DOCUMENT RESUME

ED 281 380 FL 016 657

AUTHOR Cohen, Andrew D.

TITLE Testing Linguistic and Communicative Prof1c1ency The
- Case of Reading Comprehens1on.

PUB DATE Apr 87

NOTE 43p.; Paper prepared for R. L. Politzer Festschrift,

"Perspectives on Second Language Teaching," H. B.
Xltman, Ed.

PUB TYPE Information Analyses (070)
EDRS PRICE MF01/PC02 Plus FPostage.
DESCRIPTORS *Communicative Competence (Languages-; Computer

Assisted Testing; *Language Proficiency; *Laiguzge
Tests; Linguistic Competence; *Reading Comprekension;
Reading Strategies; *Test Format; Testing Problems;
Test Use; Test Validity; Test Wiseness

ABSTRACT
Current issues in the literature on the testing of

11ngu1st1c and communicative proficiency are reviewed and discussed

in relat:on to reading comprehen51on testing Several theoretxcal

issues in 1anguage testing are discussed, 1nc1ud1ngftest1ng purgoses

.- - — - — —g - — & — —

meaning, conprehension skills, and testing methods (language of

response, cloze and C-tests, communicative tests, computer-adaptive

test:ng) Tﬁe axscvssxon concludes with a look at strategies used by

1mp11cat1ons for test development A seven-page reference list is
appended. (MSE)

Reproduct1ons supplied by EDRS are the best that can be made
from the orxgxnal dccument.

*
*
*
*

*
*

AR R AR AR R AR A AR R AR R R A AR AR R AR AR R A R AR R AR R AR AR R AR AR AR AR AR R AR RRRRRAR



L Y

BEST COPY AVAILABLE

80

|
N
a
wJt
Testing Linguistic and Communicative Proficiency:
The Case of Reading Comprehension(l)
Andrew D. Cohen
School of Education
Hebrew University of Jerusalem
April 1987
(1) Paper prepared for R.L. Politzer Festschrift edited by H.B.
Altman et al., srapesctiven on Second Languages Teaching. I would
like to express my gratitude to Graham Low for his§ caréeful )
reading of this paper, and to Michael Scott for some well-placed
comments.
; ;ZETF’*MiSféloﬁ TO REPRODUCE THIS DS, DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION.
o+ A i Oftice-of F mprovame.
o E/FZIfL Hf«s BEEN GRANTED BY S ATIONAL RESOURCED INFORMATION
3 —Cohan /g o 20220 S
inating it I
S = 0 Vi o b beon Tade 0
’<‘ S reprodu —e——
[T TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES f + Ponts ot wew oroBmoTasle o L
Q INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC)." 2 e Cosmon of poticy.

E

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

B



Cohen 1

This chapter will provide a brief survey of some of the
current issues in the literature on testing linguistic &and
communicative proficiency, and will narrow the field somewhat by
fOCUSing on the tééting of rééaing compréhénsion as a case in
point. (2] We will start by discussing saveral theorstical issuss
in ianguagé tééting, will then consider ééVéréi areas of concern
regardinjy methods of tééting rééaing comprehensiocn; and will
conclude with a look at sStrategies of test takers in dealing with
reading compréhénéion tests.

r"eoretir~sl Tooitoas An Tastinmn
etical Issuss in Testing

1. DPiirpomsd for TEEbing

It has been demonstrated that tests can be used for

administrative, instructional, or research purposes (Jacobs et
al. 198l1). 1In fact, the same test of reading comprehension could
conceivably be used for twelve Qifferent purposes, five
administrative purposes -- assessme..t, placement, exemption,
certification, promotion:; four instructional purposes --
diagnosis, evidence of progress, feedback to the respondent,
evaluation of teaching or curriculum; and three research purposes
~~ evaluation, experimentation, knowledge about language learning

and language use.

(2) I owe my expertlse in language testing in no small part to

Robert Politzer; for it was he who encouraged me to become an

evaluator of a blllhgual education program, which in turn gave me

field experience in psychometrics, which afforded me the

credibility which led to offer= for work which enabled me to get

even more experlence.
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Cohen 2

Given the traditional ways of deSigning tests of reading

comprehension, the average test ig not intended to be used for

proficiency t#mte intendsd for administrative purpoBss and

achievement temte for sssspemsnt of instructional results.

Current innovations in testing, however, would suggest that
the zame test could possibly merge these two different sets of
purposes under cetain circumstances; i.e., if assumptions of
design and use are met. In other words, it is being suggested
that tests used tc differentiate people according to general
level of ability and tests used for certifying the attainment of
content be combined in one test (Henning 1985). The suggested
means for achieving this merger is through item response theory
(specifically, the Rasch model), wherein a latent "acguisition”
continuum is inferred both for testing taiks and for the ability
level of the respondents: 1In that both respondents’ ability and
item or task difficulty are positioned along the same latent
continuum, it is thus considered possible to make inferences from
examinee performance that are referenced to the performances of
other individuals or to the standards imposed by other tasks. It
is arguaed that by merging proficiency and achievement tests in
this way; placement can be more in line with what is taught,
passing from one level of instruction to the next can be
contingent on actual learning, and the curriculum can be more

sensitive to individual differences of 3tudents at every level.
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It is important to piont out that this suggested merger is
only possible if a number of assumptions about test design are

met. It assumes that the Rasch model provides a "good fit” for

multidimensionality in language tééfé since language competence
is not a unitary skill; but rather iavolves different types of
skills (see Wodd and Baker 1985). Other assumptions that are
disputed include the claims that the item bank will retain stable
gradually add items without retesting all those in the bank.
Woods and Barker add that Rasch provides a ”"sample-free” estimate

of item difficulty only if the Rasch model provides a perfect fit

respondents rules out the possiblity of a perfect fit. Thus,
whereas we need to be open to the possiblity of new groupings of
test purposes in accordance with advances in the field, we must
proceed cautiously, weighing the pros and cons of each
innovation.

