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Promoting Sustainable Excellence in English Language Testing and 
Assessment.
This course in Language Testing and Assessment was written by staff from a consortium of Russian universities with the assis-
tance of a team of leading European experts in the fi eld, the National Association of Teachers of English (NATE) and Cam-
bridge University Press. The course development project was conducted in co-operation with the Russian Ministry of Educa-
tion and Science and is intended to contribute to the development of the Russian National Qualifi cations Framework:

«Министерство образования и науки Российской Федерации готово оказать поддержку проекту «Формирование 
компетенции и практических навыков преподавателей английского языка в области оценки языковых знаний», 
разработанному консорциумом вузов Российской Федерации под руководством Мордовского государственного 
университета им.Н.А.Огарёва.

Указанный проект направлен на разработку совместно с зарубежными вузами критериев и механизмов, используемых 
в области компетентностной оценки языковых знаний и их дальнейшее внедрение в программы профессиональной 
подготовки учителей/преподавателей английского языка. 

С учётом того, что к 2012 году предполагается интеграция системы российского высшего образования в европейское 
образовательное пространство, предложенный проект согласуется с долгосрочной стратегией Министерства 
образования и науки Российской Федерации, направленной на модернизацию учебных программ, а также подходов к 
оценке знаний, полученных выпускниками российских вузов.»

The course materials provided in this booklet and the associated PowerPoint slides on the project website (proset-tempus.net) 
are made freely available for educational use within the Russian Federation.

Course outline
The course is divided into 14 Units making up two modules (Module 1 and Module 2). Module 1 has eight Units and Module 
2 has six Units. Each Unit provides approximately eight to ten hours of material including lecture inputs, discussion and group 
activities and independent study. 

The course is primarily intended to provide trainee English language teachers at Bachelor Level 2 and Masters Level with 
knowledge of the principles and practice of language assessment (pre-service training). The modular design, based on the prin-
ciples of the European Credit Transfer System (ECTS), is intended to provide maximum fl exibility. With minor adjustments, 
the Units can be offered to practising teachers (in-service training) either as a complete course or as a series of short stand-
alone courses on different aspects of language assessment.

Module 1 is introductory and practical and is intended for all language teachers and teacher trainees.

Module 2 is more advanced and is intended for students who wish to progress beyond Module 1 and to explore language test-
ing and assessment in greater depth.

For those wishing to pursue a career in language assessment, the course as a whole should be seen as a helpful fi rst step in 
building the necessary knowledge and skills.

Course delivery
The course will
 Encourage a collaborative spirit of inquiry

 Provide opportunities for group interaction and discussion

 Help students to relate the course content to the practical life of the classroom teacher

 Provide concrete examples of tasks and assessment practices

 Offer a wide range of tasks and assignments

The course is intended to be as meaningful and relevant as possible to students for their professional lives as teachers. Course 
leaders should aim to supplement the course material by providing plentiful practical examples drawn from local classrooms 
and from locally produced tests. Students should be given opportunities to connect the course to their own experiences. 
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Learning on the course is understood as a collaborative process and involves students learning from other students as well as 
from lecturers. It is a principle of the course that students should be fully engaged in the learning process rather than passive 
recipients of knowledge. This means that discussion should be encouraged and opportunities provided for students to reach 
their own conclusions about the ideas presented. 

Prerequisites
No previous knowledge of assessment is assumed, but students are expected to have at least a basic (Bachelor Level 1) knowl-
edge of language pedagogy. 

Students should have a minimum of a B2 level of English on the Common European Framework for Languages.
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Module 1: An introduction to language assessment for teachers 
Duration: c. 75-90 hours ECTS Credits: 3

Module 1 provides essential, required knowledge for all language teachers. It has a very practical orientation and is directed at 
Bachelor Level 2 students and above. The module helps trainee teachers to build practical, useful assessment tools that can be 
used in the classroom.

Outcomes

Module 1 will help students to…

 Understand the need for assessment literacy

 Identify a need for assessment and select assessment techniques according to purpose

 Assess language skills in the classroom effectively and in ways that support learning

 Develop an understanding of how national and international English examinations (such as the Unifi ed State Exami-
nation – EGE) are designed and constructed

Outline

Unit 1: Assessment literacy and socio-cognitive approaches to assessment

Unit 2: The assessment cycle: design and specifi cations

Unit 3: Classroom assessment: purposes and techniques

Unit 4: Assessing Reading

Unit 5: Assessing Listening

Unit 6: Assessing Speaking

Unit 7: Assessing Writing

Unit 8: Assessing Language Knowledge – grammar and vocabulary

Assessment

Module 1 is intended to be fl exible and provides a wide range of options for assessment. The practical element of the course is 
important so assessment should include real-world application of the knowledge gained.

Where the course is delivered in a university setting, assessment will usually include a substantial (10 to 15 hour) student proj-
ect (such as developing and reporting on a test for use in class) as well as three written assignments, short practical projects or 
class presentations.

Module 2: Principles of language assessment 
Duration: c. 50-60 hours  ECTS Credits: 2

Module 2 is more concerned with the principles of language assessment and is directed primarily at Masters level. Although 
the content will be of value to all teachers, the course is mainly intended for those who wish to build on Module 1 and develop 
a fuller understanding of assessment issues. This course should be a requirement for teachers with special responsibilities for 
assessment within an institution (course leaders, test item writers, test designers).

Outcomes

Module 2 will help students to…

 Understand the essential principles of language testing and assessment

 Understand how the quality of language assessments can be investigated and improved
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 Investigate the usefulness of assessment instruments
Outline

Unit 1: The qualities of assessments. Usefulness

Unit 2: Validity

Unit 3: Reliability and reporting scores

Unit 4: Item analysis and improving reliability

Unit 5: Washback and consequences

Unit 6: Assessment standards and standard setting

Assessment

This module has a more theoretical focus than Module 1 and assignments may include essays discussing the issues raised as 
well as practical projects. It may be appropriate to have a written examination on the content of the module.

The project partners
Institutions involved in the study include the following. 

European Union

Universtiy of Bedfordshire

Southampton Solent University

Technische Universitaet Dresden

University of South Bohemia in České Budějovice

Russian Federation

Mordovian State University

Karelian State Pedagogical Academy

Nizhny Novgorod Linguistics University

Southern Federal University

Kazan (Volga Region) Federal University

Chelyabinsk State Pedagogical University

Immanuel Kant Baltic Federal University

Far Eastern Federal University

Samara State University

Surgut State University 

Ulyanovsk State University

The Ministry of Education and Science of the Rus-
sian Federation

National Association of Teachers of English

Cambridge University Press Representative Offi ce in 
Moscow

The materials
The recommended course book for students covering the two modules is Exploring Language Assessment and Testing by 
Anthony Green (2013). Published by Routledge. A good alternative is Testing for Language Teachers (2nd edition) by Arthur 
Hughes (2003). Published by Cambridge University Press.

You will fi nd most of the other materials you need for the course here in this booklet.

The Units
In this booklet you will fi nd 



 Outlines of each Unit including the programme of work, a selection of pre-lecture reading and the key learning objec-
tives.

 Notes for lecturers to accompany the lecture and workshop sessions.

 Outlines and handouts for students. These may be printed or photocopied as required and given to the students.

 Suggestions for extension activities and further independent reading.

PowerPoint slides referred to in the notes for each unit can be found, along with supplementary materials, on the project web-
site at http://proset-tempus.net. Slides are available for all lectures and for some of the workshop sessions.
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Module 1
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Module 1 Unit 1 Assessment Literacy

Prepared by Marina Gvozdeva, Natalya Milyavskaya, Tatiana Sadovskaya, Violetta Yurkevich

Content elements of the unit Contact 
hours

Independent 
study

1. Background reading 2
2.   Lecture: slides and notes

 Notes for students

 Notes for lecturers

3

3. Workshops activities

 Workshop materials

 Workshop notes for lecturer

2

4. Extension reading and activities 2
Total 5 4

Aims and objectives 

On completion of the unit, students will know about:

 the nature of assessment (including notions of educational standards and educational outcomes);

 the notion of assessment literacy, its principles and relationship to other types of literacies/competences;

 the socio-cognitive approach to testing and assessment;

 cognitive, context and scoring validities;

 cognitive demands in language profi ciency;

 cognitive mechanisms in test tasks;

 the nature of cognitive processing at different levels of the CEFR.

On completion of the unit, students will be able to:

 identify challenges and barriers to assessment literacy;

 analyze documents (national curriculum, school educational programs, school guidelines) and best school practices 
(case study);

 differentiate between cognitive, context and scoring validity;

 distinguish cognitive demands at different levels of language profi ciency;

 design test tasks that take account of profi ciency level.

Background reading

Fulcher, G., 2010. Practical Language Testing. Abingdon, Oxon: Hodder Education. pp.1-21.

Green, A., 2013. Exploring Language Assessment and Testing. Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge.  Chapters 1 and 2.

Hughes, A., 2003. Testing for Language Teachers. 2nd ed. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. pp.1-8, 11-26.
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Lecture outline for students
Lecture 1. Assessment literacy

Type: Interactive lecture based on PowerPoint presentation

Outline:

1. Standards and learning outcomes

2. Assessment for learning

3. Literacy versus competence

4. Assessment literacy 

5. Assessment literacy principles, barriers and challenges

References

Fulcher, G., 2010. Practical Language Testing. Abingdon, Oxon: Hodder Education. pp.1-21.

Green, A., 2013. Exploring Language Assessment and Testing. Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge. Chapters 1 and 2.

Hughes, A., 2003. Testing for Language Teachers. 2nd ed. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. pp.1-8, 11-26.
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Detailed notes for lecturers
(1 academic hour)

1. The lecturer starts the discussion on the growth of testing and assessment worldwide: Who needs assessment and why? The 
lecturer can refer to the National standards introduced within the Russian system of education. The situation in Russia can 
be seen as part of a global boom in testing and assessment. Why do students think this is happening? Do they think it is a 
positive development? 

