a profile of the candidates);

who is using the test results and for what purpose;

who is teaching towards the test and under what circumstances;

what kinds of courses and materials are being designed and used to
prepare candidates;

what effect the test has on public perceptions generally (e.g. regarding
educational standards);

how the test is viewed by those directly involved in educational processes
(e.g. by students, test takers, teachers, parents, etc.);

how the test is viewed by members of society outside education (e.g. by
politicians, businessmen etc.).

It is hoped that aspects of this research will be reported on in this series.



Preface

The purpose of this research is firstly to investigate the ESP claim that tertiary
level ESL students should be given reading proficiency tests in their own
academic subject areas, and secondly to study the effect of background knowledge
on reading comprehension. The study is set against a background of recent
research into reading in a first and second language, and emphasises the impact
that schema theory has had on this.

Students took two versions of the International English Language Testing
System (IELTS) test, which has reading modules in three different academic
subject areas. Analyses of variance showed that the reading subtests varied in
their subject specificity: some were suitable for students in the relevant academic
field, others were either too general or too specific. A Rasch analysis of the items
revealed little bias against students who took an inappropriate reading module,
and an investigation of the test content using a version of Bachman’s Test
Methods Characteristics scale showed that the test items did not seem to affect
test specificity. Variation in the appropriacy of the reading passages was found
to be partly due to differences in rhetorical function, partly to uncertainty among
EAP teachers about concepts relating to academic and topic specificity, partly
to the extent of students’ familiarity with the subject areas, and partly to the fact
that students vary widely in their background reading and cannot be accurately
placed into three distinct subject areas.

Further analysis suggested that the relative importance of language profi-
ciency and background knowledge in reading comprehension depended on the
specificity of the reading passages, and an investigation into whether language
ability affected the students’ use of background knowledge supported the
hypothesis that there is a threshold level below which learners have difficulty
making use of this knowledge.

The book concludes by considering the implications of the findings for future
test construction and research into reading.
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Introduction

In recent years there has been increasing agreement among testers that language
proficiency tests should, where possible, be related tocandidates’ future language
needs. For example, if doctors are to be tested for their capacity to use English
in an English-speaking hospital, it is considered only sensible to test them on the
kinds of English that are used in the ward and the consulting room. Similarly,
future air traffic controllers might be tested on the English needed in the control
tower. No one is likely to question the good sense of such English for Specific
Purposes (ESP) testing. The issue, however, becomes less clear cut when the
proficiency test is aimed at a less sharply defined audience, such as students
proposing to embark on tertiary education. Many testers consider that a language
proficiency test for such students should contain samples of the kinds of
language tasks required of them in their academic work, but it is not clear how
much, if at all, these tasks differ from discipline to discipline, nor how much the
subject matter of the test should vary according to the discipline of the examinee.
The question here is whether there should be separate tests for students in the
different academic disciplines, or whether all students should take a single test
battery. There is some evidence to show that the language tasks in different
academic disciplines are sufficiently similar for one set of test tasks to be
appropriate for all (see Weir 1983 and Chapter 4 below), but it is not clear
whether the subject matter of the tests should be different.

The results of research into the effects of field specific reading tests on EAP
students’ test performance have been somewhat contradictory, and no conclusive
evidence has been produced either for or against the use of ESP tests. This book,
therefore, reports on a large scale study into the effects of giving subject specific
reading tests to future university students. The main aim of this study is to see
whether an ESP approach to testing the reading proficiency of academic students
is appropriate and feasible, and the secondary aim is to consider the effect of
background knowledge on reading comprehension.

This first chapter briefly introduces ESP teaching and testing, and describes
recent research into whether domain specific background knowledge affects test
scores in English comprehension tests. Chapters 2 and 3 review research into the
effect of background knowledge on reading in a first and a second language.
Chapter 4 describes the construction of the reading component of the Interna-
tional English Language Testing System (IELTS) test, and Chapter 5 reports on
a pilot study into the effect of subject area on test performance. Chapter 6
presents the research questions for the main study, and describes the tests, the



1 Introduction

questionnaire and the student sample. Chapter 7 describes a replication of the
pilot study using a different set of tests, and gives the results of other investiga-
tions into the effect of subject area on test performance. These studies show that
the reading subtests vary in their subject specificity, and Chapters 8 and 9 discuss
the reasons for this variation. Chapter 10 looks at the effects of level of language
proficiency on the use of background knowledge in reading, and also compares
the effects of language proficiency and background knowledge on test scores.
Chapter 11 summarises the main research findings, discusses their implications,
and makes proposals for further research.