2. Tagt Validity

The next issue we will consider is that of test validity:
It is related to testing purpose in that a test can only be
considered as valid or invalid with respect to Some intended

purpose. Although test validity is often discussed, the actual

(@) {




Coheén 4
measure of validity is illusive. Part of thé problém i5 that, as
Morrow (198l1) points out, there is no such thirng as "absolute
validity.” Validity exists only in terms of specified criteéria.
So, if the criteria selected are the wrong onés (i.e., not
interesting or not useful), then the validity is spurious. ThHus,
the situation may arise wherein a test with admirable gqualities
is invalid in that it is used for inappropriate purposés. For
example, a test may be an adeguate measure of general placement
but be of limited utility in diagnosis of specific reading
problems.

Another part of the problem is that certain measures of
validity lend themselves more easily to more conventional means
of investigation, while others do not (Underhill 1983).

Concurrent and predictive validity(3) wcan bes resadily asessssed
empirically through correlating results on the test under study
with scores on other tests considered to be valid in terms of
specified criteria. Construct, content validity, and face

validity(4),; wri the other hand, are referred Lo by Undsrhill as

(3) "cConcurrent validity” relates to the extent of correlation

between the test results and those on another test believed to

measure the same function,; both taken at the same time:

"Predictive validity” deals with the extent to which results on

the test enable prediction of performance on another test in the
- future:

(4) "Construct validity” concerns the extent to which the

items/tasks match the theory behind them: "Content vaixdlty"

considers whether the 1tems/tasks in the test match what the test

as a whole purports tc assess. "Face validity” deals with the
issue of whether the test looks like a reasonable test.
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forms of "theoretical validation” in that test evaluators must
rely on "intuition and introspection” for their assessment.
validation have been questioned and the more unconventional have
been given more credence: It has been pointed out, for example,

that assessing both concurrent and predictive validation is not
so simple. The argument is made that a high correlation between
two tests does not indicate which is preferable; or if either is
any good for the given purpose, or whether one can be substituted
for the other:. Rather; it is suggested that trait-method
interaction may be taking place -- i.e., that in a given language
use situation; indiviAual respondents will react differently (Low
1985): In addition; it has been suggested that the term "face
validity” is unfortunate because of its derogatory overtones:

Low (1985) would offer the term "perceived validity” instead. As
relates to respondents; then, this form of vatidation would
refer to their perceptions as to: 1) any bias in test content

certain background knowledge or expertise),; 2) the nature of the
task that they are being requested to perform, and 3) the nature
of their actual performance on the test as a whole and on any
particular subtests (test-taking strategies employved).

This concern for giving careful consideration to perceived
validity comes st a time when mentalistic measures are being
called upon to gather verbal reports from respondents regarding

the sStrategies that they are using during the process of taking
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tests (Cohen 1984, Coheén 1980, Dollérup et al. 1982). It is
being demorstrated that the use of mentalistic measures can yield
empirical data that provide considerable information concerning
how respondents perceive tests and how they actually deal with
them in testing situations. Having looked at the issues of
clarifying purposes for testing and of considering respondents’
perceptions of theses tests, let us now look at key concérns in
determining or evaluating methods of testing re;ding

comprehension.

Methods of Testing Reading Comprehension

Reading comprehension items or procedures require of
learners that they use a certain tvpe or types of readirng,
comprehend at a certain level or combination of levels of
meaning, enlist a certain comprehension skill or skills, and do
ait of this within the framework of a certain testing method or
methods: 1In this section;, we will look at some of the choices
available to the test constructor and considerations of concern
to the test user:

1. Typz of Reading

Items and procedures can be written so that they implicitly
or explicitiy call for a given type of reading. For example, a
respondent can be given a lengthy prassage to read in 3 limited

time frame such that the only way to handle it successfully is to




Cohén 7

skim(5) er to @can(s), depsnding on the task. A distinstion im
also made between sScanning and "search reading,” whére in the
latter case the respondent is scanning without being sure about
the form that the information will t&ké (i.&., whether it is a
word, phrase, sentence, passage, or whatevér) (Pugh 1978). A
respondent could also be given a passage to read receptively (7).
Yet another approach is to have respondents read resporsively,
such that the written material acts as a prompt to them to
reflect on some point or other and then possibly to respond in
writing: Testing formats in which questions are interspersed
within running text may especially cater to such an approach, if
the questions stimulate an active dialog between the text and the
reader.

The type of reading task is raised here because it would
appear to be neglected at times in the process of test
construction: 1In other words, reading items and tasks are
sometimes constructed without careful consideration as to how the
respondent is to read them. It may even be of benefit for the
test constructor to indicate explicitly to the respondent the
type of reading expected: For example, a certain item could be

introduced by the following:

(5) Overall rapid inspection with periods of close inspaction.

(6) Locating a specific symbol or group of symbols -- e.g., a

date, a name of a person or place, a sum of money, <tc.

(7) Discovering accurately what the author seeks to convey.
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Read the following text through rapidly (i.e., skim it) in
order to get the main points. There will not be time to
read the text intensively. When you have completed this
reading, answer the gquestions provided -- withsut looking
back at the text. You will have ten minutés for the

exercise.

