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LANGUAGE TESTING: MAKING A DECISION W THE BASIS OF OBSERVED
BEHAVIOUR AND 'TAPPED' KNOWLEDGE

Jan van Weeren (Cito, Netherlands’

0 Introductory remarks

.

In this pager 1 will present a rather general framework
concerning the 1inguistir background of language testing. I will
stress the fact that a test is not just a set of valid {tems,
but that 1t 1s essentially an instrument with a specific function.
Various aspects of tests will be discussed, such as the prodles
of gathering relevant information from testscores, in order to
make decisions. A test for tmmigrant teachers 13 taken as an
exdmple. The results of this test will be related to the general
framework presented at the begiming.

1 The nature of language proficiency

FD266643

By Saying that someone 15 proficient ia a foreign language
we imply that he or she 13 able to perfore in that language, is
able to show actual foreign language behaviour, in short, that he
has a certain behaviours! ability. There are several ways to look
at this ability when 1t 1s necessary to measure language
rmﬂcioncy. It can be meazured on the basis of actual authentic
anguage behaviour, by determining the quality of specimens of
Authentic language behaviour. But it 1s also possible to consider
this behaviours) ability as a form of tacit, implicit knowledge
which underlies authentic language behaviour, but which does not
necessarily need to be evaluated thrwrn this behaviour. One can
specify which tasks someome must be able to perform on the basis
1f his assumed tacit knowledge of a Tanguage, without these tasks
necessarily taking the forw of authentic language behaviour. In a
third approach to this behavioura) ability evaluation takes place
by virtue of the individual's explicit knowledge apout a language.
A testee 1s expected to be able to state the rules concerning the
use of th: s’i‘:ple pr:unt and :M prognss:n form in English, to
rattle off the paradigma je su S, tu e:, 11 est, nous SOmmeS ,
vous Btes, 11s sont in Fr%ﬁr o Tndfc th wnom he or she
s ailowed To B¢ on familfar terms 1n German, This explicit
knowledge was traditionally considered as an important precondition
for writing in a foreign language. In shurt: Evaluation of
language proficiency as behavioura) ab‘.lmu-s to be possible,
firstly by observing authentic language viour, secondly by an
examination of the tacit knowledge that underlies Tanguage
dehaviour and thirdly by testing the acquired explicit knowledge,
In the following I will discuss these approaches successively.

US DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION
NATIONAL INSTITUTE OF EDUCATION

EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES INFORMATION “PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE THIS
CENTER (ERIC) MATERIAL HAS BEEN GRANTED BY
&Thm document has been reproduced as q
recerved from the person or orgamization L ;W A
ongmating it
Minor changes have been made 0 IMprove /

FLo/s ¢35 F#

reprodu bon quahty I

® Points of view or opiions stated in this docy

ment do not necassa.ily represent ofiicial NIE TC THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES
Q position or policy INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC)

ERIC =

2




/4 -180~

BEST CUPY AvAILABLE

1.1 Evaluation Oy means of authentic language behaviour

Evaluation of Im‘uaoc proficiency as a behavioural ability
by means of authentic language behasiour entails & method which is
extramely face-valid. I7 yov went to know 1f a person can take part
in a foreign languege conversation, you make him or her participate
in it. If you want to know 1f ha or she s able to read a text of a
specific type, you put quastions to him that tesc his comprehension
of the text, or, altomunx. you meke hor writc a précis.

As a rule, there will be no objections to such an approach. It {s
clear and sbvious that the procedure mekes sense. Add to this that
the method eatails a positive backwash effect: as a result of the
way of testing matters are trained 1n school that are Actuslly
required outside school.

However, when the testing expert comes in a number . ms
will arise that increases the more the language behaviour
cbservatica resesbles the language behaviour that we meet |
praciice. Humsn beings usually do not read texts 1a order tv aower
a fized set ef roading cow rehension questions, but 1a order te
realize specific goals that can vary with the individua) and the
situation. Their reading comprenension can express 1tself in varfous
m-'ooisunct aspects of the taxt may be relevant for some, hut
not for .