English for Specific Purposes

The main drive behind the introduction of ESP was practical rather than
theoretical. With the rapid increase after the war in the importance of English for
education, technology and commerce, increasing numbers of people around the
world needed to learn English for clearly defined reasons such as reading
academic textbooks or transacting business (see Hutchinson and Waters 1987).
These changes coincided with developments in communicative methods of
teaching, and led ESP course designers to base their materials on texts and
activities which were tailored to suit students with specific linguistic needs.

Although there had been some awareness from the 1920s of the fact that
learners in different jobs needed different kinds of language (see Widdowson
1983), the ESP movement only came into existence in the 1960s. In its early
stages ESP researchers focused on register analysis — the analysis of sentence-
level grammatical and lexical features to see what the distinctive features were
between texts in different subject areas. These analyses often took the form of
frequency counts of structures or verb forms (see for example, Barber 1962/
1985), or clausal analysis (see Huddleston 1971), and as Swales (1985:59) said,
although such analyses had descriptive validity, they had little explanatory force.
Widdowson (1979:55) pointed out that the fact that English scientific texts had
a relatively high proportion of some syntactic structures and a relatively low
proportion of others did not reveal anything about scientific discourse as awhole,
and Hutchinson and Waters (1987:10) said that few systematic differences were
found between scientific and ‘General English’ texts. As the focus of linguistic
research changed from being sentence-based to include research into how
sentences combine to produce meaning, and as the increasing importance of
sociolinguistics led to the study of language variation in different contexts,
researchers such as Widdowson (1979) and Trimble (1985) began to apply
rhetorical or discourse analysis to discover the main characteristics of Scientific
and Technical English (EST) texts, and to see if there were differences between
these texts and non-EST ones. Trimble, for example, built his studies and
teaching round three rhetorical concepts:



I Introduction

a) the nature of the EST paragraph;

b) the rhetorical techniques most commonly used in written EST discourse;
and

c) the rhetorical functions most frequently found in written EST discourse
(Trimble, 1985:14).

So much ESP research has focused on EST that it is easy to think of ESP and
EST as synonymous. However, EST is an offshoot of ESP, on a par with, for
example, English for Social Scientists. Since there is some disagreement among
ESP teachers and researchers about the hierarchy of ESP terms, I will explain
how the term ‘ESP’ is used in this book and how it relates to English for
Academic Purposes (EAP).

There seem to be two favourite ways of treating the concepts of ESP and EAP.
Some ESP teachers consider that since many EAP courses are designed to suit
students in all academic disciplines, EAP is too broad in scope to be considered
a branch of ESP. These teachers think of it as the superordinate category from
which spring increasingly specific types of ESP (see Jordan 1989). However,
this takes no account of other types of ESP such as English for Occupational
Purposes (EOP). Since EAP is itself a type of ESP because it is concerned with
the English required for a specific purpose, that of studying at universities and
colleges, it is more usual to think of ESP as the superordinate term, with EAP and
EOP branching from it (see Jordan 1989 and Robinson 1991). EAP courses can
be divided into those for English for General Academic Purposes (EGAP) and
those for English for Specific Academic Purposes (ESAP) (see Blue 1993).
ESAP courses can range from broad groupings of subjects, such as EST or
Liberal Arts, to ones which are so highly specific that they are suitable only for
singlestudents or for small groups in one narrowly defined discipline. (‘Discipline’,
‘Field of study’ and ‘Subject area’ are used interchangeably in this book.) Figure
1.1 shows how the terms are used here, and gives examples of possible courses
at the different levels of the hierarchy.

In recent years the focus of academic textual analysis has broadened to take
account of different genres of writing ranging from academic articles to article
abstracts and citations. Genre analysis studies not only the composition of texts,
but also the roles that those texts play. According to Swales (1990), the academic
world consists of a series of ‘discourse communities’, each of which uses a
shared set of genres in order to achieve a common set of purposes.

By ‘genre’ is meant atypified socially recognisedform that is used
in typified social circumstances. It has characteristic features of
style and form that are recognised, either overtly or covertly, by
those who use the genre. Thus for example, the research article
has a known public purpose, and has conventions about layout,
form and style that are to a large degree standardised.
(Dudley-Evans 1987)



