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Making tests and
making decisions

1.1 Shifting perspectives

The past ten years or so have seen a number of changes in the practice of language
teaching. Some of these changes have been superficial, not having much effect on
what teachers do in classrooms. Others have been short-lived fashions. Neverthe-
less it is possible to see that there has been a change in emphasis.) The language
teacher used to be in the business of helping the learner to master a ‘system’. [That is,
the goals of language instruction were described in purely linguistic ternis and the
syllabuses which resulted were basically inventories of structural features organized
in order of increasing complexity. The language teacher’s task was seen as helping
the learner to a gradual mastery of these features. The purposes of the language
study were given little importance, since it was assumed that the structural features
of the language represented an analysis at a sufficient level of generality to be
applicable to all learners, from tourists to nuclear engineers. Syllabus design tended
to look inward to the constituents of the language system and how they could be most
effectively ordered and taught. The details of what the language would subsequently
be used for were not thought to be concerns of the language teacher any more than a
typing teacher should worry about what kind of text the students will have to type —
learning to type begins and ends with the mastery of a well-defined set of motor
skills.

Two shifts of interest occurred which changed this viewpoint. The first was the
growth of interest in notional-functional syllabuses. This approach challenged the
assumption that the selection and ordering of items for a syllabus should be done on
purely structural grounds. It was proposed instead that the perlocutionary force of
language items and their meaning relationships could be used as a basis for grouping
and ordering them for teaching purposes. The effect on teaching and materials was
not always as radical as was sometimes claimed: the first chapter of an elementary
textbook is now called ‘Introducing yourself rather than “The verb TO BE’, but a
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quick glance often shows that the same structural repertoire is presented and
practised as before (although items like ‘Am I 2 man?’ have probably been removed).
Nevertheless, interest in ‘functions and notions’ did result in a shift of emphasis
from the language as a hermetically sealed system towards concerns for the social
and psychological dimensions of language use.

The second development which had an important effect was the growth of ESP
(English for Specific Purposes). Attempts to produce courses ‘tailor-made’ for
specific groups of learners clearly went against the idea of a single common learning
process which all learners underwent. The specification of objectives for these
courses contained increasing reference to the use of the language to achieve specific
tasks in specific situations. The criteria of success or failure for these learners then
began to be seen in terms of the performance of these tasks rather than the mastery
of a linguistic system per se.

These shifts in emphasis in language teaching have inevitably had consequences
for language testing. Testing techniques and theoriés, however, have been rather
more resistant to change than theories about methodology and course design. This
is principally because modern language testing is based on principles which, like the
old ‘structural’ syllabuses, take as their starting point a description of the language
independent of any particular use of it. The development of tests based on these
principles is facilitated by a well-tried set of statistical procedures for constructing
and evaluating language tests. Changes in approaches to language teaching inevita-
bly resulted in attempts to develop testing techniques appropriate to the new
pedagogy. Unfortunately, problems arise when earlier statistical techniques are
extended to these texts based on more recent principles. Advocates of such tests
have been forced to develop new procedures for developing and evaluating their test
instruments. The legitimacy of these new techniques has been called into question.

The result of this has been to make language testing an area of considerable
controversy. Such fundamental questions as ‘What makes a test a good test?” and
‘How should we go about constructing a test?” will receive quite different answers
from adherents to different schools. Procedures acceptable to one approach may be
anathema to another and so on.

Those involved with language teaching who have to make decisions about using
tests can find all of this very confusing. The aim of this book is to put these issues
into perspective and to give the user or writer of language tests the necessary
conceptual tools to make sound, informed decisions in this field.

1.2 Making judgements and using jargon

There is a fair amount of specialized terminology used in talking about language
testing, Often it has the effect of obscuring rather than clarifying the issues involved.
We can usually avoid this by speaking plainly and using special terms with care.
There is another difficulty with terminology, however, which is less easy to resolve;
when a field is in a state of controversy as is the case with modern language testing, it
is sometimes difficult to use terminology neutrally. Thus adopting the concepts and
terminology of a particular school of testing tends to ‘beg the question’ when it
comes to discussing the value of the procedures of that school or another.
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For this reason any discussion which is intended to make sense of the issues must
be conducted using terms and concepts which permit even-handed treatment of the
claims and approaches of different schools. Before going on to examine in detail
these different approaches to language testing, therefore, I am going to map out
some common ground and introduce a few conceptual tools which will enable us to
talk about each approach from as neutral a position as possible. This will involve
asking basic questions about what tests are for and what kind of relationship they
have to the ‘real’ world.

In the next chapter I shall be proposing a couple of models which should make
explicit certain principles which operate in language testing. Clarifying these prin-
ciples will provide a framework within which the approaches which we will examine
later on can be located.

First, however, let us take a look at what testing in general is supposed to achieve.

1.3 Testing, decisions and procedures

Language testing is a complicated subject and much of this complication stems from
problems of description and measurement which are particularly acute in linguistic
and psychological investigation. It can be instructive therefore tolook at other kinds
of tests which do not share these particular difficulties. Life is full of tests of varying
degrees of formality and important principles can often be seen operating more
clearly in non-linguistic tests, where issues are simpler. Extending these principles
to language testing can help to think clearly about what tests do and what they are
for. :

We can start by looking at two fundamental principles which provide a starting
point for thinking about the goals of any kind of testing.