2. After eliciting some ideas from the students – what do they understand by the word ‘literacy’? - the lecturer comments on 
slide 4: how does this defi nition of literacy fi t with what the students answered? What different kinds of ‘literacies’ have the 
students heard of? What do they mean?

3. Slides 5 to 11 explore different kinds of literacy. The lecturer introduces the expanding concept of literacy and discusses the 
difference/relationship between literacy and competence.

4. Slide 12 reviews what has been covered so far. How would the students describe their own knowledge of assessment and 
testing using the phrases listed? 

5. Slide 13: The lecturer moves to the presentation of the assessment literacy concept (slide13) and asks the students about 
the potential stakeholders. 

6. Before describing the main components of assessment literacy the lecturer asks the students to brainstorm responses to the 
questions:  Why is it necessary or important? And who needs it?

7. Slide 15-16: How does this list compare with the students’ ideas? How would each of these groups be involved with lan-
guage assessments?

8. Slide 17: What do students think each of the groups might need to know in order to use assessments effectively?

9. Slide 18: The lecturer briefl y outlines the main principles of assessment literacy without going into details. What questions 
do students have about this list? What might they add? Do they disagree with anything? What is most important? 

10. The lecturer asks the students to work in small groups and to identify possible attitudes towards tests and barriers to as-
sessment literacy for different stakeholders (policy-makers, administrators, teachers, parents, the general public), and then 
elicits some ideas from the students. 

11. Slide 22: The basic point here is that assessing language is not straightforward. Because we can’t see it in the same way that 
we can see height or distance, people disagree about what it is and how to measure it.

12. Slides 23-26: The key point is made on slide 26: the lecturer should not try to explain ‘test qualities’ in any detail at this 
point, but should make it clear that building a good quality assessment requires attention to a lot of elements. They will be 
dealt with later in the course.

13. Slide 27: Before showing slide 27, ask students to give reasons why people might not have a good understanding of testing 
and assessment. Do their ideas match the ones on the slide?

Answer key for lecture tasks
Language tests are used worldwide far more than ever before, especially in: 

 education;

 employment;

 migration and citizenship policy.

Teachers (and others) are increasingly involved in developing tests and using test scores, but often lack the background or train-
ing in assessment.

Standards, ethical codes, and guidelines for good testing practice have been developed, but these are complex and can make 
language testing seem too technical and specialized - best left to experts.

Fundamentally, people who use tests need to understand:
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 what tests and assessments measure and describe;

 what assessment results and test scores mean;

 how assessment results and test scores can (and can’t) help them to make decisions;

 how to integrate assessments and tests with teaching and learning.

In particular, there is a lack of general understanding about the amount of imprecision or error involved in all measurement, but 
especially in the measurement of mental abilities. People often believe that test scores are either entirely accurate or entirely 
inaccurate. In practice, language assessment involves recognising and trying to estimate the uncertainty involved in measuring 
language ability.

Literacies

The idea of literacy as the ability to read and write has expanded into new areas. 

 Academic literacy – an understanding of what it means to become a member of an academic fi eld of specialisation: a 
community that thinks about an academic subject in certain ways.

 Computer literacy - during the 1990s, knowledge, skills, and expertise in using computers, once restricted to specialists, 
spread across society. New groups have become ‘computer literate’.

Of particular relevance to assessment are ideas about:

 Civic literacy – having the knowledge and skills to play a positive and active role in society;

 Risk literacy – understanding the relative risks involved in different courses of action.

The term assessment literacy is now used to describe what different groups of stakeholders need to know about testing and as-
sessment. 

Different stakeholders need different levels of assessment literacy.

 Developers of national and international tests require highly developed expertise in the principles and practice of as-
sessment.

 Language teachers and instructors need assessment training covering assessment design, administration, and interpreta-
tion of results.

 Other users of results – e.g., policymakers, parents, employers – need to be able to understand and make effective use 
of assessment results.

At the moment, teachers and the wider public have too little understanding. This needs to change. 

Components of Assessment Literacy

Assessment literacy involves skills, knowledge and principles (Davies, 2008).

Skills are the training in the necessary and appropriate methodology. They include:

 designing language assessments to provide useful information;

 preparing assessment material;

 scoring and describing performance; 

 using software programmes for test delivery;

 statistics for test analysis; 

 and reporting and communicating results.

Knowledge involves understanding theories of measurement and language.

Principles involve social questions: the use of language assessments, fairness and impact, ethics and professionalism.
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Lecture outline for students
Lecture 1. Socio-cognitive approaches to assessment 

Type: Interactive lecture based on PowerPoint presentation 

Aims: 

 to refl ect on students’ prior experience of assessment;

 to introduce the notions of context and cognitive validity in a socio-cognitive framework;

 to raise awareness of differences between cognitive processes involved at different levels of language profi ciency; 

 to familiarize students with types of tasks employed at different levels of the Common European Framework of 
Reference for Languages (CEFR).

Outline:

1. Common European Framework of Reference

2. Context validity/Cognitive validity

3. Cognitive demands at different levels of CEFR

4. Cognitive processing at various levels of language knowledge illustrated by reading assessment 

5. Contextual challenges in reading imposed by text complexity and length

References

Fulcher, G., 2010. Practical Language Testing. Abingdon, Oxon: Hodder Education. pp.1-21.

Green, A., 2013. Exploring Language Assessment and Testing.  Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge. Chapters 1 and 2.

Hughes, A., 2003. Testing for Language Teachers. 2nd ed. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. pp.1-8, 11-26.
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Detailed notes for lecturers
(2 academic hours)

1. Slide 2: Initiate a discussion of this key question: How can test designers distinguish between the tests they offer at dif-
ferent levels of examinees’ profi ciency?

2. Slides 3-4: The Common European Framework of Reference (CEFR) offers an internationally recognized way of com-
municating about levels of language ability. Tests are often linked to the CEFR to communicate what aspects of language 
are tested and at what level(s) of profi ciency. Slide 4 shows the claims made about Cambridge exams.

3. Slide 6: This is a validity framework suggested by Cyril Weir as a useful way of investigating assessments. We will look 
at each of the parts of the framework in turn. We will use this framework throughout the course to look at how assess-
ments are designed and to consider how effective they might be at giving us the information we need about test takers.

4. A number of critical questions must be addressed in applying this socio-cognitive validation framework to language 
examinations across the profi ciency spectrum:

 Are the cognitive processes required to complete the test tasks appropriate? (focus on Cognitive validity)

 Are the characteristics of the test tasks and their administration appropriate and fair to the candidates who are tak-
ing them? (focus on Context validity)

 How far can we depend on the scores which result from the test?  (focus on Scoring validity) 

5. These are precisely the sorts of critical questions that anyone intending to take a particular test or to use scores from that 
test would be advised to ask of the test developers in order to be confi dent that the nature and quality of the test matches 
up to their requirements.

6. Slide 7: If an assessment has cognitive validity, then the mental processes that language learners use when they carry 
out assessment tasks will be very similar to the mental processes they use when they deal with real life tasks involving 
language.

7. Slide 8: These models represent a simple way of thinking about language processing. The lower the learner’s level, the 
more trouble they have with forming or recognizing words and putting them together (grammar). This means that they 
may lack the mental sources to combine ideas to build up or understand longer stretches of language – texts.

8. Slide 9: If we want test takers to use the same mental processes that they use in the real world when they take an as-
sessment, the tasks they perform on the test should also be very much like real world tasks. The kinds of language used 
should be realistic and the conditions (such as the time available for reading) should be similar. If we want them to be 
able to read newspapers and learn the facts of a story, newspaper texts with factual questions should appear in our tests. If 
we want learners to read novels and understand the feelings of the characters, extracts from novels with questions about 
emotions should appear in tests. 

9. Slide 11: According to the CEFR, as learners progress through the different levels, they can use their language abilities 
to carry out a wider range of tasks. At the A1 level, for example, they can just talk about things they know well – them-
selves, their family and the classroom – in concrete terms. At B2 level they can use their more sophisticated language 
abilities to give opinions and back them up with justifi cations.

10. Slides 12-13: From this point, the lecture focuses on cognitive processing in reading. This involves matching word forms 
to basic meanings. Beginners have only very limited vocabularies and know few of the possible senses of the words they 
recognise. Multi-word expressions such as idioms and phrasal verbs can cause particular diffi culty.

11. A basic step in understanding any text is word recognition, in other words, being able to connect the sounds you hear or 
shapes you see to a ‘word’. At the lowest levels, learners fi nd this very demanding and it takes a lot of mental processing. 
Reading/listening and recognising individual word shapes and sounds can be challenging for beginners.

12.  Slide 14: Awareness of syntax is needed to build comprehension of phrases and clauses. This builds up (slide 15) to a 
basic understanding of what a clause or sentence means in terms of the words and grammar. This is not always enough to 
understand what the speaker/writer intends to communicate. If a teacher says ‘You are late’, the expected response from 
the student may not be ‘Yes, I know’. Picking up the intended meaning involves awareness of context and conventions. 
If the teacher points out that you are late, an apology is expected (slide 16). 

13. Slide 17: Particularly when reading or listening to learn about a topic, the reader/listener has to understand connections 



Promoting Sustainable Excellence in Testing and Assessment of English

Financed by the TEMPUS programme of the European Union

15

between different texts. How does writer/speaker A’s information or point of view connect to the information provided 
by other speakers/writers? This is challenging to do, even for advanced (C1 or C2) level learners.

14. Slide 18: This is how Khalifa and Weir (2009) see the language processing demands of Cambridge reading tests that tar-
get the different levels of the CEFR. As learners progress up through the levels, the tasks they are given make increasing 
demands on language processing. At C2 level they are asked to make one summary of three different texts.