However, testing will require a certain amount of standardiza-
tion. A conversation which 1s truly free and opem is known for the
sort of evaluationd] problems that are related to the reliability
of reting. l.gnmn' the free conversation there is {ot another
source of uarsliability, that 1s: the testees themselves. Mot
evaryone will be able to speak just as easi'y about topig.

One shoyld consider factors as ampathy and affective thresholds,
flctmialw\)n very 1ittle to do with languagy proficiency

Another prohlem s that of content validity: to what extent
can observations cf iactdanta) language behaviour provide us |
reliablg and camplete information about the testes’s behavioural
shility, that tha testar is to Judge eventually? )

1.2 Evaluation by means of tasks based on implicit knowledge .,

1f1c tasks based on capabilitins that are Vinked up with
implicit bﬂldr afal can be darived from treditiomwl
mw tive “:ﬂ sties. mlt'd u':u::lu operetes :u the N::s of.
¢ . Linguidtic s y
ST T R TR
. S0 s a aative r s
to meka ts shout his Tanquage system resulting from Mg -
‘true aguistic intuitions’'. He fs able to discrimiaste betwaen
il and not wall-formed sentences and to distinguish
sematical difforences snd similaritios in sentances that belang.

ta Ms L
L )] % expanded the Chemskysa concept of liaguistic
campatence to commmicative Cumpetence. Competence r.-,‘tns "
underlying knowledge, but is expanded to include all the uspecta

of knowl that affect comunicative behaviour. On the basis eof
this kaowledge a mative speaker 1s 1ble to judge not only the
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grammticality of sentences, but also the ippropristensss of
utterances. His knowledge does not confine itself to the Tanguage
&3 2 grammatical systam, but i @xpanded to the use of the hn?uugl.
The native speaker know: whether and to what degree something s

Sppropriate, that s, adequate, fortumate and successfl in
reration to s context in which 1t 1s used and evel

wted,
N Ituks that invoke cnpabﬂitinilinﬁ w wlth‘.hi!cit
nowledge are common in traditiond anguage tests, not so
much because o;‘go fact y

that these tests are aeplicitly bascd on
the theoretical implicativng of the of

as
because of the nccnur{ concessions one te o’ t&t- .
theoretical grounds it Snguage bohaviour 1s ty he tested.

I will give you two samples of this tyre of tak: "

figure 1

m'om__“mwmnuﬂm
b m

D wv
D oenv
D e

One might say that this 1tem 13 testing the {mpiicit knowledge of o

salectional restrictioy rule (Modelltest WS Zertifikat English,
item 46).

figure 2

D\hnomnn-aau?
DEn-a w'nu obw s sna ?
Dﬁnmamr

ANl uttarences are well-formed. but uvaiy one {s appropriate in this
context; the testes must possess some comsmnicative conpetene
{Standardpro, French, Lindblad 1983, p. §7).




-182-

From a theoretical point of view the concept ¢f communicative
compatence is too hybrid, although the concept of Yinguistic
competence cannot be said to be theoretically unccamplicated, either.
From a pragmatical point of view, hwever, the concept of compatence
gives support to many traditional Vanguage tests.

“he main quastion is how test data obtained by means of itams
bassd on such tasks, relate to the behavicural ability that we aim at.

It can be hypothesized that the attained levs) of performence
on these tasks gives us an indication uf someons’s language
proficiency as behavioural ability. To put it in a differsat way:
the obtained performance data will represent some measure of language
proficiengy.

A testing proceduis which is based Oh tasks that a testes must
be able to perform in virtue of his competence sharss the problem
of content validity with the evsluation by means of authentic
language behavieur. Every testing procedure has to confine itself
L0 a sampls of possibie performanse. It is necessary to imdicate or
to test empiricali; to what axtent such a sample is representative.