1.3.1 A testis a way of arriving at a meaningful decision

Testing is invariably associated with the making of decisions. Whenever something
or someone is subjected to a test there is a decision to be made. From checking the
oil level in a car to testing a baby’s bathwater with the elbow, the results of the test
will lead to the choice of a course of action. In the first case the motorist must decide
whether to put in more oil or not. In the second case the parent must decide whether
or not to put in the baby.

Langage tests also lead to decisions: a placement test, for instance, allows a school
to decide in which group a learner will learn most effectively. In the case of language
testing, however, this simple truth is obscured by the fact that not all language tests
are tests in the real sense of the word. A familiar example is the end-of-year test in
the disreputable private language school An end-of-year test should serve to decide
whether the learner can pass up to the next ‘level’. In certain schools, however, all
learners pass to the next level whatever their performance in the first test (the school
needs their fees). In this case it is easy to see that this procedure is not really a test at
all since the results will change nothing. It is perhaps best regarded as a ceremony, a
cathartic ritual to be undergone before the holidays. The person responsible for
writing such a test can save himself a lot of the work involved in constructing a real
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test, since all that is necessary is that the exam be difficult and traumatic and have
some vague relationship to the course the learners have followed.

A similar observation can be made about the so-called progress test. In theory a
progress test can guide a teacher’s decisions about his teaching or the syllabus-
designer’s evaluation of his programmes. Often, however, its sole purpose is as a
goad to encourage regular revision on the part of the learners. Such motivating
devices are useful but should not be confused with tests proper. The writer of such
‘tests’ will be able to write more effective motivating devices once freed from the
notion that what is to be written is a test.

(The ‘decision’ criterion can be used to decide whether testing is necessary at all in
a given situation. By asking ‘what decision do I need to make about these learners?’,
we can discover' whether we need a real test, a ceremony, a goad or nothing at all.
Although there is much that could be said about the construction of goads and
ceremonies, what follows refers to language tests in the sense outlined above, i.e.
procedures that, at least potentially, facilitate decision-making.

Ifwe decide that we need a real test, identifying the decision that needs to be made
is an important first step in constructing or choosing an appropriate instrument. If
we discover that we do not need a real test, the operation of this criterion may save a
lot of time and expense. Appreciation of the close link between testing and decision-
making enables the test user or writer to approach the task of evaluating a group of
learners with a much clearer idea of what kind of test is needed, if indeed a test is
needed at all.

1.3.2 A testis a substitute for a more complete procedure

In the last section we were concerned with what tests are for, what purpose they
serve. It was concluded that testing permits the making of decisions. We now have to
look at the relationship between the economy of a test and the confidence which can
be placed in its results.

Let us go back to the example of testing the oil level of a car with the dipstick. This

test is quick and easy, and in general there is no reason to doubt that the level
indicated faithfully reflects the volume of oil in the engine. On the other hand, the
suspicious motorist always has the option of draining the oil from the engine and
measuring it directly. This is much less convenient but, being more direct, elimi-
nates any errors due to faults with the dipstick. There is a trade-off here between
ease of administration of the test and the confidence which can be placed in its
results. Thus a placement test consisting of an oral interview, writing tasks and
various other sub-tests will be less likely to lead to misplacement than a twenty-item
multiple-choice test; but it involves a lot more time and trouble.

It is possible to take this idea to an absurd extreme which, however, illustrates an
important principle. If a highly sceptical motorist suspects that even draining the oil
from the car does not allow him to decide whether to add oil or not (perhaps the
volume stipulated in the manual is wrong), the option remains of applying the ‘acid
test’: he can drive the car until the engine starts to complain. At that point he can be
100 per cent certain that it is time to add oil. Similarly the parent who has no faithin
the ‘elbow test’ for the baby’s bath water can put the child in and observe the results!
In both of these cases, although complete confidence can be placed in the results of
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the procedures, there is the risk of very undesirable consequences.

It is easy to see that the dipstick and elbow tests serve as substitutes for the more
extreme procedures and that we are usually prepared to forgo complete certainty in
the results in return for ease of administration. This observation can be generalized
to all kinds of testing: a test is always a quicker or easier substitute for a more
complete decision-making procedure. This procedure can be called the criterion
procedure. The criterion procedure is always more difficult or inconvenient than
the test procedure but it is the hypothetical performance of the subject during the
criterion procedure which the test procedure is designed to reveal.

This is easy to see in other examples drawn from outside language testing. Brick
manufacturers, for example, have to decide whether each batch of completed bricks
can be sold for building purposes, or whether adjustments need to be made to the
manufacturing process. They normally take a sample of bricks from each batch and
test them to destruction in a press. This is more convenient than the criterion
procedure which would be to build the entire batch into a wall and observe their
performance over a period of years. In spite of potential problems with the test (in
this case, problems of sampling among others), the manufacturer feels justified in
extrapolating from the results of the test to the hypothetical results of the criterion
procedure. ,