Anothei type of reading constituting a test of its own is
oral reading. Various oral reading functions could be tested --
such as the giving of a talk from a scripted text, the announcing
of public information (as if at a train station, airport, etc.),
the reading aloud of the contents of a pamphlet (giving, for
example, the operating instructions for some appliance), or the
reading of a children’s story. Given that the reading of text as
oral recitation is not intended to be the same sort of behavior
as silent reading (involving the skipping of words and phrases,
regressions, and vauses), oral reading needs to be assessed by
its own set of criteria; not by those used for assessing silent
reading. For example, a scripted talk could be assessed in terms
of smooth-iess of delivery, appropriateness of intonation; and so

forth. The successful reading of a pamphlet could be based on

whether stress is placed on those items of crucial importance in
ha''ing the appliance operate successfully:

A& possible misuse of oral reading has been as a wmeans tor
tapping silent reading through assessing miscues -- 1.e., the

addoition. subtraction, substitution, c¢r transposition of material
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while reading aloud (Leu 1982). Effective reading comprehension
almost invariabley means silent reading. The reader of a
scientific paper, for example, may well stop at numerous pcints
and go back to check the precise working of earlier parts of the
article; or periodically jump forward to read the footnotes, the
references, or pre-read the conclusion (Carre 1981). 1In short,
oral reading as recitation is not thé Samé procéss as silent
reading.

2. Laval of Meaning

A test item or procedure can tap comprehension at one of
four levels of meaning or at several levels simultarieously:
grammatical meaning, propositional, meaning, discoursal meaning,
and pragmatic meaning (adapted from Nuttall 1982). Note,
however; that these categories are presented as a rcugn rule of
thumb, rather than as a hierarchy of discrete levels.

Grammatical mmaning dxgls with LtHE mganinge LHat wordg anmd

morphemes have cn their own: [Prapmgitional meaning refsrsm Lo CHs
meaning that a clause or sentence can have cn its own, i.e., the

information that the clause or sentence transmits. This meaning

is also referred to a=z its "informational value.” DisgcsuibEal

meaning rslatss Lo the fisdning 8 BsnbEne® can have only whHeEn in

context. This meaning is also referred to as its "functional

Xo

value.” PDragmalic meaning ooncsend LHe mesning that 8 sentanc
has only as part of thre interaction between writer and reader.
This is the meaning that refiects the writer’s f=eliings;
attitudes, and the intended effect of the utterance upon the

reader.

(XY
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The level of meaning that has perhaps gotten the most
attention in the literature in recent vears is the discoursal
one, especially the perception of rhetorical functions conveyved
by text. For example, an item may overtly or covertly require a
respondent to identify where and how something is being defined,
classified, exemplified, or contrasted with something else.
"discourse markers.” Nontheless, uninformed or unalert readers
may miss these signals -- words or phrases such as "unless,"”
"however,” "thus,” "whereas,” and the like. Research has shown
that such markers need not be subtle to cause reading problems.
Simple markers of sequential points ("first,” "also,” and
"finally”) may be missed by a reader as well as more subtle
markers (see Cohen et al. 1979).

3. Comprshsngiog Skill

Not only must a test constructor and user be aware of levels

comprehension questions at one or more such levels of meaning.
There are numerous taxXonomies of such skills: Aalderson (1986)
offers one which reflects a compilation of others, and includes:
(1) the ability to recognize words and phrases of similar and
oppo=ing meaning; (2) the identifying or locating of information,
(3) the discriminating of elements or features within context;
the analysis of elements within a structure and of the
relationship among them -- e.g., causal, sequent:al,

chronological, hierarchical, (4) the interprzting of complex

i2
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ideas, actions, events, relationships, (5) inferencing -- the
deriving of conclusions and predicting the continuation, (6)
synthesis, and (7) evaluation. We note that this taxonomy omits
the reader-writer relationship -- e.g., the author’s distance
from the text and the level of participation in the text that the
author requires of the reader: With this taxonomy; as with
others, the boundaries between skills are assumed to be discrete

-

when, in reality, they may not be:
It is noteworthy that taxonomies of comprehension skills do
not necessarily imply that the reading of texts requiring the use
of so-called "higher~order” skills necessarily constitutes a more
difficult task. 1In other words, interpreting complex
than recognizing that two words are antonyms in a given context.
Alderson (1986), for example, reported on a study in which both
weaker and more proficient Bombay university students had as much
difficulty with lower~order questions as they had with higher-
order ones. One explanation given was that whereas the lower-

had no problem with: &Another explanation was that the lower—- and
higher-order distinction was faulty. Apparently ten expert
judges at Lancaster disagreed on 27 out of the 40 reading items
as to what each of them measured:

4. Tasting Methods
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Besides considering tﬁé.type of reading to be performed; the
desired levels of comprehension, and the comprehension skills to
be tapped; the test constructor and user needs to give careful
thought to the testing method: The challenge is to maximize the
measurement of the trait -- i.e.; the respondent’s ability, while
minimizing the reactive effects of the method: In order to do

this, 1t is useful to be informed as to the optinns for testing
three areas of concern regarding testing method ~-- the language
of response; the cloze and the C-test; and the design of
genuinely communicative reading comprehension tests.

a. The Languyags of Remgpongs

In foreign language tests, item responses have usually been
in the foreign language; except in translation tasks. In the
case of open—ended answers, Laufer (1983) offered three reasons
why first-language responses might be preferable. She noted that
when responses are in the foreign language, it is possible to
copy answers from the text, writing may be of poor quality, and
the respondent can be terse in order to play it safe;, thus
providing not gquite enough information to judge whether the
response is correct.

Researchers have recently been exploring the effects of
mixed language formats -- elicitation in foreign language,
resporise in first language. Shohamy (1984), for example, found
that multiplé-choice and open-eénded responses in first language

were easi'er tO answer and were proba’biy proces’sed differentiy

14
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than in the foreign language. Although she felt that having
multiple-choicé alternatives in the first language may give clues
to thée meaning of the text, She sSaw it as eliminating the use of
tricky look-aliké items and unknown distractors. She found that
with her sample of Israeli twelfth-grade students of English as a
foreign larguage, the language used for responses affected lower
proficiency students more. She concluded that in criterion-
referenced teésting Situations, whéré the purpose was to have
évery respondent performaricé at maximal level, then responses to
foreign-lariguage items shoild be in the first language.