The hypothesis that mtig.blnd on tasks fitting the concept
of competence en ong hand and evaluation of authentic language
behaviour on the other hand will yield equivalent informatior about

age rof!c!oncy as behaviours! ability, can be tested
-? rica’ly. This can be done by determining the concurrent
validity of two alterntive testforms. Clark (1972) found. for
azample, correlations from .82-.92 butweer. the FSI-interview asd
A battery of objective tests for vocabulary and structures.

Totts consisting of tasks ihat the testes must ba avle w0
perform because of his implicit knowledge of a language, have tha
sdvant2ge of *he possibility of an objictive fore. An axclusive use
of this type of tast in instructiona) settings, however, wi}i
inavitably carry with it the disedvantage of an undesirabie
backwash affect, unless particular measures concerning the
curriculim have bean provided against this effect. Otherwise
wducational activities will focus on iedrning tasks of an abstract
mg?ﬂt:d training of the actual use of the language will be
neglected.

1.3 Evaluation by testing wxplicit knowledge

In respect to the form of testing that focuses or. explicit
language knowledge we can be brief. As eariy as half a century ago
it was stated that knowing about a la r «nd knowing of &
ianguage sre two differeat Ui‘nr. Explicit knowledge of Fules is
naithar a mecessary, mor a sufficiest condition for a successfil
and all-round Tamguage use. The firet 4s proven by sative speuxers
of 2 language =ho did mot receive any forma) schoeling 1n Vinguistics,
the second by ?rnmr $chool pupils who, though having a thorough
cammand of explicit rulas, cc-aot speak a word of Latin or Greek.

A toarhing process that prepares for this kind of tasting should be
considered a5 philology, rather than es language taach.ng.
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£ Test functions

it is remark ble that among applied 1inguists the form ang
theorgtical background of test items are the main topics under
discussion. They mistakenly call a sat of test fteme a test,
whereas a test is essentially a different thing, namely a
Sessuring instrument that provides useful information to be usea
in decision making. In this respect limguists are a bit like
instriment makers whe talk about 3 clinical thermometor end think
that the thermomster is good if tha column of marcury is in
different positions with different persoss and in the same position
with the suse person under conditions of rapsated messurement.
Howsver, & clinical thermometer is only fit 17 1t provides
fnformation that anables the user to dectde 1f he or she should
stay in bed, should coisult a do~tor, should take medicines or has
reachey » period of fertidity.
In the same way 3 teet gugt provide iaformation that ensbles us to
decisiong of the fosllowing kind:
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The concreta test I would ke to discuss meant to support &
prowess of mking decistons of the Mrst kind. The testoe: ware
groups of teachers wao had come fror various countriss: Tuanz,
Norocco, Spainm, Italy, Jugoslavia, Portugal, Greece and Tunesia,
to teach their native Tangueze and culture to g of children
with the same cyltural background in eﬂury schiols. The treataent
of fered was 8 special course that wou'd make them fully queliffed
taschers in primary schoois. It was observed that these teachrs
wire not integrated intc the teaching staffs, mainly because of the
fact that wers not 11fied to teach any other subject byt
their mtive 1a g8 and culture. Meither were they allowed to
toach other pupils than those of their own culture. In order to
furtihar the integration and to widen the scope of these teachers
e couwrss would give them the oppurtunity to acquire a full
alification. The criterion in the fNowchart would conseqant iy
covar he ocbjectives of a nfw" college of education.

To set an sntrance Tevel 12 wes required tiut the candidate
aasbers of tha had a satisfactory orai cosmand of the
Qutch } g o that they could communicite rather fluently,

On aythority of the inspectorate this wequiresent wat
tightaned up. To a certain extent comand of the Dutch language was
required at the Tovel of pupils in the 133t form of higher leve)
tecondary schools. The imspectorate had 1ts reasons for this: the
courso wuld only take two years and after finis..ing 1t these
isachers would be formelly qualified to teach the Dutch Tanguage
tz Dytch childran in primary schools! -

Cr the Msis of these requirmeents globa) selectioms! crituria
wre tet.

Cito, that fs the Dutch Natfonal Imstituis of Educationc!
imasurenent, was charged with their opsraticnelizetion.