Language tests also illustrate this principle. We have already seen that the
function of the placement test is to decide which group of learners would be most
suitable for a given student. The surefire way of placing a learner in a school (the
criterion procedure), would be to put him in a class and see how he gets on, moving
him if necessary. This method will eventually guarantee correct placement but is
time-consuming and inconvenient. The placement test is a substitute for this
criterion procedure. As anyone who has ever used a placement test knows, the
results are not always satisfactory but the gain in time and convenience usually
makes it preferable to the criterion procedure of letting students ‘shop around’ the
classes. The saving in time and expense is even greater in the case of university
entrance exams such as the TOEFL test in the USA or the British Council ELTS
tests used by British universities {T he function of these tests is to allow universities
to decide jf the English proficiency of a candidate is adequate for following a course
of stmzj he criterion procedure for deciding this would be to let the candidate start
a cours€ and monitor his or her performance. Clearly, considerable time and
expense would be wasted in the cases of those candidates who turned out not to be
sufficiently proficient. Although the results of the tests may not permit complete
confidence in decision-making (maybe the exam excludes students who could, in
fact, have coped with their courses, and vice versa), the saving of time and money
makes the risk worth taking.

Looking back over these examples, from the elbow test, through the dipstick and
placement tests to university entrance exams, we can see that each is a short-cut to
information about future or hypothetical performances. In each case there is a price
to be paid in terms of the confidence with which extrapolations can be made. Clearly
in the design of any kind of test a prime consideration must be the minimizing of this
price by ensuring that the judgements which are made during the test procedure
correspond as closely as possible to those that would be made during the criterion
procedure. This involves ensuring that the test and criterion procedures have
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features in common and that these features can be adequately measured in order to
arrive at a judgement. Which features of the criterion procedure need to be simu-
lated in the test procedure and how they can be measured is generally much more
difficult to specify with respect to language tests than other kinds of testing. In the
example of brick-testing, for instance, the feature which both the testing procedure
and the criterion procedure have in common is the application of a compression load
to the brick. Other features of the criterion procedure (e.g. the covering of the brick
with mortar) are not judged to be worth reproducing in the test situation. In
constructing a university entrance examination, however, it is not so easy to identify
the key features of the criterion procedure: which aspects of a student’s language
proficiency are crucial to future academic success is not at all clear in the absence of
an adequate theoretical description. The adequacy of the test as a ground for
decisions may be compromised by failure to specify these features correctly.

The extent to which a test procedure is an adequate basis for decision-making is a
question of its validity. In the next chapter we will be addressing the problem of
validity in its various aspects.

2

Four models

2.1 Language as action vs language as system

So far we have established that tests can be used to arrive at decisions. We have not
discussed exactly how a test may function as an aid to decision-making. In order to
do this we have to look carefully at how what goes on during the test can give
information about the person who is tested. Not all tests provide information in the
same way. In fact we can distinguish a number of different types of language test by
looking at the targets of the test and the way it is constructed. Let us start by making
two distinctions:

{ We can distinguish between tests which take some future task as their object and
those which aim to evaluate ‘language’ without referring to any specific use to which
it might be put. We might call these performance-referenced and system-
referenced tests respectively. The performance-referenced test seeks to answer
questions like ‘how good is this candidate at finding information in technical jour-
nals?’ or ‘can this candidate give simple timetable information?’ The system-refer-
enced test tries to obtain information about the candidate’s ability to control certain
tenses or the size of his vocabulary. What we are talking about is two ways of des-
cribing what it means to ‘know’ a language, the first placing emphasis on what is
done with language, the second highlighting language as a code to be mastered.
This distinction is not an absolute dichotomy, but rather a way of expressing oppos-
ing tendencies in test design.

The two test fragments reproduced in Figures 2.1 and 2.2 illustrate this contrast.
Both are tests that involve reading texts. The first (Fig. 2.1) involves understanding
instructions for using a public telephone and the second (Fig. 2.2} involves under-
standing a prose passage.

The first has been designed with a particular performance in mind and would
give information about a candidate’s ability to perform that specific task. At the
same time it would be less justifiable to extrapolate from this test performance to
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Inland telephone service
SOS - Emergency

Dial 999 to call the emergency services.
Do not insert money; these calls are free.

ol

Fire Police Ambulance

Tones

These tonss indicate the progress of your dialled calls within
the United Kingdom:

Dial tone

A continuous purring or a high pitched hum means that the
equipment is ready for you to start dialling.

Ringing tone

Arepeated burr-burr sound means that the equipment s trying
to call the number you have diailed.

Engaged tone

A repeated single note means that the called number or the
telephane netwark is busy. Replace the handset and try again
afew minutes later.

Number unobtainable tone

A steady note indicates that the called number is notin use, is
temporarily out of service or is out of order. Replace the
handset — check the number, or code and number, and try
again. It you are again unsuccessful call the Enquiry operator.
Pay tone

Rapid pips mean that you should insert money.

e e N i S T W

Languagé as action vs language as system 9

Remember that you may use your English—English dictionary
(You are advised to spend about 30 minutes on this question)

Read the information opposite about telephone services and payphones, and then answer the
questions below.

(a) Which tone should you wait for before beginning a call?

(b) You are making a calt and hear rapid pips. What should you do?
(c) You are making a call and hear a repeated single note. Why isn't your call connected?

(d) How much does it cost to call the fire service in an emergency?