In another study, Zupnik (1985b) had twenty Hébrew-speaking
intermediate EFL students (in their first year at the university)
perform two tasks on an English text. 1In the first task, the
students were requested to read the .ext and were asked five
questions in English, two involving definitions, the other three
involving a reason, a relationship, and a process respectively.

In this task they were to indicate the precise line(s) in the

]
(]

English text that provided an answer to the question. The

the

oI
QJ}

responses were collected and then the respondents were ask
same questions again, but in the second task they weére to provide
open~ended answers for the questions in Hebrew —- first in rough
draft,; then in a revised version. Finding the relevant line of
text in English was intended to reflect those types of questions
that can be answered by quoting from the text, thus encouraging

superf: 'ial reading. The first-language responses were expected

to demand a deeper comprehension of the text.
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The results showed first-language responses to reflect a
lower level of comprehension than the foreign-language resporises
(422 average correct on the Hebrew version vs. 59% on the English
version). Also, although the correlation between performance on
the two forms was signficant (p<.05), it was low (r=.45). The
researcher concluded that the two tests were in part testing
different things. She pointed cut that in reading a foreign-
language text, it is possible to recognize that A causes B
without understanding what B means. She noted that definitions
were particularly easy to identifv superficially and harder to
explain in the first language. The item discrimination rasults
indicated that the better respondents did better both on
"locating abilities” (e.g., skimming and scanning), as called for
in the English-language responses, and on reading in depth, as
called for in the Hebrew-language responses. The better
respondents were also more likely to paraphrase the relevant
material from the text when responding in their first-language
rather than translating word-for-word (85% of responses from the
better students vs: 57% of responses from the weaker students).

b: The Qleze and the O-Taat

would think -- to 1897, in fact. At that time, Ebbinghaus
proposed a series of tests that had one- or two-word deletions,

rational detetion, and partial deletion from the beginning or end
of words (Ebbinghaus 1897): There is a controversy concering the

cloze test as to whether filling in cloze items is not Jjust a

-y
@p)
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matter of perceiving local redundancy, but rather, involves an
awareness of the flow of discourse across sentences and
paragraphs; as Oller (1979, ch:. 12) maintains. Whereas recent
research would suggest that traditional fixed-word deletion is
more of a micro~level completion test (a measure of word- and

Braley 1981), Chavez-Oller et al:. (1985) have recently come out
with yet another claim that cloze is sensitive to constraints
bevond K-11 words on =ither zids of & blank, based on a

reanalysis of earlier data:

As an alternative to the fixed-word deletion; researchers
deleted according to predetermined; primarily linguistic criteria
~- often stressing the area considered to be underrepresented,
namely, macro-level discourse links (Levenston et al: 1984):
Research by Bachman (19853) with EFL university students found
sentence boundaries and somewhat more across clause boundaries
within the same sentence than did the fixed-ratio cloze. He
concluded that the rational deletion cloze was a better measure
of the rééding of connected discourse, although he guestioned its
conStruct validity. Bachman found that while the rational
delétion proceduré affords the test developer a better means for
making judgements regarding the content validity of such tests,

the quéétion remains as to whether such tests ”in fact measure
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deletion criteria” (Bachman 1985:550) -- i:.e:, the fiow of
discourse across sentences and paragraphs within a text: Markham
(1985), for example, would contend that even the rational

deletion cloze does not measure comprehension of connected

discourse. He gave 84 English-speaking university students of
German an original and a scrambled version of a rational deletion
cloze and fcund that neither were testing for global reading
ability. Thus, the controversy continues.

A suggested alternative to the cloze test, namely the C-
test; has been proposed by Klein-Braley and Raatz (Raatz & Klein-
Braley 1982, Rlein-Braley & Raatz 1984, Klein-Braley 1985, Raatz

1985): 1In this procedure, the second half of every other word is

deleted, leaving the first and the iast sentence of the passage
intact. A given C-test consists of a number of short passages
(maximum 100 words) on a variety of topics: This alternative
eliminates certain problems associated with cloze, such as choice
of deletion rate and starting point, representational sampling of
different language elements in the passage, and the inadvertent
assessment of written production as well as reading. With the C-
test, being given a clue (half the word) Serves as a stimulus for
respondents to find the other half. The following i5 oné passage

within a C-test (from Raatz 1985):

Pollution is one of the big problems in the world

today. Towns a————= Citiéé a————— grOWing'y inéu;;_':'_;

a

J;BJK; . ' __Qﬁ
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is gro_————, and t————— population o-—_-——— the

Wo_____. i8 gro_____. AlmoSt every___._ causes
pdii_;_;; in sO0_-———— way o————— aﬁbtﬁér. I ——— élf
i-——.— filléd Wi————— fumes fr————_ factories a———-—
Véhiclés, a-——-— there i———-- noisé fr——— airplanes
a_.___ machines. R1V;::::. lakes a__——.- seas a——_———
Pollutéd o P ——— factories and by sewage from our homes:

At present it would appear that the ¢-test may well be a
more reliable and valid means of assessing what the ~loze test

uggested above, it is still not clear to what

V]
(0]
i

assesses, but
extent the C—~test tests more than micro-level DProcessing.