15. Slide 20: Before showing slide 20, students can be asked to come up with a list of factors that they think might make a 
text easier or more diffi cult to read. Their ideas can be compared with the list here.

16. The way we process texts (produce or comprehend them) is affected by the characteristics of the text and the social cir-
cumstances in which we receive or produce it: contextual parameters. Slide 20 shows some of the contextual parameters 
that affect how easy it is to understand a text. Longer texts are more diffi cult to understand. Argument texts may be harder 
to follow than simple narratives. Words with longer sentences and long, unusual words are harder to understand. Abstract 
ideas are harder to grasp than concrete descriptions.

17. Slide 21-23: These slides show how these contextual features change as the texts and tasks become more challenging in 
Cambridge tests. 

Answer key for lecture tasks
When assessing language abilities it is important to be clear about what makes one language user more able than another or 
what makes one language task more diffi cult than another. More able or profi cient language users will be able to carry out more 
diffi cult tasks. We can use this fact when preparing assessments: giving easier tasks to beginners and more demanding tasks to 
advanced learners. But what can we change about a task to make it easier or more diffi cult?

A useful way of thinking about this is Weir’s (2005) socio-cognitive framework. This suggests a number of issues to think about 
when designing or reviewing an assessment:

 Are the cognitive processes required to complete the test tasks appropriate? Do they refl ect real-life processing? (Cogni-
tive validity)

 Are the characteristics of the test tasks and their administration appropriate and fair to the candidates who are taking 
them? (Context validity)

 How far can we depend on the scores which result from the test? (Scoring validity) 

These are important questions that anyone intending to take a particular assessment or to use results from that assessment should 
ask the test developers in deciding if it will be useful for their needs.

This table shows how the tasks in tests of reading ability from one test provider are adapted to suit different levels of learner.

K E T 
(A2)

KET candidates are expected to be able to understand the main message, and some detail, of a variety of short factual 
texts: for example, signs, notices, instructions, brochures, guides, personal correspondence and informative articles 
from newspapers and magazines. They should also have strategies for dealing with unfamiliar structures and vo-
cabulary (University of Cambridge ESOL Examinations: Handbooks for Teachers (2005, 2007 and 2008, in Khalifa 
and Weir, 2009:14).

P E T 
(B1)

PET candidates are expected to be able to understand public notices and signs; to read short texts of a factual nature 
and show understanding of the content; to demonstrate understanding of the structure of the language as it is used to 
express notions of relative time, space, possession, etc; to scan factual material for information in order to perform 
relevant tasks, disregarding redundant or irrelevant material; to read texts of an imaginative or emotional character 
and to appreciate the central sense of the text, the attitude of the writer to the material and the effect it is intended to 
have on the reader (University of Cambridge ESOL Examinations: Handbooks for Teachers (2005, 2007 and 2008, 
in Khalifa and Weir, 2009:14).

F C E 
(B2)

FCE candidates are expected to be able to read semi-authentic texts of various kinds (informative and general inter-
est) and to show understanding of gist, detail and text structure, and deduce meaning. (FCE handbook, 1997:7 in 
Alderson, 2000:129)
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C A E 
(C1)

CAE candidates are expected to be able to read and understand texts taken from magazines, newspapers, leafl ets, 
etc. They should demonstrate a variety of reading skills including skimming, scanning, deduction of meaning from 
context and selection of relevant information to complete the given task (University of Cambridge ESOL examina-
tions, 1999:2).

C P E 
(C2)

CPE candidates are expected to understand a wide range of texts and the purpose, main ideas and details expressed 
therein (University of Cambridge ESOL Examinations: Handbooks for Teachers (2005, 2007 and 2008, in Khalifa 
and Weir, 2009:14). 

Compare tasks in other skills on tests targeting higher and lower levels (Cambridge tests or tests from other test providers). 
What seems to make tasks in these skill areas easier or more diffi cult?
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Workshop outline for students
1. Look at one of the Practice Tests for IELTS, for example, from Cambridge English IELTS 9 (University of Cambridge 

ESOL examinations, 2010) and respond to the questions. As you carry out the test, think about how you found the answer 
to each question.

2. Analyse the test according to the questions on the handout.
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Workshop – notes for lecturers
The lecturer should focus students’ attention on the fact that cognitive processing at A2-C2 levels of CEFR is different and 
includes more elements depending on the level of language profi ciency. The IELTS test is a good example of a test which is 
aimed at different levels of language profi ciency so the lecturer can go through the test with the students and discuss the con-
structs being tested and the different language levels the items are targeting.
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Workshop handout 1
Analysing a test

1. Look at one of the Practice Tests for IELTS, for example, from Cambridge English IELTS 9 (University of Cambridge 
ESOL examinations, 2010) and respond to the questions. As you carry out the test, think about how you found the answer 
to each question.

2. Now analyze the test and its content by answering the following questions about the test:

a) What are the goals set by the test? Why might someone want or need to sit a test like this?

b) Who are the intended test takers? 

c) Are the test tasks suitable for the goals of the test? Do they target the kinds of information that a ‘real world’ test taker 
would need to understand?  

d) What do test takers need to know to cope with the test?

e) What do you think the individual test tasks and items are testing?

f) What level of profi ciency/ies are the different items on this test aimed at? What CEFR level(s) do you think the test best 
refl ects? 

g) Are the tasks suitable for this kind of test and this level of learner? 

h) Is there a progression from tasks that focus on decoding to tasks that focus on meaning building from main ideas, to text 
level representation and to intertextual representation?
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Answer key for workshop handout
Analysing a test

1. Answers will vary.

a) The IELTS test is designed to assess a wide range of skills in order to evaluate the test taker’s suitability for work or 
academic study in an English-speaking environment. Test takers may need to sit a test like this to demonstrate their 
competence in English if they want to live or work in an English-speaking environment.

b) The intended test takers are adults who wish to work or study in an English-speaking country or in an English-medium 
tertiary education institution.

c) Opinions may vary but ask students to justify their reasons for their opinions.

d) Test takers need to be able to cope with the demands of shorter and longer pieces of spoken and written texts (for the 
listening and reading tests). A wide range of vocabulary is necessary as well as the ability to skim and scan. Test takers 
also need to be familiar with a range of item types.

For the speaking and writing tests, they also need to be able to organise their arguments logically and to express their 
ideas clearly in both the spoken and written form. For the writing test, they also need to be able to interpret data pre-
sented visually.

e) Answers will vary depending on the particular test selected.

f) The test aims at profi ciencies between A1 and C2. The level of the different items will vary but again, there should be 
some discussion of the different items, with students being asked to justify their reasons. The test is most reliable around 
the IELTS 5.0-6.5 level.

g) Answers may vary so opinions should be justifi ed.

h) Generally, yes, although the extent to which this occurs may vary slightly from test to test.

Extension reading and weblinks

Alderson, J.C., 2000. Assessing Reading. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Brown, G.D. and Rice, S., 2007. Professional English in Use: Law. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Cambridge English Language Assessments, 2013. International Language Standards. [Online] Available at:  

 http://www.cambridgeesol.org/about/standards/cefr.html

Compleat lexical tutor. [Online]  Available at: http://www.lextutor.ca/ 

Davies, A., Brown A., Elder, C., Hill, K., Lumley, T. & McNamara, T., 1999. Studies in Language Testing 7: Dictionary of Lan-
guage Testing.  Cambridge: UCLES/Cambridge University Press.

Geranpayeh, A. and Taylor, L. eds., 2013. Studies in Language Testing 35: Examining Listening - Research and practice in as-
sessing second language listening. Cambridge: UCLES/Cambridge University Press.

Khalifa, H. and Weir, C.J., 2009. Studies in Language Testing 29: Examining Reading - Research and practice in assessing sec-
ond language reading. Cambridge: UCLES/Cambridge University Press.

Shaw, S.D. and Weir, C.J., 2007. Studies in Language Testing 16: Examining Writing - Research and practice in assessing second 
language writing. Cambridge: UCLES/Cambridge University Press.
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Taylor, L., 2009. ‘Developing Assessment Literacy’. Annual Review of Applied Linguistics 29. pp.21-36.

Taylor, L. eds., 2011. Studies in Language Testing 30: Examining Speaking - Research and practice in assessing second language 
speaking. Cambridge: UCLES/Cambridge University Press.

Trinity College London, 2014. Graded Examinations in Spoken English (GESE): Sample Videos 2010-2013. [Online] Available 
at: http://www.trinitycollege.co.uk/site/?id=2046&utm_source=jump&utm_medium=web&utm_campaign=gesevideos  

University of Cambridge ESOL Examinations, 2013. Cambridge English IELTS with Answers 9. Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press.

Weir, C.J., 2005. Language Testing and Validation – an evidence-based approach. Palgrave Macmillan. pp.17-19.
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Module 1 Unit 2 Assessment cycle, assessment design and 
test specifi cations 
Prepared by Maria Verbitskaya, Angelika Kalinina, Elena Solovova

Content elements of the unit Contact hours Independent study
1. Background reading 1
2.   Lecture: slides and notes

 Notes for students

 Notes for lecturers

2

3. Workshops activities

 Workshop materials

 Workshop notes for lecturer

2 2

4. Extension reading and activities 2
Total 4 5

Aims and objectives 

On completion of the unit, students will know about:

 the differences between assessment and testing;

 the assessment cycle: structure and elements;

 assessment design and its stages; 

 test specifi cations, their contents and uses;

 structural elements of tests and test items.

On completion of the unit, students will be able to:

 use the terminology related to the topic;

 identify different types of assessment;

 explain the function of each role in the assessment cycle;

 identify different types of tests in terms of their purpose and format;

 explain how the assessment cycle might work in different situations and for different types of assessment;

 identify the mini-max structure and components of a test specifi cation (design statement, blueprint, task and item speci-
fi cations);

 choose a suitable type of assessment for a given pedagogical situation;

 develop specifi cations for a classroom test.