Second Passage

When she was pushed into the canal it wasn’t the shock or the fear of drowning that
worried Miranda as much as the terror of losing the letter. It was t0o dark to reaq,
but she had been holding it in her hand to remind herself that it existed and that it
wasn't another daydream. Her fingers held on to it even more tightly as she feit
herself spinning towards the edge, but her shoulder crashed into the bridge and her
whole arm went dead just before she heard the splash of her own body hitting the

M—,\M

51 Why was Miranda holding the letter when she was pushed?
A She had been trying to read it
B She had been going to post it
C  She could hardly believe it was real
D She was very frightened of losing it
52 When she first hit the water Miranda could not have known if the letter was
still in her hand because
A she was too frightened to look
B her hand had lost all feeling )

C the water was too dirty to see through
D she could not remember what had happened

Fig2.2

performance of other kinds of reading tasks. The second example is more general in
its applicability but does not give information about any specific type of perform-
ance. This tendency to go for increased generality by limiting the domain of a test to
linguistic features is typical of early work in language testing (see Chapter 3 for a
discussion of this). Performance-referenced language tests, in contrast, are a more
recent development. Which kind of test is more useful or appropriate will depend on
the nature of the group to be testedj:lt is up to the user/writer of language tests to
decide how generalizable the results of the test need to be and how specifically the
potential or future performances can be identified. In general the most confident
decisions can be made on the basis of performance-referenced tests but only if the |
candidates being tested share the same goals and destinations and these can be
clearly specified in advance.

(Cutting across this distinction is a second distinction between tests whose rela-
tionship to their object is direct, and those which involve a process of analysis in
their construction and are therefore indirect. )

Using the expressions introduced in the last chapter we can say that in a direct test
the test procedure is very similar to the criterion procedure, whilst in an indirect test,
features have been abstracted from the criterion procedure.

By way of an example, consider two ways of assessing a candidate’s ability to
explain how to operate a cassette recorder. The direct way is give him the machine
and have him give instructions to an interlocutor. This method has the drawback of
being expensive in time resources since only one candidate is tested at a time. On the
other hand, if the task is performed satisfactorily, then we can be fairly sure that the
candidate will be able to carry out this and related tasks in the future. The alternative
method is to have the candidate write the instructions, perhaps filling in key phrases
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and instructions in an incomplete text. This works on the assumption that these
expressions are a crucial feature of the performance and that the candidate who can
use them on paper will also be able to perform satisfactorily in a ‘real’ situation.
Time and resources are saved since we can test a whole group of people at once.
The price to be paid is in the uncertainty in passing from the paper and pencil test to
conclusions about ‘real’ performance. The reasons for preferring indirect tests,
then, concern economy and ease of administration but at the cost of reduced
confidence in the results.

Combining these two distinctions allows us to locate any given test on a two-
dimensional grid:

direct indirect

performance-
referenced

system-
referenced

Fig2.3

Before going on to look at these test types in detail it is worth sketching out what
kind of tests fall into each category.

Performance-referenced language tests owe their development to the desire to
have information about what a testee can actually do with his language proficiency.
They are of fairly recent origin (although in the fields of vocational and professional
training this approach to evaluating ability has a long pedigree and many decisions,
from the certification of apprentices to the appointment of civil servants, are taken
on the basis of simulation-based tests). Into the direct category of such tests come
so-called ‘communicative’ tests in which the test situation is supposed to simulate as
closely as possible occasions of authentic language use. The indirect tests aim to
provide the same information, not by exactly simulating the language performance
in the test but rather by breaking it down into more easily testable components.
Examples include university entrance tests such as the JMB examination and
British Council ELTS test.

System-referenced tests are older in origin. Their aim is to provide information
about language proficiency in a general sense without reference to any particular
use or situation.

The direct system-referenced test is exemplified by the very traditional testing
devices of composition and oral interview when these methods are used as ways of
getting a sample of language out of the candidate in order to assess its acceptability
according to purely linguistic criteria such as grammaticality, vocabulary size, etc.

The indirect category includes most public language tests produced since the
war: information is required about the testee’s general language proficiency (with-
out reference to any particular use or purpose). Rather than evoke directly a sample
of language, as in the oral or composition methods, this information is acquired
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indirectly. Multiple-choice ‘grammar’ questions and vocabulary quizzes are all
examples of this kind of test.

DIRECT INDIRECT
more analysis

PERFORMANCE-
REFERENCED
'Commu_nicative’ JMB and ELTS
more lesting. entrance exams
. specific Simulations
more Traditional Grammar and
general oral and vocabulary
composition tests
SYSTEM-
REFERENCED
Fig2.4

We now have to look in detail at the types of test which have been identified
above. The two most important questions we will be asking about each type will be:

1 How much confidence can be placed in the results of this kind of test?
2 Exactly what line of reasoning justifies the making of decisions on the basis of such
tests?

2.2 Performance-referenced testing

As we saw above, performance-referenced tests are a relatively recent development
in language testing. We are going to deal with them first, however, since they are
based on rather more straightforward principles; principles which they share,
furthermore, with vocational and professional tests outside the field of language
testing.

2.2.1 Direct testing
Let us start by distinguishing two kinds of performance:

i.e. what the testee has to do during the test
i.e. what the testee would have to doin a ‘real’
situation.
The relationship of the test performance to the criterion performance can be
simply expressed as follows:

The test performance:
The criterion performance:
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validit
Test performance Y

criterion performance

Performance-referenced testing 13

Fig25

A well-known test which conforms closely to this model is the British driving test.
The test performance consists of driving around and making manoeuvres for a
short time. The criterion performance consists of driving around and making
manoeuvres for the rest of the testee’s life.