Because half the word is given, students who do not understand
the macro~cortext can still mobilize théir vocabulary $kills
adequately to fill in the approbriate discoursSe connéctor witout
indulging in higher-level processing. This was the finding from
research usirng Hebrew C-tests (Cohen et al. iééd).(é) Extefinivs
currently underway -- using data from protocols of German
speakers’verbal reports while taking Frefich and épaniéh C—tésté,
and more information will be availablé in the néar future
(Grotjahn 1986) .

(8) Lo (Personal Communlcatlon) suggests Lhat the C-test is a

dlfferent test for VO languages as opposed to ov languages ~
because verbal affixes and morphology dare in dlfferent posltlons

For example, a Gaelic C- test would only give the first letter of

a mutatlon and frequently, the letter given would be for the

affix not for the noun ghem.
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c. fommunicative Tests of Beading Comprehension

For yeéars atténtion hHas beén paid to so-called
"communicative tests” -~ usually implying tests dealing with
speaking. More recentiy, efforts have been made to dééign truiy
communicative tests of other language skills &as well, such as
rcading compreherision. Canale (1984) points out that a gcod *est
is not jugt one which is vaiié, réiiébié, and préCtiCéi in terms
of test administration and écbring, but rather one that is
acceptable -- i.e., acCéptéd as Eair, importént, and intéré§ting
by test takeérs and test users.{(9) Alm®, & gosd Lest nas fesdback
potential ~- rewarding bcth test takers cnd test users with
clear, rich, relévant, and generalizable information. Canale
suggests that acceptability and feedback potential have oftén
been accorded low priority, thus explaining the curious
phenomenon of multiple~choice tests claiming to assess oral
interaction skills.

Some recent approaches to communicative testing were in part
an outgrowth of a theoretical framework propocised by Canale and
Swain (1980), which offered a basis for communicative testing.
This framework defined four types of competence that need to be

considered in assessing communicative ability: grammatical,

~_ (9) This position is an endovsement of the need to take into
account "perceived wvalidity” (Low 1985), as discussed above.

20
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discoursal, sociocultural, and strategic. (10 Bath Swain and
Canale undertovk to construct communicativé tésts consistent with
their framework. The particular variety of communicative test
that they dealt with has been referred to as a ”"Storyline” test,
a test with a line of development. In such a test, there is a
common theme running throughout in order t¢ assess context
effects. The basis for such an approach is that the respondents
learn as they read on, that they double back anrd check previous
content, and that the ability to use language in conversation or
writing depends in large measure on the skill of picking up
information from past discussion and using it in formulating new
strategies (Low, 1n press).

Swain (1984), for example, developed a Storyline test of
French as a foreign language for high-school Frernch immersion
students. The test consisted of six tasks around a common theme,
"finding summer employment.” There were four writing tasks (a
letter, a note; a composition, and a technical exercise) and two
speaking tasks (a group discussion and a job interview). The
test was designed so that the topic would be motivating to the
students and so that there would be enough new information

(10) “Grammatical competence” refers to mastery of the

features and ruies of the tanguage; "discoursal competence” to

cohesion (locatl 1tnks w1th1n the text) and coherence

(Interpretatlon and use of connected utterances in a meanlngful

whoile), "socioculturatl competence” to sociocultural rules of

approprlateness (status, purpose, norms of interaction), and

"strategic competence” to ways of compensating for imperfect

knowledge of rules (such as through paraphrase, shifts in
register, etc:.).
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provided in order to give the tasks credibility. Swain provided
the respondents with sufficient fimé, éuggéétibné as to how to do
f.He test, and clear knowiéégé about what was béing tested. There
Was access to dictionariés and other referencé material, and
opportunity to réview and revise théir work. Swain’'s main
concern was tc "bias for best” in the construction of the test -=
to make every effort to Support the réépondénté in éoing their
best of the test. (11)

Canale also provided a design for a communicative storvline
test -- for administraticn to University-level learners of
English as a second language in Ontario (Canale 1984). The
example provided had a suggested theme, ”"a day in the life of a
student.” It consisted of four vhases, a warm-up, a level check,
a probe, and a wind-up. The warm-up was ifntended Lo put Last
takers at ease and to familiarize them with the iénQUédé and the
interviewer. The given example was that of "Chodéing oné's
courses,” intended to afford the respondents an opporturiity to
decide which form of the test they wanted to try, an easier or a

more difficult one. The lavel chetk identifisd [he proficiensy

level at whicih the test taker performs best. The example
provided dealt with "applving for a iob or for aid;” and

consisted of short-answer responses:

~_ (11) The point here is that such cases of bias can be viewed
as a good thing -- as intentional bias. The aim would be tz =zet
up tasks that test takers will be motivated to participate in,

such as those tha’. approximate reat-iife situations (Spolsky
1985) :
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The pishsd wan intendsd Lo cHallengs test Lakers with CLasks
just beyond their iderntified level in order to Vérify maximum
proficiency and to show the test takers tasks which were still
beyond their ability. in this subtest, respondsrnts were asked to
select a topic for a course report or take-Fomé exam within their
own discipline area. The wifid-iii wak cimed af the Lenl Lakaeg’
best performance level in order to have them end with & sénse of
accomplishment. Test takers who took the same discipline-
specific subtests wers asked to erigagé i a semi-directed
conversation ori two themes: what each respondent proposed in the
just-completed writing task and what they thought of the testing

Canale {1985) views communicative tests such as that
described above as "proficiency-oriented achievement tests,”
which is consistent with Henning’'s (1985) »uggested ”"marriage”
between proficiency and achievement testing mentioned above.
Canale offers five reasons for taking this view:

(1) Such tests put to use what i3 learned. There is a
transfer from controlled training to real performance.

{2) There is a focus on the mea3sage, the function, and the
form, not just on the form:

(3) There is group collaboration as well as individual
work, not just the lattar.