Background reading

Coombe, C., 2009. ‘Developing test specifi cations’. In: Coombe, C., Davidson, P. and D. Lloyd (Eds), Fundamentals of Lan-
guage Assessment - A practical guide for teachers. 2nd ed. Dubai: TESOL Arabia Publications. Chapter 3, pp.24-30.

Green, A., 2013. Exploring Language Assessment and Testing. Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge. Chapter 3.

Hughes, A., 2003. Testing for Language Teachers. 2nd ed. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. Chapter 3, pp.11-25; Chapter 
7, pp.58-75.

McNamara T., 2000 . Language Testing. Oxford: Oxford University Press. Parts 1-3, pp.3-33.
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Lecture outline for students
Lecture 1 Assessment cycle, assessment design and test specifi cations

Type: Interactive lecture based on PowerPoint presentation

Aims: 

 to refl ect on students’ prior experience of various types of assessment and tests;

 to raise awareness of the importance of high stakes tests;

 to review the main stages in the assessment cycle and the responsibilities of those involved in test development;

 to familiarize students with test specifi cations (test design statement, blueprints, task and item specifi cations);

 to identify mini-max of specifi cation components and give an idea of different specifi cations for different target 
audiences.

Outline:

1. Assessment as an integral part of teaching and learning

2. Testing and assessment: types of tests

3. Assessment cycle: components and functions 

4. Test specifi cation (test design statement, blueprints, task and item specifi cation)

5. Mini-max in specifi cations and specifi cations for different target audiences

References

Alderson, J. C., Clapham, C., & Wall, D., 1995. Language Test Construction and Evaluation. Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press.  

Baker, D., 1989. Language Testing: A Critical Survey and Practical Guide. London: Edward Arnold.

Brown, J.D., 2004. Testing in Language Programs. New York: Prentice-Hall.

Brown, J. D., & Hudson, T., 1998. ‘Alternatives in language assessment’. TESOL Quarterly, 32(4), 653-675.

Green, A., 2013. Exploring Language Assessment and Testing. Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge.

Hughes, A., 2003. Testing for Language Teachers. 2nd ed. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Shohamy, E., 1985. A Practical Handbook in Language Testing for the Second Language Teacher. Rarrat Aviv, Israel: Tel-Aviv 
University.
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Detailed notes for lecturers
(2 academic hours)

1. The lecturer asks the students to work in pairs/threes and to discuss the following questions:

a. Why is assessment viewed as an integral part of teaching and learning?

b. Who needs assessment and why? After eliciting some ideas from the students, the lecturer comments on slides 1-3.

2. The lecturer asks the students to discuss the following questions:

a. Who needs to know about the components of the assessment cycle?

b. Why is it important to know the components of the assessment cycle?

c. What are the component parts of the assessment cycle? 

The lecturer explains that it is necessary both for teachers who may have to design various tests and other forms of assessment, 
and for other professionals who may have some need to construct or evaluate language tests or examinations or to use the infor-
mation that such assessments provide because if any given step is omitted, this may compromise the validity of the assessment. 
In addition, there are those who wish to understand how assessments should be constructed, in order to better understand the 
assessment process, or in order to select from a range of available tests one suitable for a certain situation. 

Slides 5-6: The lecturer talks the students through the diagram on slide 5 using the information on slide 6.

3. Slides 8-12: The lecturer elicits from the students what forms of assessment they know and discusses the difference 
between assessment as a general notion and testing as a form of assessment. Before moving on to slides 13-15, the students are 
given Handout 1 and discuss in small groups/pairs what the types of tests on the handout are used for and what the differences 
are between the two sets of terms given. 

4. Slide 17: The lecturer briefl y revises the material from the previous lecture and analyses the assessment cycle in relation 
to different types of assessment paying special attention to high stakes exams in Russia (GIA & EGE). 

5. Slides 18-22: The lecturer elicits from the students what information should be available about a test and introduces the 
notion of test specifi cations (test design statement, blueprints, task and item specifi cations).

6. Slides 23-26: The students are given Handout 2 and discuss the building blocks of a test. Then they identify these blocks 
in EGE tasks and discuss types of responses in EGE. The lecturer explains what is meant by task and item specifi cation.

7. Slide 27-29: The lecturer asks another question: should there be the same specifi cation for all or do different categories 
of stakeholders need different information about the test? Students discuss their opinions and justify their answers in groups of 
four. A brief overview of EGE specifi cation follows (the students will have to analyse it in detail for their workshop) and the 
lecturer introduces the idea of mini-max in specifi cation. The lecturer discusses different specifi cations for different target audi-
ences and different specifi cations for classroom and high stakes tests. 
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 Lecture handout 1
Test purposes

Profi ciency 

Achievement

Aptitude

Diagnostic 

Placement 

Selection 

Key terms

Assessment Testing
Subjective Objective 
Direct Indirect
Low stakes High stakes
Constructed response Selected response
Integrative Discrete point
Criterion referenced Norm referenced
Individualised Standardised
Formative Summative
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Lecture handout 2
1. The building blocks of a test: what do the following terms mean?

Task
Instructions
Prompt
Response
Item
Stem
Options
Key
Distractor

2. Find the test ‘building blocks’ in the following EGE tasks:

a)     

Вы услышите интервью. В заданиях А8–А14, обведите цифру 1, 2 или 3, соответствующую 
выбранному вами варианту ответа. Вы услышите запись дважды.

Task A8. What, according to Michael Mitchell, is the biggest plus of Vintage Inns?

1) Picturesque locations. 

2) Nostalgic landlords and landladies.

3) Tourists from all over the world.

Task A9. What point does Michael Mitchell make about Vintage Inns’ gardens?

1) They are perfect for any season.

2) All Vintage Inns must have them.

3) They are an alternative to dine in good weather.

b)

Прочитайте текст и заполните пропуски A–F частями предложений, обозначенными цифрами 1–7. 
Одна из частей в списке 1–7  лишняя. Занесите цифры, обозначающие соответствующие части 
предложений, в таблицу.

Task B3

Mobile phones

On New Year’s Day 1985, Michael Harrison phoned his father, Sir Ernest, to wish him a happy new year. Sir Ernest was chair-
man of Racal Electronics, the owner of Vodafone, (a)_______________________.

At the time, mobile phones weighed almost a kilogram, cost several thousand pounds and provided only 20 minutes talktime. The 
networks themselves were small; Vodafone had just a dozen masts covering London. Nobody had any idea of the huge potential 
of wireless communication and the dramatic impact (b)_______________________.

Hardly anyone believed there would come a day when mobile phones were so popular (c)_______________________. But in 
1999 one mobile phone was sold in the UK every four seconds, and by 2004 there were more mobile phones in the UK than 
people. The boom was a result of increased competition which pushed prices lower and created innovations in the way that mo-
biles were sold.

When the government introduced more competition, companies started cutting prices to attract more customers. Cellnet, for 
example, changed its prices, (d)_______________________. It also introduced local call tariffs.

The way that handsets themselves were marketed was also changing and it was Finland’s Nokia who made 
(e)_______________________. In the late 1990s Nokia realized that the mobile phone was a fashion item: so it offered inter-



Promoting Sustainable Excellence in Testing and Assessment of English

Financed by the TEMPUS programme of the European Union

27

changeable covers which allowed you to customize and personalize your handset.

The mobile phone industry has spent the later part of the past decade reducing its monthly charge (f)_______________________, 
which has culminated in the fi ght between the iPhone and a succession of touch screen rivals.

1. trying to persuade people to do more with their phones than just call and text

2. that there would be more phones in the UK than there are people

3. and relying instead on actual call charges

4. that mobile phones would have over the next quarter century

5. the leap from phones as technology to phones as fashion items

6. and his son was making the fi rst-ever mobile phone call in the UK

7. the move to digital technology, connecting machines to wireless networks

A B C D E F

c) 

Task C1. You have received a letter from your English-speaking pen-friend Tom who writes:

… Last month our class went to Washington to visit the National Museum of American History. It was my 
fi rst visit there and it was fun! How often do you go to museums with your class, if at all? Which museum 
is your favorite or what museum would you like to visit? Why do you think people should go there? 

This summer we plan to go hiking with my parents. …

Write a letter to Tom.

In your letter:

- answer his questions

- ask 3 questions about his summer plans.

Write 100–140 words.

Remember the rules of letter writing.

3. What types of responses are expected for the tasks given above? 
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Answer key for lecture tasks

Lecture handout 2
1. The building blocks of a test: what do the following terms mean?

Task  a means of eliciting a performance from the test taker.  A test task may consist 
of a single item or several items. The task is preceded by a rubric or set of task 
instructions explaining the task, telling the test taker what to do. The task itself 
usually consists of a prompt and a response. 

Instructions  explanation how test takers should respond to the tasks.
Prompt  material provided to test candidates which is designed to stimulate a response 

(such as a piece of writing or oral production).
Response  selected response, constructed response, personal response
Item  an individual question or exercise in an assessment or evaluative instrument.
Stem  the fi rst part of a multiple-choice item, which takes the form of either an incom-

plete sentence or a question. It is followed by the correct or best option (the key) 
and several distractors.

Options  suggested responses in a multiple-choice item. One response option is the key 
while the others are distractors.  

Key  a correct answer to a question.
Distractor  any response in a forced-choice item which is not the key. It is offered as a means 

of ascertaining whether candidates are able to distinguish the right answer from 
a range of alternatives.

2. Find the test ‘building blocks’ in the following EGE tasks:

a)     

Instructions

Вы услышите интервью. В заданиях А8–А14, обведите цифру 1, 2 или 3, соответствующую 
выбранному вами варианту ответа. Вы услышите запись дважды.