As mentioned earlier, language tests of this type are comparatively recent. Figure
2.6 shows an example from the Oxford Syndicate’s preliminary test in English.

Here the criterion performance is using an English-English dictionary to resolve
problems in reading. The test performance is very similar and on this basis we could
be fairly confident that a candidate who performs well on the test will be able to use
a dictionary of this kind effectively in the future. This illustrates a general principle
of direct testing: if the test performance is sufficiently similar to the criterion
performance then judgements made about the testee during the test can be con-
sidered as applicable to the criterion performance and decisions made accordingly.

Thus the driving examiner who considers that a candidate’s performance during
the test has been satisfactory can, with reasonable confidence, assume that his
future performance will be satisfactory and therefore grant him a licence.

In discussing whether decisions can confidently be made on the basis of a test’s
results, we are talking, in the most general sense, about its validity. As we shall see
later, several different senses and aspects of validity have been distinguished, but,
following our operational definition of a test’s purpose as the facilitation of deci-
sion-making, we can sketch out a basic definition in the following way: T,hd'y—ta_lj,dity)
ofa ltest.is the extent to which confident decisions can be made on the basis of its
results,

It follows from this that the validity of a test is dependent on the purpose which it
is supposed to serve. Thus a test which allows the making of one type of decision
may, by this token, be invalid if its results are used as the basis of a different type of
decision.

This is one way of resolving the old dispute about whether oral interviews are
valid tests since shy students may do badly through no fault of their own. The usual
debate on this issue revolves around whether one can separate linguistic from
interpersonal skills. Approached in this way it is probably not capable of being
resolved one way or the other.

If we consider, instead, the decisions that flow from the test’s results then the
issue is clearer: if I am selecting potential sales representatives or receptionists then
the interview may be a reliable guide to the suitability of the candidates. On the
other hand, if I must decide whether to reward a learner for the effort he has put
into his language studies, I will have less confidence in the procedure. It should be
noted that this resolution of the issue sidesteps knotty problems such as ‘What is the
test supposed to measure?’ and ‘What does it measure?’ which may often be very
difficult to answer. By asking instead whether the test will permit the necessary
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Fig2.6

(@)
(b)
(c)
(d)
(e}
(]

(9

(h)
@

Remember that you may use your English—English dictionary
(You are advised to spend about 25 minutes on this question)
Using the dictionary extracts, answer the following questions.

He has given himself to the cause.
This is getting very ditficult.
The girl gave everybody a present.

'm going to keep trying to open this bottle; I'm sure it will finally give.

Did you get that cough from your sister?

1just don't get it; | can never understand what he does.

5.1 The definitions of give and get (opposite) are numbered. Put the number of the correct definition for give
and get as used in the following sentences, in the space provided. The first one has been done for you.

Did you remember to get that coat from the cleaner's? You promised to collect

it yesterday.
That music gives great pleasure.
How much did you give for your bicycle?

5.2 Siudy these sentences and mark each one either correct (V) or incorrect (x).

T T T N ST

getget/ v. (pres. part. getting, past part.

& past tense got /got/) 1 have some-

thing: Nick’s got blue eyes. 2buy or take

something: We must get some more
butter. 3 fetch someone or something:

Jenny will get the children from school.

4 receive something: I got a lot of
presents for my birthday. 5 catch an ill-
ness: Sarah got mumps from her
brother. 6 understand something: [
don’t get what you are saying. 7
become: I'm getting cold—please close
the window. 8 come or go somewhere:
When will the train get to Cambridge? 8
make someone or something move:
Quick, get the children out of the burn-
ing house! get about, go or travel to
many places: The old man doesn’t get
about much these days. get at, be able to
reach or come to a place: / tried to pick
the apple but 1 couldn’t ger at it. get
away, leave; escape: Two tigers got
away from the zoo last night. get away
with, (a) do something safely, which
usually brings trouble: He cheated in the
exam and got away with it. (b) steal or
take something: The thief got away with
£5,000. get back, return: I got back
from my holiday yesterday. get in, come
to a place: The train got in late. get
someone in, ask someone to come to
the house: We got the doctor in to see
our sick child. get into, put clothes on:
My shoes are too small—I can’t get into
them. get off, (a) leave: We must get off
at once or we'll be late. (b) not be seri-
ously punished, hurt, etc.:

can't get my car to start. get together,
meet; come together in a group: The
whole family got together for Christmas.
getup, stand uy; getout of bed: It’s time
fo get up, children! get up to. (a) do
something, usually bad: I must go and
see what the children are getting up to.
(b) come to a place in a book, etc.: We
got up to page 17 in our story today.
have got to, must do something: I have
got to leave soon.

glve /giv/ v. (past part, given /'givn/,
past tense gave /geiv/)1 hand something
to someone: Mother gave me a glass of
milk. 2 let someone have something:
They gave us a lovely holiday. 3 pay
money for goods: I gave £60 for my new
watch. 4 bring a feeling, etc. to some-
one: The old car is giving a lot of
trouble. 5 make or bring something:
The sun gives light and heat. 6 send out a
sound, noise, movement, etc.: Diana
gave a cry when she opened the letter. 7
say that someone may have or do some-
thing: F'll give you ten minutes to
change. 8 use all your time, power, etc.
to do something: Schweitzer gave his
life to helping sick people. 9 pass a
sickness to someone else: Robert gave
me his cold. 10 become weaker and less
firm: The branch of the tree gave, but it
did not break. give someone away (a)
tell a secret about someone: I'm going
to hide from my brother behind the
tree—please don’t give me away! (b)
hand a bride to the bridegroom at a
wedding.
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decisions to be made with confidence, we can make a first rough estimate of the
validity of a proposed procedure. ’