(4) The respondents are calied upon to use their

as opposed to accuracy in resolving contrived problems at the

linguistic level.
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{5) The testing iiself is more like learning, and ths
léarnérs are morv involved in thé assessment.

Commurniicative storyline tests have &also received criticism
for various reasons (Joneés 1984; Liskin-Gasparro 1984; Low, in
press). The foiiowing are some of the rééérvationé madé about
such typas of teésts:

(1) In order to épproximété reil life more; 1! 1s necessary
to move away from mass administration and scoring, which is less
practicai and less ijéctizé. Tests that are acceptable ‘fair,

important, and intérééting) and givé feedback are usually small-

4}

ts.

L]l

scale, classrocm té

(2) Witk a thematic organization, there i3 less efficiency
because learners need to producé more text or résponé tc fewer
items.

(3) Such a test limits the variety of language material and
thus leads to content bias expressly because the focus of the
test is narrow.

(4) There is the possibility of contamination -- that a
question relating to the first part of the test will be
unintentionally answered in a later section. The fact that
learne: s can use informaticn from earlier parts of the test in
answering subsequent guestions lowers thé test’s reliability.

(5) It is difficult to design sSuch tests because of the
need to have genuine links between sections without having them

too interdependent.
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(6) There :1& a potentiai shock effect if respondents have
not heen tested by this épprbécﬁ before.

Ii would app&éar that such criticisms need to be taken ints
account whern consideéring the usé of conmunicative tests. There
appear to be clear advantages to »ursiiing such test;ng
aoprcachew, accepting their limitations. A Hebrew hnlve,hlty
seminar paper (Brill 1986), for zxample, had thirty-two ninth-
grade Hebrew speakers complete a communicuative storyline test,
including five tasks dealing with membership in a vouth
group. (12) Tha atudenby were then askad Ty compare Lheis
experience on this test and on the traditional multiplé-choice
one they had taken previousiy. They almost unarnimously endorsed
the communicative test as preferable because it was more
creative, allowed them to express their opinions. was more
interesting, taught them how to make contact with others, and
investig:ted communication skills besides readirng comprehension.
For these reasons, they felt that it provided a truer measure of
their competence ithan did the traditional test.

d: Compulerizsd Adaptive Testing (CAT)

(12) The tasks included: writing a letter as a response to

friend interested in a vouth movement the respondent belongs to,

presenting questions to the group leader to get more information

on the movement; preparing an announcement about the movement to

post on bulletxn boards, wrltlng out a telephone request for

information on how a local foundation could aid the movement, and

writing out a telephone response to an invitation by a political

group to Jjoin a demonstration of theirs.

25
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Computérized adaptivé testing (CAT) of reading comprehension
implies an approach to testing whereby the selection aixd sequence
of iters depends on the pétférn of 3uccess and failure

experienczd by the réSpondent. Most commoniy, if the respondent

and if thé réspondent eéxperiencas failure, then an easier item is
présented. The testing continues intil sufficient information
has been gathered to assess the particuiar respondent’s ability.
At present, such tests are mogtiy lirited to bbjective formats,
such as multiple-choice. Based on item response thecry (13}, CAT
is kriown to bé more efficient and xoré accurate than conventional
fixed-length tests employing multiplé-choice items (Tung 1986).
Among the advantages of CAT are theé following: individual
testiny time may be reduced, frustration and fatigue are
wminimizod, boredom is reduced, test scores and diagnostic
feedback may be provided immééiétéiY; test security may be
enhanced (cince it is unlikeély that twe respondents would receive
the same items ir. the same sequence), record-keepina functions
are improved, and information is§ réééiiy éVéiiébié for research
purposes (Henning, in press). The main disadvantage is that

given its present item-response-theory basis, CAT requires that

~ (13) Item response theory (also referred to as ”latent trait

measurement”) refers primarily to analytical procedures for

quantifying the probability of individual item and person

response patterns given the overall pattérn of r&SpohSés in a set
of test data (Henning 1984). Reference was also made to item

response theory above under "Theoretical Issues in Testing.”

Froil
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the construct to be measured be unidimensional -~ i.e., be
assumed to involve only one major factor or underlying trait. It
is suggested that such an assumption threatens to trivialize and
compromise the existing theories of reading compreliension, which
include multiple dimensions, such as world knowledge, language
and cultural background, type of text, reading styles, and so
forth, and fails to take into ccrnsideration various subcompdnénts
of reading, along with the influenceés of instruction (éénéié
1986) .

The line of development that Canale (1986) would propose for
CAT is that it move from simply mechanizing existing product-
oriented reading comprehension item types to the inclusion of
more process-oriented, interactive tasks that can be integrated
into broad and thematically coherent language use/learning

activities, such as "intelligent tutoring systems.” (14)

Test-Taking Strategies

The strategies that respondents use in taking tests have
implications both for the issue of test validity and "bias for
best.” Tests that are relied upon to indicate the comprehension
level of readers may produce misleading results because of
numerous techniques that readers have developed for obtaining
correct answers on such tests without fully or even partially:

(14) 1In intelligent tutoring systems, the computer diagnoses

the students’ strategies and their relationship to expert

strategies, and then generates instruction based on this

comparison:
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understanding the text. As Fransson (1984) puts it, respondents
may not proceed via the text but rather around it. In effect,
then, there are presumptions held by test constructors and
administrators as to what is being tested and there are the
actual processes that test takers go through to produce answers
to questions and tasks. The two may not necessarily be one and
the same. It may also be that the strategies the respondents are
using are detrimental to their overall performance, or at least
not as helpful as others they could be using.