 

Item

Task A8. What, according to Michael Mitchell, is the biggest plus of Vintage Inns?

1) Picturesque locations. 

2) Nostalgic landlords and landladies.

3) Tourists from all over the world.

Stem

What, according to Michael Mitchell, is the biggest plus of Vintage Inns?

Options

1) Picturesque locations. 

2) Nostalgic landlords and landladies.

3) Tourists from all over the world.
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Key

1) Picturesque locations. 

Distractors

2) Nostalgic landlords and landladies.

3) Tourists from all over the world.

Task A9

Item

What point does Michael Mitchell make about Vintage Inns’ gardens?

1) They are perfect for any season.

2) All Vintage Inns must have them.

3) They are an alternative to dine in good weather.

Stem

What point does Michael Mitchell make about Vintage Inns’ gardens?

Options

1) They are perfect for any season.

2) All Vintage Inns must have them.

3) They are an alternative to dine in good weather.

Key

3) They are an alternative to dine in good weather.

Distractors

1)  They are perfect for any season.

2)  All Vintage Inns must have them.

b)

Instructions

Прочитайте текст и заполните пропуски A–F частями предложений, обозначенными цифрами 1–7. 
Одна из частей в списке 1–7  лишняя. Занесите цифры, обозначающие соответствующие части 
предложений, в таблицу.
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Task

Task B3

Mobile phones

On New Year’s Day, 1985, Michael Harrison phoned his father, Sir Ernest, to wish him a happy new year. 
Sir Ernest was chairman of Racal Electronics, the owner of Vodafone, (a)_______________________.

At the time, mobile phones weighed almost a kilogram, cost several thousand pounds and provided only 
20 minutes talktime. The networks themselves were small; Vodafone had just a dozen masts covering 
London. Nobody had any idea of the huge potential of wireless communication and the dramatic impact 
(b)_______________________.

Hardly anyone believed there would come a day when mobile phones were so popular 
(c)_______________________. But in 1999 one mobile phone was sold in the UK every four seconds, 
and by 2004 there were more mobile phones in the UK than people. The boom was a result of increased 
competition which pushed prices lower and created innovations in the way that mobiles were sold.

When the government introduced more competition, companies started cutting prices to attract more 
customers. Cellnet, for example, changed its prices, (d)_______________________. It also introduced 
local call tariffs.

The way that handsets themselves were marketed was also changing and it was Finland’s Nokia who made 
(e)_______________________. In the late 1990s Nokia realized that the mobile phone was a fashion 
item: so it offered interchangeable covers which allowed you to customize and personalize your handset.

The mobile phone industry has spent the later part of the past decade reducing its monthly charge 
(f)_______________________, which has culminated in the fi ght between the iPhone and a succession 
of touch screen rivals.

1. trying to persuade people to do more with their phones than just call and text

2. that there would be more phones in the UK than there are people

3. and relying instead on actual call charges

4. that mobile phones would have over the next quarter century

5. the leap from phones as technology to phones as fashion items

6. and his son was making the fi rst-ever mobile phone call in the UK

7. the move to digital technology, connecting machines to wireless networks

Response

A B C D E F

c) 

Prompt

Task C1. You have received a letter from your English-speaking pen-friend Tom who writes:

… Last month our class went to Washington to visit the National Museum of Ameri-
can History. It was my fi rst visit there and it was fun! How often do you go to mu-
seums with your class, if at all? Which museum is your favorite or what museum 
would you like to visit? Why do you think people should go there? 

This summer we plan to go hiking with my parents. …
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Instructions

Write a letter to Tom.

In your letter:

- answer his questions

- ask 3 questions about his summer plans

Write 100–140 words.

Remember the rules of letter writing.

3. What types of responses are expected for the EGE tasks given above? 

Tasks A8-A9 – selected response.

Task B3 – selected response.

Task C1 – constructed response (performance response).

Pre-workshop reading

FIPI, 2012. ‘Analyticheskiy doklad o resultath edinogo gosudastvennogo ekzamena 2013 goda’. (Analytical report on the re-
sults 2013 EGE) On: FIPI – Federalny Institut Pedagogicheskyh Izmereniy. [Online.] Available at: http://fi pi.ru/view/sec-
tions/138/docs/

FIPI, 2013. ‘Demonstratzionniy variant kontrolnyh izmeritelnyh materialov edinogo gosudastvennogo ekzamena po inostran-
nym yazykam 2013 goda’. (Demo version of EGE 2013) On: FIPI – Federalny Institut Pedagogicheskyh Izmereniy. [On-
line.] Available at: http://fi pi.ru/view/sections/226/docs/627.html 

FIPI, 2013. ‘Spetzifi catzia kontrolnyh izmeritelnyh materialov edinogo gosudastvennogo ekzamena po inostrannym yazykam 
2013 goda’. (Specifi cations of EGE 2013) On: FIPI – Federalny Institut Pedagogicheskyh Izmereniy. [Online.] Available 
at: http://fi pi.ru/view/sections/226/docs/627.html 

Pre-workshop assignments:

1. Study the materials of the FIPI (Federalny Institut Pedagogicheskyh Izmereniy) website http://fi pi.ru/view/sections/226/
docs/627.html, use your own EGE experience and identify EGE participants within the assessment cycle functions.

2. Analyse the EGE specifi cation. Fill in the following table (the fi rst line has been fi lled in). Do you think the EGE specifi cations 
meet international requirements? Which of the sections are most important to a) item writers, b) students, c) school teachers? 

Section The title of the section             (in Russian) Contents (in English)
1. Назначение экзаменационной работы The purpose of the examination
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.

3. Relate the demo version to the EGE specifi cation. Does the demo version correspond to the test design statement, blueprints, 
task and item specifi cations in every detail? What discrepancies can you fi nd?
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Workshop outline for students 
1. General discussion. Discuss how the assessment cycle works within the EGE framework. Identify EGE participants within 

the assessment cycle functions (based on a pre-workshop assignment).

2. Role play (pair work, the lecturer assigns roles to the participants). Assessment cycle: responsibilities of different stake-
holders. Students work in pairs. Each student takes on one of the roles from the Assessment Cycle diagram. The stakehold-
ers are discussing a new format of the EGE test and each has to explain their role and what kind of information they need 
about the test and why.

3. Choose a particular type of assessment for a given pedagogical situation. Justify your choice. 

4. Read and discuss the defi nitions of ‘test specifi cation’. 

5. Present the results of your analysis of the EGE specifi cation (see the pre-workshop assignments). Do you think the EGE 
specifi cation meets international requirements? Read a summary of what Alderson, Clapham & Wall (1995) wrote about 
expectations of different audiences. Does the EGE specifi cation meet these expectations?

6. Relate the demo version to the EGE specifi cation (see the pre-workshop assignments). Does the demo version correspond 
to the test design statement, blueprints, task and item specifi cations in every detail? 
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Workshop – notes for lecturers
Forms of interaction: whole class activities, individual/pair/group work based on guided refl ection. 

Materials: handouts and test specifi cations for different exams.

Outline of workshop activities

1. Discussion on how the assessment cycle works based on the materials of the FIPI site and the students’ previous experi-
ence (see pre-workshop reading). The lecturer provides the students with the handouts and gives 2-3 minutes to prepare. Then the 
lecturer shows the slide with the Assessment Cycle diagram and asks the students to briefl y describe the stakeholders and their 
responsibilities as shown on the diagram. Then the lecturer asks the students to relate the diagram to how the EGE system works 
and identify the EGE stakeholders.  

2. Role play: Assessment cycle and the responsibilities of different stakeholders. Pair work. The lecturer assigns different 
roles to the students so that all the functions within the assessment cycle are covered. The students assuming the roles of differ-
ent stakeholders discuss a new format of the EGE test and each has to explain their role and what kind of information they need 
about the test and why. The lecturer monitors the pair work, providing assistance when necessary.

3.  Choosing a particular type of assessment for a given pedagogical situation. The lecturer asks the students to read task 3 
on the handout and then asks students to give their answers and explain their choice of test types.

4.  Discussion about the defi nitions of ‘test specifi cation’. The lecturer asks the students to read the defi nitions and to an-
swer the questions (handout 1). 

5.  Discussion about the results of the students’ analysis of the EGE specifi cation (see the pre-workshop assignments). The 
lecturer conducts general discussion clarifying some points if necessary. Then the lecturer asks the students to work with the 
handout (task 5 - a summary of what Alderson, Clapham & Wall (1995) wrote) and continues the discussion.  

6.  Relating the EGE specifi cation to the demo version (see the pre-workshop assignments). The lecturer asks the students 
to use their notes on the EGE specifi cation (pre-workshop assignment 2) and comment on whether the EGE demo version cor-
responds to the specifi cation.
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Workshop handout 1
Task 1. Identify the EGE participants’ roles within the assessment cycle (based on a pre-workshop assignment).

Assessment cycle func-
tions

EGE participants

Designers
Producers
Organisers
Administrators
Assessees
Scorers
Users
Validators

Task 2. Role play. Assessment cycle: responsibilities of different stakeholders.

EGE participants Responsibilities Major concern
Designers
Producers
Organisers
Administrators
Assessees
Scorers
Users
Validators

Task 3. Choose a particular type of assessment for (one or more of) the following situations. Justify your choice(s).

Situation 1. You are designing a university admission exam for your university. You want to enrol only those candidates 
who meet the requirements of your university curriculum in English.  

Situation 2. It’s the end of the term. You need to know how much your students have really learned and how well they 
have mastered their skills. 

Situation 3. You work for a language centre. You have to form groups of new students. Your applicants vary in age but 
they all want to improve their general English. 