Measurement and judgement

So far we have been speaking as if a direct test were merely a matter of simulating a
situation which gives the candidate a chance to show what he can do. There are,
however, two other aspects of the test procedure which we have not yet mentioned:
measurement (i.e. the assigning of a score to the performance) and judgement
(the pass/fail decision or other recommendation). These must form part of any test

procedure because at the end of the day, someone must decide ‘how good’ the
performance was and if this was ‘good enough’.

result

judgement

score

measurement

Test performance

criterion performance

Fjg 21

Unless the test was of an ‘all or nothing’ kind where nothing less than perfection is
acceptable, we need some way of analysing the test performance to indicate how far
it was from being perfect. In the driving test, for example, the examiner uses a
checklist of sub-tasks which are ticked off as they are successfully performed by the
candidate. Assessing language performance is more difficult and use is often made
of arange of ‘band descriptors’, one of which is chosen as describing most clearly the
performance being assessed, thus giving a score to the candidate. (See Chapter 6 for
examples and discussion of this.)

Once the performance has been given a score, the next stage is the judgement,
which involves deciding if the score is ‘high enough’. This ‘passing score’ is usually
decided in advance and will, of course, depend on the purpose for which the
candidate is being tested. For the driving test the candidate may be allowed to
perform badly on a certain number of sub-tasks without being considered a fail. The
setting of this pass-mark is easier the more the test performance resembles the
criterion performance. This is because it is easy to use the same criteria to judge the
test performance us we would use to judge the real performance. When the two
performances are rather different (i.e. the test is not very direct) it is less easy to
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transfer the criteria from the real situation to the test situation and it becomes less
easy to stipulate how good the test performance needs to be in order to indicate a
good criterion performance.

One of the advantages of the direct type of test is that it renders the setting of the
pass-mark rather easier. If we consider a test which is designed to show whether a
candidate could make effective notes in a lecture, a very direct test would be to
require him actually to make notes from a video-recording of a lecture. The assessor
could the examine the notes and decide whether they could later be used to
reconstitute the content of the lecture — this being the normal criterion of adequacy
in note-taking., There would, naturally, be problems in getting exact agreement
among assessors about the scores for particular performances but these can be
minimized (see Chapter 6).

If, on the other hand, it was decided to use a multiple-choice listening test for this
purpose (i.. an indirect test), the setting of the pass-mark would be more problema-
tical. Although the measurement would be simpler, since the multiple-choice format
gives the same source whoever marks it, it would be difficult to decide, just by
looking at it, what constituted a satisfactory score. The normal criteria for note-tak-
ing proficiency would be inapplicable and the pass-mark would have to be estab-
lished in some indirect way. Ease of measurement is achieved at the expense of
difficulties in making the judgement.

Sources of invalidity

When it is not felt that confident decisions can be made on the basis of a test then, as
we have seen, the test’s validity is called into question. In the case of the ‘direct’ test,
the cause of this invalidity may be one of two things:

Firstly, the test and criterion performances may not be sufficiently similar to
warrant extrapolating from one to the other, i.e. it may be doubted whether the testis
in fact a direct test. This problem underlies discussions of ‘authenticity’ in task-
based testing as we shall see later.

The second source of invalidity derives from the fact that, while life is long, tests
(mercifully!) are short. It may be possible to include only a small number of features
of the criterion performance in the test performance. If this part is not a representa-
tive sample of the whole performance our confidence must be weakened and the
validity of the test s called into question. A driving test which only involved reversing
and parking, for instance, would not be a sound basis on which to award licences.

This problem, which is usually discussed under the heading of sampling, has
great importance for the kind of language tests which conform to the ‘direct’ model.
As we have seen, the validity of this kind of test rests on the similarity between the
test and criterion performance. It is the job of the test designer to set up a test
situation to elicit a test performance from the candidate which will be sufficiently
similar to the criterion performance. Some types of performance are easier to elicit
than others, and there is a danger that the tasks chosen will be chosen for their ease
of administration rather than because they are a representative sample of the
criterion performance. An example of this is the much-used examiner—candidate
oral interview, which is easy to set up. It is unlikely, however, that this rather
unbalanced, inquisitorial speech situation will feature in much of the candidate’s
future performance. Of course, adminstrative constraints may force us to adopt such
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procedures, but this should be done in the clear realization that the sampling of the
criterion performance is imperfect.