Mentalistic measures using verbal report have helped
determine how respondents actually take reading comprehension
tests as opposed to what they may be expected to be doing (Cohen
1984) . Studies calling on respondents to provide immediate or
delayved retrospection as to their test-taking strategies
regarding reading passages with multiple-choice items have, for
example, vielded the following results:

(1) Whereas the instructions ask students to read the
passage before answering the questions; students have reported
either reading the questions first or reading Jjust part of the
article and then looking for the corresponding questions.:

(2) Whereas advised to read all alternatives before
choosing one, students stop reading the alternatives as soon as
they have found one that they decide is correct:

(3) Students use a strategy of matching material from the

Hhi

passage with material in the item stem and in the alternatives,
and prefer this surface-structure reading of the test items to

one that calls for more in-depth reading and inferencing.
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(4) Students rely on their prior knowledge of the topic and
on their general vocabuilary:
Recent Hebrew University student seminar papers have

strategy checklist used after each response. The first study had
two Hebrew-speaking respondents, a strong and a weak reader
respectively, engage in reading comprehension testins tasks
(Zupnik 1985a). The students read an EFL text and answered five
questions in English by indicating the line(s) in the text that
provided an answer to the guestion, and then answered the same
questions again, this time providing open-ended answers for the
guestions in Hebrew (as in Zupnik 1985b, mentioned above):

Both respondents were trained to produce think-aloud and
self-observational data(l5); and ware Lhen asked Lo provide such
data regarding both language tasks beforé answering the guestions
in writing. Thé poor readér was found to use four timés as many

reading strategiss on t..d English response task than did the

' (15) "Think-aloud” data reflect stream-of-conscioushess

attended to. Such data are basically unedited and urnanalyzed.
"Self-observation,” on the other hand, refers to the irispection
of specific reading behavior, either while the information is
still in short-term memory, i.€., introspectively, or after the
event, i.e., retrospectively (usually after 20 seconds or so).
It does entail analysis and éditing of the data to a lesser or
greater degree.
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Strong reader (usSing Sarig’s taxonomy of reading strategies(16)).
Both readers used a similar number of strategies on the Hebrew
response task. AS to the type of reading strategies used, it was
found that the better reader used monitoring strategdies most of
all in both languages, while the poorer reader relied mostly on
clarification and Simplification Strategies, with very limited
use of monitoring Strateégies. Furthermore, most of the
etrétégieé of the Stronger reader wereé comprehension~promoting,
while those of theé poorer rsader were often comprehénsion-
deterring. As in the companion dgroup study (Zupnik 1985b), this
case study cornfirmed the hypothesis that quoting rhetorically-
focused foreign-langudge segments from text encoitrages more

superficiai reéding than énSwering in the first iénguégé.

- (16) ©On the basis of protocol analysis of high-school students
reading Hebrew as a first language and English as a foreign
language, Sarig (1987) designed a taxonomy of "reading move
types,” which includes four broad catéegories of moves or
strategies: technical—-aid moves (reading acts undertaken to
facilitate higher—~level moves -- e.g., skimming for thé purpose.
of determing the macro-frame of the text -- dand notes taken while
reading), clarification and simplification moves (semantic-
decoding moves, 1nvolv1ng paraphrase to simplify syntax,
vocabulary, ideas, or rhetor1ca1 functlons), coherenice— detectlng

moves (using textual or extra-textual clues to make the text
meanlngful -~- e.q., through textual and content schemata,
rhetorical functlons, ideas and views expressed), and monitoring

moves (consc;ous strategies for checking on the reading process

-- e.9., awareness of the task being performed, identification of

mlsunderstandlng and 1ncompaat1b111ty of formerly 1nterpreted

material with newly interpreted material, awareness of other
failures in comprehension; and awareness of resources for remedy

and likelihood of success).
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The second piece of innovative research on test taking dealt
with the refining of a research methodology for tapping test-
taking strategies. The issue under study was whether it is
possible to collect introspective and retrospective data from
students just after they have answered each item on a test. The
approaches reported on in previous work have involved at most a
request of resporidents after they have finished a subtest or
group of iﬁems that they reflect back as to the strategies that
they used in arriving at answers to those items (Cohen 1984). 1In
an effort to provide immediate verbal report data, Nevo (1985)
designed a testing format that would allow for immediate feedback
after each item: She developed a response-strategy checklist;

the literature and on her intuitions as to strategies respondemnts
were likely to select: A pilot study had shown that it was
difficult to obtain useful feedback on an item-by-item basis
without a checklist to jog the respondents’ memory as to possible

strategies:

Nevo's checklist included fifteen strategles, each appearing
with a brief description and a label meant to promote rapid
processing of the checklist (see Figure 1). She administered a

each test; the strategy that was most instrumental in their

arriving at an answer as well as that which was the second most
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instrumental. The responses were Kept anonymous so as to
encourade the students to report exactly what they did; rather
than what they thought they were supposed to report.

It was found that students were able to record the two

The study indicated that respondents transferred test-taking
strategies from first language to foreign language:. The
researcher also identified whether the selected strategies aided

did not promote choice of the correct answer was more prevalent

in the foreign-language test than in the first-language version.
The main finding in this study was that it was possible to obtain
feedback from respondents on their strategy use after each item
on a test if a checklist W§§ provided for quick labeling of the
processing strategies utilized:

Futhermore, the respondents reported benefitingy greatly from
the opportunity to become aware of how they took reading tests:
They reported being basically unaware of their strategies prior
to this study: (17)