3 Chotes and develiopuent of the iastrument

With the tksoretical comiderations pul forward at the *aginnirg
o7 this paper in mind 1t was tries to obtain information about the
Tanguage profic.ancy of the tastees in two different ways: fipstly
by #liciting and evaiuating autheatic s bahaviour and
secoadly by adeinistrating ftems thas wculd medsurs the underlying
mpiicit knowledge.

o BE;ST (OPY AVAILABLE
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3.1 The cral proficiency subtest

For the svalustion of language hehaviour the following type of
orsl proficiency test was desigaed. It consists of sbout 15 stimuli
requiring he testees to play & certsain pavt in a situational
dialogue. The stimul! are pressated verbally. In most of the cases
& response 13 prompted by means of & Picturs, for sxampls:

AT THE POLICE STATION

One day you discover your waliet s missing. YOou ga to the police
station.

Good morning, an officer says. What can I do for you? /.../ Could
u teit we what was in r valTeE? (picture U 1 Y y%_e
g?ﬁa Saare you could have gou‘ 7our wallet? (picturc 2) etcetera

Thesa stimuii are followed by circs 15 gem)ral questions about their
jife in Holland,

The responses ware each judeed on intelligidility/apprepriateness
and correctness. To each response & mi:imum of & paints could be
assigned, The oaxisum meant thet a res| was parfect: approp: fate
in the coataxt given, parfectly tntaliigidle and mﬂouly correct
in a gromatical sense. £ poir:s ware assignd {f the response was
inwliigibie and apprepriste, aithough some winor mistakes were made.
I 1t took some effort te uaderstand the respunse a3 8 redult of
certain tmortant lexical or tical mistakes, 3 points were
zssigned. 1f a responie wes either not forthcomiag or mot
tatclligible or a0t apprepriate at al), 1 pefat wes assigned. In
211 casas one point wes dechucted 1f mﬁt!ﬂ of th Stisulus
wes MCISIETY.
In this rating systam a sum total of 100 poimte with 30 {tems mean:s
that 211 respomses are perfect: intetligible, appropriste and
complietely correct. There 1s a rapid decrease In degree of
correctness: a score of 150 points meams that the sverege response
is appropriatc and intelligibie, but mo pore thet, With lower
scores 8 genersl dporoiatensss and intalligibifity 15 precerved
Mor & relative long period. Understanding somg effort «#1th
scores balow 140, With & score of 120 or 110 piecs sever?
2 Sunderatandings will ovise and commmication will OM te break

Tsuh\g procotures 11ke this ona based on u.m Tanguage
beFaviour, have tae additfomal advea®2gs of enebYing ws to apply
aateral, that s to say, common sense criterie whem Jus-off-3cores
have to be determined, l:ﬁtom such as ‘o7e) cimmmnd of Duich on
s nakr-né ive lovel' or :%.:Mc to mke onesalf ynderstood’ can
almost temedicialy be mml 1nte a Soore en the b
proficiency tast. An axemple caw be taken frem-the veting system of
the FSI-interview: a mature) criterten related to overt lamuage
behaviour corresponds directly 8o a 8 PIC Lot SoBve.

In the case of the teachar amd test mentionmi shove the
requirement of oral proficiency tas eperetiena’ized o8 & sufficient
segres of atenass and tatelld ibﬂiw 1n or} epression
35 seRsured ‘g the tast. With o u,ﬁy -'ﬂf* m-ow-srore
Wz et w145 points.
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3.2 Testing implicit knowledge

For the measurement of impiicit language knowleage three sub-
tests were composed. One of thes aimed at vocabulary and structure,:
at the impiicit knoxledge of ryles concerning the derivation of
wrds, synonyay, the use of conjunctions and the buildirg of
ientences. It consisted of sultiple-choice items of 2 rather
straightfor ard type. The multiple-choice items in the second
subtest focused on the orthography of changeable and unchengeable

:?ity of literacy training

transcriptions of Mewscasts every 5th or 7th word was deleted.