Situation 4. You are preparing for a meeting with your students’ parents. The parents would like to know how their chil-
dren have been doing in English and you would like to raise the parents’ awareness of their childrens’ strengths and weaknesses. 

Task 4. Analyse the following defi nitions of the term ‘test specifi cation’. What characteristics of the ‘test specifi cation’ are men-
tioned in all of them? Which of the defi nitions is the most comprehensive in your opinion and why?

1. A document that states what the test should be used for and who it is aimed at; test specifi cations usually contain all 
instructions, examples of test formats/items, weighting information and pass/fail criteria.

Coombe, C., Davidson, P. & Lloyd, D. (eds.), 2009. Fundamentals of Language Assessment - A practical guide for teach-
ers. Dubai: TESOL Arabia

2. A document which sets out what a test is designed to measure and how it will be tested. … As well as providing a 
blueprint for item writers, specifi cations are important in the establishment of the test’s construct validity. They should include 
information about the test purpose, the target population, test content, test format, and other relevant details such as the language 
of the rubric, time allowances, method of scoring.
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Davies A., Brown A., Elder C., Hill K., Lumley T. & McNamara, T., 1999. Dictionary of Language Testing. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press.

3. A set of specifi cations … will include information on: content, test structure, timing, medium/channel, techniques to be 
used, criterial level of performance, and scoring procedures.

Hughes, A., 2003. Testing for Language Teachers. 2nd ed. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Task 5. Analysis of the EGE specifi cation.  Additional question: does the EGE specifi cation meet the requirements of different 
audiences?

Alderson, Clapham & Wall (1995) set out how different audiences will be interested in different features of assessment. For this 
reason, specifi cation statements will vary in detail and organisation according to the learning context.

Audience Main test features of interest 
Item writers Purpose, intended test takers, number of sections/ papers, target language situations, 

text types, channel and modes, language skills and elements, tasks, methods, instruc-
tions, criteria for assessment.

Test validators The nature of the testing construct: model of language ability? communicative needs? 
syllabus?  

Test takers What the assessment looks like, how to obtain the best results.
Users of test results ‘What the assessment measures, what the results should and should not be used for.’

 (Alderson, Clapham and Wall, 1995: 10-20)

Task 6. Relate the demo version to the EGE specifi cation (see the pre-workshop assignments). Does the demo version corre-
spond to the test design statement, blueprints, task and item specifi cations in every detail? Give examples to explain your answer.
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Answer key for workshop activities 
Answers to Task 1. Discussion on how the assessment cycle works within the EGE framework.

Assessment cycle func-
tions

EGE participants

Designers FIPI Academic Methodological Council on Foreign Languages, Federal 
Commission on the EGE in Foreign Languages

Producers Federal Commission on the EGE in Foreign Languages
Organisers Regional Departments of Education
Administrators School teachers and administration
Assessees School-leavers of the current year and school graduates of previous years
Scorers Regional Examination Commissions in Foreign Languages (school teach-

ers and university lecturers)
Users universities and colleges, school administration, Regional Departments of 

Education, FIPI, Ministry of Education
Validators the same as users – in the wider sense of the word “validators’; FIPI spe-

cialists working with the exam statistics (fi rst and foremost)

Answers to Task 2. Role play. Assessment cycle: responsibilities of different stakeholders. 

EGE participants Responsibilities Major concern
Designers produce test specifi cation and demo 

version
reliability, validity, practicality of 
the test

Producers produce test items quality of test items (reliability and 
validity)

Organisers carry out all the preparations for the 
exam

procedural issues, legal aspects

Administrators administer the test on the day of the 
examination

procedure, following the instructions 
on how the exam is administered 

Assessees get ready for the test high score, good marks
Scorers mark the papers good criteria and marking schemes, 

quality marking
Users analyse the results and use them for dif-

ferent purposes
valid and reliable results

Validators analyse and assess the test, prove the va-
lidity of its results  and strive to improve 
it

validity and reliability of the exam

Answers to Task 3. 

Situation 1. Profi ciency

Situation 2. Achievement

Situation 3. Placement

Situation 4. Diagnostic

Answers to Task 4. 

All the defi nitions include the following: test purpose, test content, scoring procedures. 

The answer to the second question (which of the defi nitions is the most comprehensive in your opinion and why?) may vary; 
argumentation is more important than the choice of the ‘best’ defi nition.

Answers to Task 5. Present the results of your analysis of the EGE test specifi cations. 
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Q.: Do you think the EGE specifi cations meet international requirements?

A.: This is a matter of judgement, but you can point out that they contain all the elements generally thought to be necessary for 
test specifi cations. Note that item-writers may need some additional information (this is provided to them in a confi dential docu-
ment). You may wish to discuss the implications of giving full details of test content to the public.

Q.: Which of the sections are most important to a) item writers, b) students, c) school teachers?

A.: Most important to school teachers: probably sections 1-2, 4-7, 9-10, 12; to students: sections 1, 4-6, 9-10, 12; to item writers: 
1-10, 12-13. Answers may vary to a certain degree but the idea is to make the students aware of the contents of each section and 
its importance; argumentation is more important than the answer itself. Perhaps the question could be reformulated to promote 
discussion: which of the sections are least important for each of these groups and why? 

Q.: Does the EGE specifi cation meet the requirements of different audiences?

A.: The students should look for concrete information on each of the points mentioned in the summary.

Section The title of the section             (in Rus-
sian) 

Contents (in English)

1. Назначение экзаменационной работы The purpose of the examination
2. Документы, определяющие содержание 

экзаменационной работы
The documents which determine the contents 
of the test (national curriculum, secondary 
school national syllabus etc.)

3. Подходы к отбору содержания, 
разработке структуры КИМ ЕГЭ

Methodological approach to selecting test 
constructs and designing the structure of the 
test 

4. Структура КИМ ЕГЭ The structure of the test
5. Распределение заданий 

экзаменационной работы по 
содержанию и

видам проверяемых умений и навыков

Skills and subskills tested in different papers 
(parts) within the test 

6. Распределение заданий 
экзаменационной работы по уровню 
сложности

The levels of complexity in different papers 
(parts) and tasks within the test (from A2+ to 
B2 – EGE claims to be a multilevel test)

7. Жанрово-стилистическая 
принадлежность текстов, используемых 
в разделах «Аудирование» и «Чтение»

Genres and registers of texts used in Listen-
ing Comprehension and Reading papers

8. Требования к отбору текстов The requirements for the selection of texts 
used in the test

9. Система оценивания отдельных заданий 
и работы в целом

The system of marking individual tasks and 
assessing the test as a whole

10. Время выполнения работы The time allocated
11. Дополнительные материалы и 

оборудование
Additional materials and equipment

12. Изменения в КИМ 2013 года по 
сравнению с 2012 годом.

The changes in the test battery for 2013 com-
pared to 2012

13. Приложение 1. Обобщенный план 
экзаменационной работы 2013 года по 
иностранным языкам

Appendix 1. General plan of the test in for-
eign languages for 2013 

Answers to Task 6. Relate the EGE specifi cation to the demo version. Does the demo version correspond to the test design state-
ment, blueprints, task and item specifi cations in every detail? The students should illustrate their answer with examples.

Extension reading and weblinks
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Alderson J.C., Clapham C. & Wall, D., 2005. Language Test Construction and Evaluation. Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press. 

Bachman, L.F. & Palmer, A.S., 1996. Language Testing in Practice. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. Chapters 3 and 4, 
pp. 43-82.

Centre for Applied Linguistics, 2009. ‘Understanding Assessment: A Guide for Foreign Language Educators’. On: Centre for 
Applied Linguistics. [Online.] Available at: http://www.cal.org/fl ad/tutorial

Chalhoub-Deville, M., 1997. ‘Theoretical models, assessment frameworks and test construction’. Language Testing 20, 4, 369-
383.

Cohen, A.S. & Wollack, J.A., 2006. ‘Test administration, security, scoring and reporting’. In: Brennan, R.L., (ed.), Educational 
Measurement, 4th edition. New York: American Council on Education / Praeger. Pp. 355-386.

EALTA, 2006. ‘Guidelines for Good Practice in Language Testing and Assessment’. On: EALTA – European Association for 
Language Testing and Assessment. [Online.] Available at: http://www.ealta.eu.org/documents/archive/guidelines/English.
pdf.

FIPI, 2013. ‘Demonstratzionniy variant kontrolnyh izmeritelnyh materialov edinogo gosudastvennogo ekzamena po inostran-
nym yazykam 2013 goda’. (Demo version of EGE 2013) On: FIPI – Federalny Institut Pedagogicheskyh Izmereniy. [On-
line.] Available at: http://fi pi.ru/view/sections/226/docs/627.html 

FIPI, 2013. ‘Spetzifi catzia kontrolnyh izmeritelnyh materialov edinogo gosudastvennogo ekzamena po inostrannym yazykam 
2013 goda’. (Specifi cations of EGE 2013) On: FIPI – Federalny Institut Pedagogicheskyh Izmereniy. [Online.] Available 
at: http://fi pi.ru/view/sections/226/docs/627.html

Fulcher, G., 2010. Practical Language Testing. Abingdon, Oxon: Hodder Education.

Hughes, A., 2003. Testing for Language Teachers. 2nd ed. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

McNamara T., 2001. ‘Language assessment as social practice: challenges for research’. Language Testing 18, 4, pp. 333-349.

UK Department for Education, 2013. ‘The exam cycle’.  On: UK Department for Education. [Online.] Available at: http://www.
education.gov.uk/schools/teachingandlearning/qualifi cations/examsadmin/b00197212 

Weir C., 2005. Language Testing and Validation. London: Palgrave Macmillan.
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Module 1 Unit 3 Classroom assessment
Prepared by Viktoriya Levchenko, Ludmila Kozhevnikova, Svetlana Borisova

Content elements of the unit Contact 
hours

Independent study

1. Background reading text 1
2. Lecture: slides and notes 2
3. Workshops activities

 Workshops materials

 Workshops notes for lecturer

4

4. Extension activities 2
Total 6 3

Aims and objectives

On completion of this unit, students will know about:

 the purposes of and issues associated with classroom assessment;

 basic terms for classroom assessment;

 a range of classroom assessment techniques.