Sources of unreliability
Even if the test performance is a good representative sample of the criterion
performance this is not sufficient to make it a satisfactory test; as we have seen,
imeasuremem and judgement are essential stages in the administration of a test and
things can also go wrong at this point. The adequacy of these aspects of the test form
part of what is usually called the reliability of the testii.e. the stability of the test as a
measure. Very few candidates take the same test twice, of course, but a reliable test
would be expected to give comparable results on repeated administrations. Some
variations between scores would be exiraneous to the test (the candidate might have
been particularly tired during one administration), but other variations would be due
to defects in the measuring and judging procedures of the test itself. For direct tests
the chief source of this kind of unreliability is the person who measures and judges.
A candidate who failed a driving test in the afternoon because of his poor reversing
might have passed had he taken the test in the morning when the examiner wasin a
better mood. In language tests similar fluctuations occur in the severity of exam-
iners’ judgements and any test which does not have an ‘objective’ scoring format will
have less than perfect inter-scorer reliability. (Methods of minimizing such variation
are discussed in Chapter 6.) The validity of the test as a basis for decision making is,
of course, dependent on the adequacy of the measuring and iudgingqtages.nf the
procedure as well as the sampling and selection which go on when the test is being
designed. In order to be valid, then, a test must also be reliable.

Summary

So far we have been looking at tests in which there is a high degree of similarity
between the test and criterion performance. We have seen that this similarity is an
important part of the fundamental validity of such tests and that a rule-of-thumb
definition of validity is the confidence with which we can base decisions on the
results of the tests. Direct tests, in common with all other types of test, involve
measurement and judgement of the candidate’s performance. Measurement in
direct tests tends to be problematic, while judgement is facilitated by the applicabi-
lity of criteria from the ‘real’ performance. Inadequacy of measurement and judge-
ment in a test contribute to unreliability which, in turn, compromises the validity of
the test as a basis for decisions.

2.2.2 Indirect performance-referenced testing

Like the direct version, the indirect performance-referenced test looks ahead to a
future or potential task which the candidate will or may have to carry out. In
describing the indirect test we can again distinguish a test and a criterion perform-
ance. This time, however, the test criterion performances are not very similar. This
is because the test performance has been derived from the criterion performance by
a process of analysis and abstraction. Of course some kind of abstraction takes place
even in the construction of a direct test: the checklist which the driving-test
examiner uses represents a partial breakdown of driving activity into sub-tasks. In
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indirect tests, however, this process of analysis and abstraction is taken mth
further, and results in the candidate doing things during the test which are quite
different from the kind of performance that the test is designed to give information
about.

As an example of this, let us consider part of a university entrance exam for
post-graduate students: the criterion performance might be doing postjgraduate
work in an English-medium university; the test performance is readmg some
sentences and putting crosses in boxes on a sheet of paper. Clearly, using the
criterion we adopted for direct testing, the two performances are so different. asto
render the test complelely invalid on the face of it. And yet, tests correspondfn.g to
this description are used all over the world and an enormous number of decisions
about university admissions are confidently made on the basis of such tests every
year. Applying our ‘decision’ criterion developed earlier, it would seem that these
tests are considered by those who design and use them to have a high degree of
validity. How can this be, when the test and criterion performances are so very
different?

It is clear that the relationship between the two performances is not a simple or
direct one. In order to investigate the nature of this relationship we have to introduce
two more expressions:

The criterion proficiency: i.e. what the candidate must know or be able todo in order
to produce a satisfactory criterion performance,

which in this case is to follow a course of study at an English-medium university.

The test proficiency: what the candidate must know or be able to do in order to
produce a satisfactory test performance,

which in this case is to put crosses in the right boxes on the paper.

How do these two constructs connect to the test and criterion performances? An
illustration will help to make it clear:

test performance criterion performance

criterion proficiency

test proficiency

Fig28
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Designing indirect performance-referenced tests

The test designer, in making the test, follows a clockwise path starting with the
criterion performance. Having made a description of the sort of things the testee will
have to do (in our example, listening to lectures, making notes, asking questions,
etc.) he then proceeds to identify what the candidate needs to know or be able to do
in order to carry out the tasks he has described. This process of analysis can be done
in a number of ways. We will be looking in later chapters at some of the ways of doing
this analysis which have been proposed by test designers.

Having produced an inventory of the necessary proficiency, the test designer finds
himself up against a similar kind of sampling problem to that faced by the designer of
direct tests. If the analysis has been done thoroughly, the criterion proficiency will
usually have many more aspects than can be dealt with in the course of an average
language test. For instance, it might have been decided that a non-technical
recognition vocabulary of four thousand items is necessary to follow a particular
course. It is obviously out of the question to include all four thousand of these items
in the test. A selection must be made. The resulting sub-set of the criterion
proficiency constitutes the test proficiency. The task of the designer is now to
produce a test which will indicate to what extent this proficiency is possessed by the
candidate. This test must elicit from the candidate a test performance which can
legitimately be considered as evidence for the specified test proficiency.

In this way, by passing in a clockwise sense round the diagram, we have estab-
lished the relationship between the test and criterion performances. Not, as in the
direct test, by examining the degree of similarity between them, because they are
quite dissimilar, but rather, by specifying a number of procedures which, if legiti-
mate, will permit judgements of the test performance to be extrapolated to the
criterion performance.

As in the direct test, there are procedures for measuring and judging the test
performance, although the problems tend to be slightly different in the case of
indirect tests. We shall have more to say about this later on.

An example of an existing test which illustrates these design procedures is the
ELTS test, produced by the British Council to enable British universities to assess
the suitability of overseas applicants.

The stages leading to the construction of this test can be summarized as follows.
(A far more detailed account can be found in Carroll, 1980.)