Distractors were obtained by ahinistnting an open version of
the test with foreign university students. With regard to the
m\dtrly!n? knowledge mebsured by this cloze test it can be concluded
that widely different aspects were involved. Apart Yrom lexical
fluency the test required from the testees that they could process
divergent structurzl and logice-semantica) informating in the
contaxt,

3.3 Satting a cut-off-score for tests basad on implicit knowledge

There sre mo mturs), that is, coreon sense criteria for the
decerwiration of a Cut-off-score in tests that are focused on
iinguistic and Communicative competence. It 1S not possible te
formulate such a criterion in terws of observable and functisme]
isnguage behaviour tastees are expected to show. Tor lack of
mtural criteriy thg setting of 2 cut-off-score will depand on
the test itself. Ip corsaquence, the outcome 43 essentiel Iy
arbitrary, 1 will sketch two current standard procedures.
According to the first 2thod ¢ group of testess sets its owm
wre. After the adwinistration of ¢ test the maan score of the
greup 13 calculated aad the cut-off-score 13 S8t somewhers below
tha maan (%o axaple at » distanca of twice the standc~d arroe
- In the second method a roup of experts is tg
detarming what thay consider as e passabls or not patsable perfomance
on the test. This can be done in an informal way, by discussien and
consansus, or following to some formal procedure {for axample that
of Nedelsky, Angoff or De Sroot]. A cembination of both methods
s Hed in contralized fina) axsainations in Dutch secondary
schools. A ppoliminary cut-off-score 13 set on a intuitive basis.

ing o concrete testresults em adjustmenc is made {f
necessary. Tha percentages of pupils that pas: or fai) should
iproximalety equal those of previcus years. inis 15 a proper
=ethod 1f tesipopulations are sufficient)y stadie oach year with
ragard tn thetr educationa) background. ‘

3.4 The choice of a reference poo!-*:on

in some Cases there sy ba an opportunity o sat a norm in an
opirical wy by 1utmduc".? 2 will-defined reference populet: =5,
Tz give an le, if tre inguage pmficlency of o targat :
population shoyld squal the proficiency level ef the swrsge =
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succesful foreign university students, this norm can be obtained
by pretesting.

This solution presented {ts~1f with the test for the foreign
teachers. 1 remind you of the fact that not only a functionsl oral
command of the second language was required, but aiso some practical
knowl of Dutch on the 'evel of pupils in the Tast form of

higher level general secondary schools. These are five-form schoois
following prisary educaticn for pupils betwesn the ars of 12 and 1/,
These provided us with a clear-cut reference population.

The intended norm was definad s the score that anyone could
reach who was good srough to reach the last form. At f{rst sight
finding this novw seemed very easy. However, we were confronted
with a slight complication.

Pretesting would depend on voluntary participation. The test
would not have any consequences for the pretest latton. Thus
there was a change that some pupils would take 1t less serfously.
Apart from sabotage we had to consider the fact that one pupil or
th; other would have an off-day. For that reason 1t was rather
Zengerous to define the norm as the lowsst score of the selectcH
pretest population. Therefore it seemed reasonable to take that
score 88 8 norm that was two standard deviations balow the mean
score. Hith the expected distribution of scores this norm would be
reached by circa 95 percent of the pupils.

A pretsst was carried cut with the following resylts:

RESULTS OF THE REFEREMCE POPULATION {1983)
LI A S Y

vorabulary and siructures 11t .50 .94 2.7
orthogranhy ISR 8 .88 8,2
cinre 249 .92 .81 4.4

The nigh reliability coefficients for orthography and cloze gave
food for thought. 1t might very well have besp that some puplis Jid
nat do their ytmost. Thy item-analysis of the cloze test revesied
that severa) items were skipped at tha end, that 13, mo anrwers
were given. If this occurs systematically, that 15, 1f the same
lestaes skipped each of thase {tams, reliability §s fattered.
Pratest results of a similar tast in 1984 are more Yealistic from
this point of view:

RESULTS OF YHE REFERHCP POPULATION (1964)
no KRG F oMz,

worabuisy . o TTrutiurses 143
45 % D
Sridphneapk . %3
sizzg 193 83 .38 O
BEST COPY AVAILABLE
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Still, relisbility of the cloze test is guits high, in view of the
impressive percentage of correct answers Howevar, extrmmely low
scores did not occur anymore.