On completion of this unit, students will be able to:

 analyze different classroom techniques;

 select techniques appropriate to specifi c teaching and learning contexts;

 design classroom assessments in accordance with specifi cations.

Background reading

Brown, H.D., 2004. Language Assessment: principles and classroom practices. New York: Longman. Chapter 1, pp. 1–18, 
chapter 2, pp. 19–26.

Genesee, F., & Upshur, J. A., 1996. Classroom-Based Evaluation in Second Language Education. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press. Chapter 4, pp. 54–75.

Green, A., 2013. Exploring Language Assessment and Testing. Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge. Chapter 4.

O’Malley, J.M. &Valdez Pierce, L., 1996. Authentic assessment for English language learners: practical approaches for teachers. 
New York: Addison-Wesley. pp. 9–27, pp.38–43.
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Lecture outline for students
Lecture 1. Classroom Assessment: purposes and issues.
Type: Interactive lecture based on PowerPoint presentation

Outline:

1. Purposes of assessment

2. Types of assessment (formative/summative; informal/formal assessment (Handout 1: Assessment for Learning dia-
gram. Assessment reform group, 2002) 

3. Issues in designing classroom assessment (purposes; criteria; grading; practicality; impact on teaching and learning; 
limitations of classroom assessment)

4. Selected classroom assessment techniques, their advantages and disadvantages: observation; interviews; learner pro-
fi les; progress cards; journals; reading or listening logs (diaries); conferences
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Detailed notes for lecturers
(2 academic hours)

1. Slides 2-3: The lecturer starts with the aims and the outcomes of the presentation. Elicit from students the differences 
between testing and other forms of assessment.

2. All language assessments involve obtaining evidence of learners’ language related knowledge, skills or abilities, but 
tests are a special kind of assessment, set up as a special occasion with fi xed rules and procedures (such as time limits 
and lack of access to helping resources like dictionaries) and results reported as scores or grades. Assessment includes 
classroom questioning, observation and a wide range of other techniques that do not fi t the defi nition of a test, but do 
provide evidence of language abilities. These non-test forms of assessment are often called ‘alternative assessments’.

3. Before moving on to slide 4, the lecturer should elicit from the students the possible shortcomings of traditional testing: 
Why do teachers give tests? Are they useful for teachers and learners? What are their main advantages and disadvan-
tages? What could be done to use them better?

4. Slide 5 lists a number of problems with current practice. Why might each of these features be considered a problem?

5. There are a number of problems with the way tests are commonly used by teachers. They are often poorly planned, 
prepared by individual teachers without discussion with colleagues, not well linked to the syllabus, not informative, and 
sometimes used as a form of punishment for learners. Teachers do not use the results to guide their teaching, learners do 
not use the results to learn – they just check the grade and move on.

6. Slides 6-8. Slide 6 summarizes the overall problem. Slides 7 and 8 outline what experts suggest should be the 
characteristics of good assessment. Before moving on, the lecturer should ask the students to discuss in pairs or small 
groups what they think could be done to make classroom assessment more informative and less stressful for students. 
The lecturer elicits feedback and then adds some more ideas to what has been said.

7. Slide 9. The lecturer goes through disadvantages of testing as a classroom tool, contrasted with the claimed advantages 
of alternative forms of assessment.

8. The lecturer asks the students what the various goals of assessment may be and what different types of assessment they 
know. The students are introduced to the defi nitions of different types of classroom assessment with the lecturer asking 
them to refl ect on the types of assessment the students use in their schools/universities.

9. Slide 10 presents the key point that assessment in the classroom can be used to look forward and make decisions about 
progress and suitable next steps in teaching and learning.

10. Slide 11 presents another key objective of assessment in language classrooms. To look back and take stock of what has 
been learnt – were the learning objectives of the course met?

11. Slides 12-14: The lecturer elicits from the students the differences between formal and informal assessment. In slide 
13, ask students to decide which forms of classroom assessment are formal or informal (the lecturer could list the task 
types – tests, public exams, in-class activities, homework, observation, portfolios etc. Indicative answers to the table 
appear on slide 14. Of course, each of these activities can be both more formal and more informal: if grades are given 
and contribute to the award of a certifi cate, the assessments can be considered quite formal. If there are no grades and 
more choice for the learners about what they do, these assessments are informal. 

12. The lecturer asks the students which of the types of assessment they have discussed can be used to assess the process of 
learning or the product of learning. What is meant by ‘the process of learning’ and how could we assess it? 

13. Slide 15 Summarizes differences between formative assessment for learning and summative assessment of learning and 
relates these to the idea of continuous assessment as an alternative to testing.

14. Slide 16: Ask what alternative (non-test) techniques the students are familiar with. How can these techniques help teach-
ers to better understand the process of learning?

15. Slides 17-18: A process of seeing what learners can do with and without hints, choices, models to imitate and other 
forms of support can help the teacher (and learners) to better understand how much learners understand.

16. At this point, the lecturer might give the students some time to refl ect on the information and discuss in pairs the advan-
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tages and disadvantages of assessment ‘of learning’ and ‘for learning’. Which do students think is more ‘fair’, ‘practi-
cal’, ‘humanistic’, ‘effective’?

17. Slides 20-25: The lecturer discusses the issues in designing classroom assessment and comments on each step of 
planning and designing effective classroom assessment. Criteria and scales will be considered in more depth in later 
Units on Writing and Speaking. 

18. To develop appropriate criteria for the classroom, teachers can develop their own or adapt the descriptors from elsewhere 
– perhaps the CEFR or those of the Russian national school leaving exam. Students can be given some samples of 
assessment grids which give some idea of how descriptors can be used for assessment purposes. 

19. The lecturer highlights the diffi culties of writing assessment criteria: the criteria have to be clear to everyone using 
them, for example: in the descriptor ‘few mistakes’, how many is ‘few’? What kinds of mistakes are we talking about? 
For example, if a student attempts a diffi cult construction which is beyond the level we would expect them to be at, but 
gets it wrong, does that count as a mistake or is that actually a positive aspect because the student is trying to do some-
thing beyond our expectations? How does that compare with someone who has completely accurate but very simple 
language? Also, there must be continuity throughout the scale but no repetition and the words used in different bands 
must be clearly distinguishable from each other, e.g. if one band says ‘the student has just enough language to get by’ 
while the next category says ‘the student has suffi cient language to get by’, what is the difference between ‘just enough’ 
and ‘suffi cient’?

20. Slides 26-27: Having gone through the steps in Slides 21-25, the lecturer asks students to brainstorm some possible 
issues regarding classroom assessment then discusses these with the students.

21. Slides 29-41: The lecturer elicits from the students what assessment techniques they use in the classroom and gives them 
a list of techniques (Slide 29). Depending on the time available, the lecturer may choose to concentrate on one or two 
of these techniques and provide examples for discussion.

22. Slide 42. To close the lecture, the lecturer and the students quickly revise the main aspects of designing a classroom 
assessment. 
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Workshop outline for students
1. Revision and extension of the lecture (see workshop slides)

2. Analyzing a ‘Student assessment profi le’ 

3. Developing a ‘Student assessment profi le’ template 

4. Refl ection on the process of student observation and assessment template development.

5. Conclusion and feedback
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Workshop notes for lecturers
The planned outcome: students will be able to apply their knowledge and understanding in an occupational context by de-
veloping a ‘Student assessment profi le’ and different formats of self- and peer assessment.

Materials: 

• samples of the CEFR/RSE analytical rating scales (see the handout ‘Common European Framework of Reference for 
Languages’ Council of Europe 2001 and the RSE rating scales of the 2011 demo version).

• samples of assessment profi le

• samples of assessment matrices (see the handouts)

• samples of a self-and peer- assessment inventory taken from CUP course books for different age-groups: 

o pre-school course: ‘Playway to English’ by H.Puchta and G.Gerngross; 

o a course for teenagers: “Messages” by D.Goodey and N. Goodey; 

o a course for adults: “face2face” by C.Redstone and G. Cunningham.)

• samples of portfolios (ready-made and students’ own)

Workshop 1

1. Slides 1–3: The workshop starts with the aims and the outcomes of the presentation.

2. Slide 4: The lecturer discusses the context for classroom–based assessment (Genesee and Upshur, 1996:36) and explains 
that assessment is a process that results in decisions about instruction, students, or both. Point out to students that they 
will learn more about designing and using rating scales in later units of the course.

3. The fi rst step in the decision-making process is to identify the purpose for assessment. The next step is to collect the 
information, which must be interpreted, that is, put into context before it is meaningful. The fi nal step is that a decision 
is made how to proceed. 

4. Slides 5-6: The lecturer reviews with the students what features can make classroom assessment by teachers inef-
fective and explains the benefi ts of the VOICES approach.

5. Slide 7: The lecturer discusses with the students what aspects are usually assessed in the classroom. 

6. Slide 8: The focus will be on observation by the teacher as an assessment tool. 

7. Slides 10-11: Explore the advantages and practical management of in-class observation by teachers.

8. The lecturer gives out Workshop 1 handout 1 and Workshop 1 handout 2. 

9. Students analyze the ‘Student assessment profi le’ to understand how they can use it to observe and assess a student. 
Then they discuss the questions on the second handout for Workshop 1 (Workshop 1 handout 2, Task 1, questions a-e). 
The main aim of this task is to get students to revise the material from the lecture on assessment. The approach which 
we recommend to use here is that of guided discovery so that students have to apply their knowledge in their occupa-
tional setting. While answering the questions, students revise the material on the one hand, and on the other hand, they 
start to understand the context of classroom assessment. They also have to apply their knowledge to a specifi c type of 
assessment. 