In terms of the actual strategies used for answering the
multiple-choice tests in Hebrew as a first language and French as

a foreign language, Nevo found that "returning to the text to

(17) What was not looked at were the carry over effects of
this study on those same respondents the next time that thevy took
a reading test: Such research would help to determine whether
this awareness is only temporary or whether it has a lasting
effect.
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look for the correct answer after reading the gquestions” and
"looking for ciues to the answer in the section of text that the
question referred to” were the two most frequently reported
strategies, both in first and in foreign language: In foreign
language, however, respondents were somewhat li.ss likely to
return to the text in general; probably reflecting the greater
processing difficulties this involved. The major difference in
first-language vsS. foreign~languagé test-taking strategiés was
that in first language, "guessing withiout any particular
considerations” was rarely utilized, while in foreign-language
responses, it was reportedly used for 20%8-30% of the items on the
tést. Nevo's S5tudy pinpointed not only the frequency of

uéssing, but the specific items for which it was reported. (18)

Q

From thésSé findings and from others, there is emerding a
description of what respondents do to answer questions. Unless
trainéd to do otherwise, they may use the most expedient means of
resporiding available to them -- such as relying moreé on their
previous experience with seemingly Similar formats than on a
close reading of the description of the task a* hand. Thus, when
given 4 passage to read and sSummarize, they may well perform the
task the same way they did the last summary task, rather than
paying close attention to what is called for in the current one.

~ (18) ThHis study madé a dichotomy between guesSsing without any
particular considerations and not guessing. In reality, there is
a continuum from guessing without considerations to thoughtiul
guessing to non-guéessing.
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often, this Strategy works, but on occasion the particular task
may réquiré subtle or mééor shifts in response béhavior in order
to perform well.

There appears to be a further insight to be gained frown the
test strategy literature, namely, that indirect testing formats
-- i.e., those which do not reflect real-world tasks (e.g.,
muitiple-choice, cloze, etc.) -- may prompt the useé of strategies
Solely for thé purpoSe of cobing with thé tést format. More |
direct formats sSuch as Summarizing a test may be free of sich ‘
asdded testing effects. However, as long as t'.e task is part of
a test, students are bound to use strategies they would not use
under non-test conditions. It is largely the responsibility of
test constructors and of those who administor éuch tests to be
aware of what their tests are actually meéasuring. Verbal report
techniques can assist the test developer and user in obtaining
such information.

Insights about the way in which respondents go about
performing different testing tasks can be used to make informed
decisions as to: (1) the choice of testing format, (2) the
choice and wording of instructicns, and (3) the value and
feasibility of coaching the responderits in how to take language
tests. Work by O0’Malley (1956) and others has already made use
of research findings in designing training modules for the

learning of test-taking skills.

Conclusions

e
Ve
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This chapter has not s“tempted to survey the whole field of
testing as it relates to linoguistic and commuriicative
pre “iciency. Rather, it has touched on some of the issues
regarding the testing of reading comprehension that have been of
major concern to test developers, test users, and test takers
during recent vears. Reconsideration of the purposes fcr tests
and of how to combine purposes has been a kéy interest in this
chapter, as have questions of test validation. Sometimes careful
attention is given to irnnovation in testing method -- whetheér
through cloze, C-testing, or throush computerized adaptive
testing -- without commensurate attention paid to the type of
reading being callad for, the level of comprehension desired, and
the comprehension skills to be elicited. For this reason,
attention was given to these factors here.

During this period of awakened interest in learners’
processing of languade, it seems fitting that we should pay extra
attention to the actual strategies being used in test taking.
There is no doubt that test constructors and test users can
receive beneficial feedback from inguiries into what the given
tests actually prompt respondents tc do -—- beyond their
exdectations or assumptions. As for test takers,; they are
sometimes if not frequently oblivious to how they are answering
test items,; possibly to their detriment: It is possible that

informed as to what they are doing at present and as to w

n‘\
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o
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could be doing that wouid vield better results.
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figuré i

Strategies for Answering Multiple~Choice Reading

Comprehension Questions (From Nevo 1985)

1. Beckatround krnowisdgs: q&neral Pnowledﬁﬁ outalde the tEst.

2. guEpRitd: JUEREiNG Withoul afy particular erfnBideralicons.

3. Returnding to the panpage: returning teo the text to look for
the correct answer, after reading the guestions and multiple-
choice alternatives. S N o ‘ ) ) ) ] :
4. Ohronclogical order: looking for thHe anBwer in chiofnslodical
order in the passage. o o o ) S

5. Qlusl in the test: locating THE &rsa in THE Lext that [hi
question referred to and then looking for clues to the arnswer in
that context ) o ) )

6. %eaalng—é§é£€h—at Eleaaeble—ehe%ee rEading the altesrnative
ch01ces until reaching one that was thought to beée corirect. Not
continuing to read the rest of the choices.

7. Dru-eBpE-of e&%m;gg—{g_ Releclting an altexnatlva nut bzuauae
it was thought to be correct but because the otHers did not seem

reasonable, seemed similar, or were not unde;standable.
8. Chuooging the exceplion: BUYIpEcting 4 chHoliceg to be tha corract
ariswer because it constituted an exception or had something

different about 1t L o B
9. Lugngth: being drawn Lo an glferndative bEcduss it was

longer/shorter.
10. Lowatign: bmlnu influeneed by the location of The alternative

w1th1n the set of alternatives:
i1: mmeir] word : uhnne1nq dn aiternatlve becaude 1t had ing it a

word that was common -- that was heard all the time:
12, Ke x_gg_g arrivinq st _an alimrnative becaugs it had in it a

word that appeared to be a key word:
13. Matehing the stem with 11 alternatmve selehtlna Aan

alternative because it had in it a word/words that appeared 1in

the item stem as well:

14 ﬁEEQC;atIuﬂ gei&ﬁtiﬁj the alternatlve because 1t had a word

in it that evoked an association with a word in the first

language or in another language:
15. Mateohing the gqueslion will the Test: mglsgcting an dlternative

because it had a word/words that also appeared in the text,

because it had words similar in sound, meaning, or belonged to

the same word famiiiy, or because it just see.ied to be .elated.

16. Other mtratsay
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