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Alan Davies is ideally placed to trace the development of the assessment of
academic English language proficiency from the 1950s to the 1990s having
been deeply and personally involved for the entire period. This volume is a
fascinating historical and personal account of an interesting and significant
period in the development of language testing and assessment. The author
takes us on a journey from the pre-scientific 50s through the psychometric-
structuralist 60s and 70s and on into the communicative 80s and 90s, describ-
ing with great clarity the rationale for a number of developments and
surveying the wide variety of people and organisations involved.

The journey begins in the earliest days of formal academic English assess-
ment with the gradual emergence in the 1960s of important testing initiatives
within British university contexts, initiatives such as the English Language
Battery (ELBA) and the English Proficiency Test Battery (EPTB) — often
referred to as the ‘Davies test’. These endeavours, together with other devel-
opments such as the creation of the Test of English as a Foreign Language
(TOEFL) in the USA, paved the way for more complex and ambitious
attempts to devise appropriate tools for measuring the English language
proficiency needed in academic contexts in the decades that followed.

Not surprisingly, great attention is paid by Davies to the development of
the English Language Testing Service (ELTS) and the subsequent develop-
ment of the International English Language Testing System (IELTS), which
have changed the face of academic English language assessment over the past
25 years. Brendan Carroll’s work for the British Council in developing ELTS
in the 1970s represented a real departure from the structurally focused
approach of previous decades. Drawing on the work of Munby and others,
Carroll approached test development in a very practically oriented and
needs-based way. Carroll and his collaborators took on the challenge of
defining the communicative demands faced by foreign students coming to
study in the UK and then set about developing instruments designed to
measure whether individuals possessed adequate language skills to deal with
these demands. ELTS was a modular, subject-specific and diagnostic
measure unlike anything that had gone before. Additionally, the team set out
to define the nature and duration of the language courses that would be
required to bring test takers up to the required standard. Such a definition is
still sought today though we now recognise how difficult it is to determine
given the complex inter-relationship of the many factors involved.
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Davies himself was heavily involved with Clive Criper in the validation of
ELTS and was thus able to observe first hand not only the spectacular
success of ELTS in relation to its innovative design but also the enormous
problems and issues that this very success created. It was during this period
that Cambridge Assessment (formerly known as the University of
Cambridge Local Examinations Syndicate - UCLES) began to take on a role
in the production of ELTS, a role which gradually grew through the 1980s to
become very significant in the 1990s.

The ELTS Validation Study confirmed that the test battery was in need of
further development. While high in face validity, it posed enormous practi-
cal, measurement and theoretical difficulties. The University of Lancaster
was commissioned to undertake this redevelopment and the project was led
by Charles Alderson and Caroline Clapham. Initially simply a redevelop-
ment of ELTS, the project became IELTS when the International
Development Program (IDP) of Australian Universities and Colleges joined
the British Council and Cambridge Assessment to form the International
English Language Testing System (IELTS). IELTS thus took on a truly
international nature and became more than just a test to access UK tertiary
education. With the involvement of the Australians it came to provide access
to tertiary education in Australia and New Zealand and then, through its
General Training Modules for the most part, became increasingly used in
migration in these and other regions of the world.

The creation of the first version of IELTS in 1989 retained many of the
innovative characteristics of ELTS but made the entire system more practical
and manageable. The six Academic Modules became three and the separate
study skills section disappeared. The measurement characteristics were
focused on and improved, and greater attention was paid to the construct
validity of the test.

IELTS survived in that form for five years but it soon became clear that
the practical difficulties of successfully equating modules relating to different
academic areas, while reduced, remained extremely problematic. The
Lancaster team was aware of these difficulties as demonstrated by Caroline
Clapham’s PhD work (published in 1996 as Volume 4 in the Studies in
Language Testing series — The Development of IELTS: A study of the effect of
background knowledge on reading comprehension), but the team was not in a
position to influence the users to the point where they would readily accept a
single academic stream. This point only came when Cambridge Assessment
was able to demonstrate the difficulties of test production to the IELTS part-
ners and propose a viable alternative to the three Academic Module system
based on evidence collected over time. 1995 therefore saw the second main
variant of IELTS where candidates could either take an academic stream or
one related to general training and migration. Davies does not go into the
development of further variants of IELTS in any detail, given that these are

viii



Series Editors” note

covered either by available documentation or by further volumes in this
series. Volume 19 (IELTS Collected Papers: Research in speaking and writing
assessment, edited by Lynda Taylor and Peter Falvey, 2007), for example,
traces developments in the assessment of speaking and writing in IELTS;
Roger Hawkey in Volume 24 (Impact Theory and Practice: Studies of the
IELTS test and Progetto Lingue 2000, 2006) examines the impact of IELTS,
as does Anthony Green in Volume 25 (IELTS Washback in Context:
Preparation for academic writing in higher education, 2007).

As Davies points out, the international partnership which underpins
IELTS is one of the factors which has contributed to the test’s enduring
success, and it is important here to acknowledge the substantial contribution
made by the two organisations in partnership with Cambridge ESOL. The
British Council was of course there at the outset and has always played a key
role in the learning, teaching and assessment of international students who
come to study in the UK. Without the foresight and commitment of the
British Council over several decades there would have been no development
of EPTB in the 1960s and ELTS in the 1970s. The collaborative relationship
centred on ELTS that emerged in 1975 between the British Council and
Cambridge Assessment (then UCLES) was significantly enhanced from 1987
onwards with the involvement of IDP. Partnership with IDP enabled the cre-
ation of IELTS and undoubtedly brought a new dynamism and an expanded
perspective, establishing the international status of the test and ensuring its
global reach in the future. Today these two partners both manage their
respective test centre networks across the world and are the ‘face’ of IELTS
for many test users; together with Cambridge ESOL, they share fully in the
operational management and strategic direction of IELTS.