After the pretesting of the reference population nores wers set
lollowing the procedurs de.cribed,

4 lgstresults

Adaicistratica of the test with 87 1emigrant teschers yielded
the Followies reselis:

maer of R20/a B

1tams
socabylary and structures i¢ .78 .85
SPERGGrRphyY & § - 56
clam %0 .96 .52
spisking praf. k1] 9% .57

Dbviougly the spesking proficlency test was such easier than the
other Sudlests. Mo wonder, in view of the fact tnat only a Basic
Interpersond i Commmicatios Skill {Cumming 1979) was involvad,
without the requirement of native Lpeaker proficiency.

The rating of tie alicitad responses On the speaking proficiency
test was carried out by rotating pairs of reters. tach rater
assigned his sceres {ndependently. The intar-rater~-reliability
wes surprisingly high. To a certain hYm this ould be expiai.ed
by the hatarogemity #f the tssipopulation.

aair: of ratars R

A/R .88

€ LR

8D §7

8/C 8B
he following cor- -"ation coefficlents betusen he sarioys suhiesis
wrre found;
clore & yoosb, & struct. 18
cleie X orthograghy s
cigze % speaking prof. 72
wnrah. & struct. ¥ orthogrephy .78
s-geking prof. £ vockn. & siruch. &8
speaxing prof. x eriaography .65
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Aruitoxt provided by Eic:



E

~*R9-

5 Com lusions and discussiop

Gn the basis of these modest results we could not reject the
hypothasis that the measurement of lamguage proficiency can be
done by evaluation of language behaviour as well ag by the testing
of implicit knowledge. Instruments of both do provide
equivalent results. How thesa instruments relate to each other may
appear fron the following survey:

9 candidates with a suificient score on the speakinrg proficiency
tast passed ths vocabulary and structures subtest as well as the
cloze tast. My one of the candidates swﬁnz iut below the
cut-off-score of the speaking proficiuacy test (sceres reaging from
140 to 144 points) passed both the vocabulary ams sthwctures subte ¢
and the cloze test. Another candidate passed the cloze test only.
Below 140 points just one candidate passed both subtests. If we had
tased our selection decisions exclusively om the subtests vocabulary
and structures and the cloze tast, ealy thrae misclassifications
would have resulted in that three candidates outw of 87 with an
tnsufficient speaking proficiency weuld have passasd the tert.

Nith rd to the pessibility of sisclassitiiations the
results of the subtest orthography were sore preblamatic. Of the
ca'didatas that passed the speaking proficiency test 16 passed the
orthography test as well, but among the candidates just below the
cut-off-score thare still were four of them that passed the
ortho?raphy test, and with lower scores there sven were six!

t 1s obvious that orthography s linke? up with Tunguage
knowledge, but to & large extent it can be acguired as an isolated
system, especially if 1t 1s confined to rmrﬂ rulas. Those who
passad the orthogra tubtest with a deficient speaking proficiency,
night have acquired 7 knowledge by their unfiagging energy in
Yanguage classes.

This 11lustrites the necessity to take the Tactor language
background into considerstior when testing language proficiency
{Cztko 1384). Language backgoround refers to the type of contact
the testoas have had with te second lTanguage and the opyortunity
thay hove had for acquiring the various urcts of the language.

If this hn?unga background consists of a language cowrse where
writing skills are emphasized, Tanguage proficiency wight be
flattered 1f these skills are much reprasented in the evaluation
procedura. If, on the other hand, the various aspacts of a
hn?ungt ire trained in a more balanced way, distinct subtests
will reprasent language proficiency as a whole more adaquately.
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