First the criterion performance is established by specifying which situations
prospective students will find themselves in and what activities they will engage in in
these situations. A very brief example of this specification for a Business Studies
student is shown in Figure 2.10.

Next, the skills which the student will need in order to perform these activities are
listed (in this case they are drawn from Munby, 1978). These constitute the criterion
proficiency. The diagram shows a few of these which are relevant to Reference study
- Intensive reading. A selection of these skills is made — the Test proficiency —and a
test constructed to measure to what extent the candidate possesses these skills. A
few items from the Study Skills module of the ELTS are shown in the diagram.

This account is, of necessity, oversimplified and does not touch on many of the
issues and problems that this kind of project must deal with. It does however
illustrate the sort of approach which is necessary to ensure the maximum validity of
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score
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test performance criterion pertformance

analysis

construction

sampling criterion proficiency

test proficiency

Fig2.9
an indirect test.

Using the test

This model can also be used to make explicit the reasoning of the test-user who is
basing decisions on the test. Faced with a candidate who has scored satisfactorily on
the test he starts with the test performance and proceeds anti-clockwise. Since the
candidate’s score was satisfactory and he believes the test to be well-constructed and
properly marked he has reason to believe that the candidate possesses the test
proficiency. As he believes the test proficiency to be a representative sample of the
criterion proficiency he can go further and deduce that the candidate also possesses
the criterion proficiency. Since he believes the criterion proficiency specification to
be based on a sound analysis of the criterion performance he has reason to believe
that the candidate will be capable of producing this performance. In the case of our
example he can therefore offer him a place on the course.

Sources of invalidity in indirect performance-referenced tests

One thing which is clear from the above is that our test user is having to place quite a
lot of faith in several different aspects of the test procedure. Only one step in the test
construction needs to be faulty for the legitimacy of reasoning from test to criterion
performance to be seriously undermined. As we established earlier, the confidence
with which we can base decisions on test results is a measure of the basic validity of
the test. The kinds of problem which can creep in at each stage of the procedure
represent, therefore, a number of sources of invalidity which may affect this kind of
indirect test. Let us examine them.
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Lectures
Listen for overail
Comprehension
Make notes
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(a) Faulty analysis

In criticizing a given test it may be questioned whether the criterion proficiency is
really an adequate analysis of the knowledge and skills necessary for the criterion
performance. In other words the legitimacy of the passage from criterion perform-
ance to proficiency may be placed in doubt. It may be criticized as incomplete as, for
instance, a university entrance test based solely on knowledge of vocabulary. Altern-
atively the whole basis of the analysis may be called into question and it may seriously
be doubted whether the analysis of the criterion performance can legitimately be
carried out in the terms proposed. In traditional testing terminology, the satisfacto-
riness of this analysis is usually discussed under the heading of ‘construct validity’.
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T (b) Bad sampling

Assuming that our specification of the criterion proficiency is satisfactory, we still
have to decide which parts of it will form the content of the test. The same sampling
problems arise as for direct testing, accompanied by the same temptations: some

aspects of the criterion proficiency will be easier to test than others. It is very easy to

analysis
parts of a text through lexical cohesion

Understanding relations between
devices of

30.1 repetition

30.2 synonymy

30.3 hyponymy

30.4 antithesis

30.5 apposition

30.6 lexical set/collation
—@).7 pro—forms/— -neral w

]

agrees with the planners’ main point.

The writer's attitude, in the first paragraph, is that he
B condemns the planners for their attitude.

Read quickly through Section 3 in the Source Booklet and then answer these questions.
A
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take as our test proficiency only those aspects which will give us fewer problems of
! administration, even though they may not be a good sample. The road to mediocre
o testing is paved with bad samples. This aspect of the test’s adequacy is traditionally
! termed its ‘content validity’.

(©) Bad construction
We now have to look at problems which may arise in the passage from the test
proficiency to the test performance. This is the last stage in the design procedure
and concerns the practical construction and administration of the test. The test
writer’s job is to produce a task which will enable the testee to demonstrate if, or to
what extent, he possesses the test proficiency. Clearly, anything which prevents a
/ candidate who has the relevant proficiency from producing a satisfactory perform-
[ ance renders the test invalid. Such influences include bad instructions, insufficient
time and ‘trick’ questions.

Conversely, anything which permits a satisfactory performance by a candidate
who does not possess the relevant proficiency also makes the test invalid. This
category includes all kinds of cheating and things which facilitate guessing.

These problems, together with inadequacies in the measurement and judgement
of the test performance (examined in the next section) constitute sources of unre-
liability. That is, they introduce variations in the results of the test which do not
‘reflect the candidate’s test proficiency. As in the direct test, the unreliability of the

? test as a measure compromises its use for decision-making and thus its validity.
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C considers that the planners’ disequilibria must be corrected.
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D places the emphasis on different issues from the planners.
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’ (d) Faulty measurement and judgement

Unlike the direct test, where it may be difficult to measure a performance reliably,
this is rarely a problem in indirect tests. The analysis of the criterion performance
permits the construction of a test which consists of a number of sub-tasks and items,
and the result of the test can usually be expressed numerically without any trouble,
Where the test consists of closed or ‘objective’ item-types (such as multiple-choice),
variations due to inter-scorer unreliability can be eliminated. The problem with
indirect tests lies in the making of the judgement. What is the pass-mark? What

Fig 2.10