As Davies” account makes clear, research — both internally initiated and
externally commissioned — has always been at the heart of the ELTS/IELTS
story, and much of the research and validation work undertaken to develop
ELTS, and later IELTS, is summarised or referred to here. Large-scale
proficiency tests invariably attract considerable interest from the language
testing and assessment research community, and since 1995 this has been
acknowledged by the IELTS partners through the annual grant funding
opportunities offered by the IELTS Joint-funded Research Program.
Outcomes from such studies not only provide important test validation evi-
dence and inform ongoing development of the test, but they also contribute
to our wider knowledge and understanding in the fields of applied linguistics
and language assessment. Interested readers are referred to recently pub-
lished collections of research studies in Volume 19 of Studies in Language
Testing (eds Taylor and Falvey, 2007), and IELTS Research Reports —
Volumes 6 and 7, 2006 and 2007 .

Alan Davies’ authoritative account of the development of academic
English language assessment over half a century is greatly enhanced by the
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wealth of appendices which have been brought together in this volume.
These include facsimile copies of the original test versions for ELTS 1980 and
IELTS 1989, as well as other documentation which casts light on the actual
processes of test design, development and delivery; additional appendices
show materials relating to other important tests from the period under exam-
ination, such as ELBA, EPTB and TEEP.

In conclusion, this volume helps us to understand why IELTS has become
so very successful over its 1 7-year history. It represents a coming together of
significant work in language testing over a great many years, drawing
together the different traditions and approaches in such a way as to provide a
reliable, valid and highly fit-for-purpose testing system.

Michael Milanovic and Cyril Weir
Cambridge — August 2007
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The 1950s and 1960s: the
English Proficiency Test
Battery

Introduction

In this volume I discuss attempts in the UK since about 1950 to represent
proficiency in academic English by means of language test instruments. By
proficiency in academic English I mean the ability to operate successfully
in the English used in the academic domain. Such uses of English vary
along several dimensions: the receptive—productive, the spoken—written, the
general-specific, to name the most obvious. How far these variations in the
use of academic English impact on proficiency is a matter of debate, as we
shall see. Representing that proficiency in a language test requires a decision
on the language content of the test, its language sample. As we explain in this
volume, there are differing views on how to make that decision. In academic
language proficiency testing, where the domain consists of large areas of the
language, it is just not possible to test everything. And so the test constructor
must sample the domain and face up to the question of how to make rational
choices.

Alongside the increase in the numbers of second language English speak-
ers over the years requiring to be tested for their academic proficiency, there
are two related stories to tell. One is the debate about content and method of
testing. The other concerns the growing attention to means of test adminis-
tration, delivery and analysis. The first story reflects very closely the chang-
ing views about the nature of language and of language learning over this
period: the emphasis has shifted to and fro between language form and lan-
guage use. Thus, in the period before large-scale tests began, the focus (in the
so-called traditional stage) was on language use (translation, essays, litera-
ture, summarising); then, in the so-called structural period, attention shifted
to language form (grammar, phonemic discrimination, vocabulary). This
was followed by the various communicative approaches, moving from the
extreme of specific language domain use to the present compromise which
still privileges language use but as a general approach to academic study.
At all stages, some kind of balance has been maintained, such that in the
traditional period there was some attention to, for example, vocabulary; in
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the structural period, to reading comprehension, and in the period of com-
municative tests some attention was usually paid to grammar. The second
story reminds us that large-scale language testing is both a practical and an
applied enterprise in which delivery and administration are as important as
any more theoretical concerns.

This volume argues that language testing has matured over the period
under discussion, moving from a dependence on fashions dictated by linguis-
tics, applied linguistics and language teaching studies to an independent
confidence in itself, as we see to some extent in tests such as the current
International English Language Testing System (IELTS). The argument is
therefore as much one about the development of a discipline as of the history of
a particular test. What this means, in our view, is that when, as must happen,
changes are made to IELTS, these will come about more as a result of develop-
ment within language testing, less as a direct reflection of external influences.

The need for proficiency tests

Between the early 1950s and the early 1960s the number of overseas (‘inter-
national’) students from non-English-speaking countries in UK higher edu-
cation institutions rose fivefold (from 12,500 to 64,000). In 2003/4 there were
some 300,000 overseas students in UK higher education, over 95% of them
from non-English-speaking countries.

Higher education in all English-speaking countries is currently experienc-
ing a sharp increase in international (or foreign or overseas) students: for
example, in 2001, in New Zealand, the University of Waikato had 1,000
students from the People’s Republic of China (PRC) at the undergraduate
and postgraduate level. Such students present special linguistic and cultural
challenges to their receiving institutions.

The problems facing the institutions which have admitted these students
include unprepared admissions officers, a shortage of interpreting staff in the
international offices, the failure of institutions to provide adequate English
language support even for those students who have tested out at the appro-
priate admissions level on tests such as the IELTS test or the USA Test of
English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL), a lack of trained teaching staff to
mount in-sessional English language courses. and a shortage of teaching
space in which to conduct these courses. The influx in New Zealand is such
that new students may wait months before they can be given the proficiency
test (usually IELTS) they need for admission. In addition institutions lack
understanding of the very different cultural expectations these students may
bring with regard to what independent study means. The institutions may
also lack awareness of these students’ very real problems, problems of isola-
tion, of culture clash, of inadequate language proficiency and consequently,
very often, of unsatisfactory academic progress.