10. At this point, the lecturer listens to all the answers, but will sum up this part after the students have developed their own 
observation templates.

11. Workshop 1 handout 2, Task 2: The students use the template provided as an example. They watch a video featuring a 
student’s performance.

12. You may choose a sample student performance from the internet (these are provided by many international testing or-
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ganizations) or one that you have recorded yourself.

13. The lecturer recaps the major rating scales, assessment matrices (see Classroom Assessment lecture slides) and the 
major stages of designing an assessment.

14. Workshop 1 handout 2, Task 3: Students work in small groups to discuss the steps for developing a template to assess 
students.

15. Workshop 1 handout 2, Task 4: Students work in groups to develop a template. Students swap their student assessment 
profi le with their partners and discuss the scores they awarded in their groups.

16. Workshop 1 handout 2, Task 5: Students watch the video sequence and use their templates to assess Student A. Next, 
they discuss the results of their observation in pairs and try to fi nd out possible ways to improve their templates. They 
share their ideas with the class, if time permits. The lecturer writes all the suggestions on the (black)board. The students 
decide on the best ways to improve the template.

17. Workshop 1 handout 2, Task 6. Students use the questionnaire to refl ect on the entire process and give their feedback 
to the lecturer.

18. The lecturer discusses with the students the benefi ts and disadvantages of observation as a classroom assessment 
technique. Students may begin to think about these as issues of practicality, validity, authenticity and washback, but the 
terminology is not too important at this stage in the course. 

19. According to Brown (2004:269) observation has ‘moderate practicality and reliability’. It has face validity and content 
validity, because observation is integrated into the process of teaching and learning. He believes that washback may 
only be moderate unless the teacher follows up effectively on what he/she has observed. However, ‘authenticity is high, 
because if an observation goes relatively unnoticed by the student, then there is little likelihood of contrived contexts 
or play-acting’ (Ibid).

Workshop 2

1. Slides 13-14: The lecturer asks the students to discuss the pros and cons of self– and peer-assessment compared with ob-
servation (teacher’s assessment) and elicits answers to the question: ‘Why might we use self- and peer-assessment?’. There 
may be a variety of answers but the most common ones are given on slide 14.

2. Slide 15: The lecturer comments on the stages of teaching students how to assess themselves. The key point is that learners 
need a lot of training before they can use self-assessment effectively.

3. In pairs, students work with Workshop 2 handout 1, Task 1. The lecturer discusses with students the pros and cons of self-
assessment.

4. Slide 16: The lecturer elicits from students the meaning of the term ‘peer-assessment’ and then shows them Topping’s 
(1998) defi nition. 

5. Slides 17-19: Students discuss possible positive effects of peer-assessment on learning a foreign language. The results of 
research into the use of peer assessment in practice is shown on slide 17. The benefi ts are summarized on slide 18. Slide 19 
illustrates the practical benefi ts. Can students think of any possible practical problems?

6. According to Bax (2012), ‘peer assessment is a means of increasing the transparency of educational systems for learners. 
Learners evaluate each other’s work against set criteria or against criteria they develop themselves. In this way, they come 
to better understand what is meant by communicative success and ways in which performance can be improved. Learners, 
especially children, need extensive training in order to use peer- and self-assessment effectively.’

7. In pairs, students work with Workshop 2 handout 2, Task 2. There are no ready answers to Task 2 because there are going 
to be a variety of peer-assessment formats. The main aim of the task is to get students to analyse various formats, revise the 
material from the lecture on assessment and to apply their knowledge in practice.

8. Workshop 2 handout 2, Task 3: Students develop a peer-assessment checklist/matrix for their students.

Students design a task that will help them see if their peer-assessment (matrix) works and have someone from the group do 
the task so that students can use their matrix and see if it works. They discuss the following questions in groups: 
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 Are the scoring criteria easy to use? Why (not)? 

 Do you need to make them more specifi c? If so, what would you change? 

 Is the rating scale manageable? Why (not)? If not, what should you change?

9. The group and the lecturer discuss the issues they had with the process with the lecturer summarizing some key points on 
Slide 20.

10. Slides 21-22: In conclusion, the lecturer discusses classroom assessment issues and points to the importance of a balanced 
approach to assessment in the classroom. This means that teachers should use both assessment of learning and assessment 
for learning. The balanced approach includes different strategies within a range of purposes. 

Assessment literacy is a prerequisite for a successful use of classroom assessment of any teacher. Therefore, in-service and 
pre-service training should be provided for teachers. Teachers, in turn, should maintain communication with stakeholders 
and integrate on an ongoing basis assessment for and of learning into the classroom. Apart from testing language skills, 
teachers can also focus on assessing non-linguistic features. In order to make assessment more informative, reliable and 
valid, one can align it with CEFR. 

11. The lecturer discusses with the students ideas for the project work, e.g. develop an assessment tool for a project/role-play 
or drama. Another option is to design a system of observing the work of students. They can use their “Student assessment 
profi le” as an example and think of other possible ways of recording their observations (anecdotal records, checklists, rating 
scales, etc).
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Workshop 1 handout 1
Student assessment profi le

Name: Sergei Smirnov 

 Key points Observations based on various assessment 
methods (give date for each entry)

Implications for teaching 

1. Pronunciation  fl uency

 intonation 

 word sounds

Pronunciation still hard to understand. Needs 
to focus on rhythm 

Sergei needs to speak louder. (Jan 15)

________________________

Can pronounce most sounds, but he still 
needs to work on the fi nal consonants (May 
12)

Give students more chances 
to give presentations in front 
of the class to build up their 
confi dence.

Classwork on rhythm.

__________________

Progress: Good
2. Communication  Timing 

 Asking and 
answering 
questions 

Should speak more during group discussions

Can use simple expressions to respond to oth-
ers (Jan 15)

________________________

Sergei is not always confi dent enough to 
speak out. He is beginning to use more inter-
esting and varied language (May 12)

Encourage Sergei to read 
more books and watch more 
English videos to increase his 
range of language. Encourage 
him to speak for longer during 
group discussion

____________________

Progress: OK

3. Vocabulary & 
Grammar

 Vocabulary 

 Grammatical 
patterns 

 Self-correction 

Uses a narrow range of simple vocabulary.

Mostly speaks  in very short and rehearsed 
utterances. (Jan 15)

Uses vocabulary but with limited range of 
familiar words and expressions. 

Can sometimes self-correct simple errors. 
(May 12)

Point out errors he often 
makes and encourage him 
to make extra effort to avoid 
those problems again

____________________

Progress: Big improvement

4. Organisation and 
Ideas

 Organisation 

 Expressing 
information and 
ideas 

 Asking and 
answering 
questions

Gives brief information and expresses ideas 
that are relevant to the topic.

Gives brief responses when prompted. (Jan 
15)

________________________

Gives some simple relevant information and 
ideas when talking about familiar topics.

Contributes to a conversation when prompt-
ed.  (May 12)

Classwork on how to respond 
to questions with relevant 
information and how to add 
more detail.

___________________

Progress: Good



Promoting Sustainable Excellence in Testing and Assessment of English

Financed by the TEMPUS programme of the European Union

48

Workshop 1 handout 2
1. Analyse the “Student assessment profi le” sample from handout 1 and discuss with your partner the following questions:

a) What is the purpose of the sample profi le? How long is the assessment period? Who is assessed? What do you think the 
student’s level of profi ciency is? How old is he/she?

b) What skill is the focus/are the foci of the assessment? What parameters are assessed? What are the assessment criteria? 
Would you add any other descriptors? Why? Why not?

c)  Are the criteria clear and practical? Would you add any other criteria? Why? Why not? What rating scale(s) would you 
use as a benchmark?

d)  How does assessment inform instruction?

e)  Is this type of assessment practical, reliable, valid? 

2. Use the ‘Student assessment profi le’ in handout 1 as an example to develop a student assessment profi le template for 
Student A (Ottavia). 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Gge4Hn6HduY&feature=related

3. Discuss in pairs/groups the following steps for developing a student assessment profi le template to assess Ottavia as if 
she were your student:

a)  purpose, objectives of assessment 

b)  focus/foci

c)  parameters 

d)  criteria

e)  practicality, validity, reliability, impact on instruction

4. In your groups, develop a student assessment profi le. Swap your profi le with another group and give your comments on it.

5. Use your template to assess Student A. Discuss the results in pairs/groups. Think of possible ways to improve the tem-
plate. Share your ideas with the class.

6. Refl ect on the entire process and give your feedback to the instructor. Answer the following questions:

a) What did you like about using your ‘Student assessment profi le’ to assess Student A?

b) Do you think it would give you a better understanding of your students’ progress? Why (not)?

c) Do you think it could help you improve your teaching experience? Why (not)?

d) Do you think the ‘Student assessment profi le’ is a valid, reliable, practical assessment tool? Why (not)?

e) Would you use it in your class? Why (not)?
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Answer keys for workshop 1 activities

Workshop 1 handout 2
1. Possible answers to questions a-e: 

a) The purpose is to assess the development of speaking skills; the assessment period is a few months; the name of the student 
is Sergei Smirnov; the level of profi ciency seems to be around A1+ on the CEFR; his age is not clear, but probably quite 
young.

b) Speaking is the focus; parameters of assessment are given in column 1: pronunciation and delivery, communication, 
vocabulary and grammatical patterns, ideas and organization; the criteria are given in column 2. 

The other questions will produce various answers: these may vary according to the experience and occupational setting of the 
students. 
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Workshop 2 handout 1
1. Analyse the samples of self-assessment formats and discuss the following questions in groups:

a) Which of the samples are intended for young learners/teenagers/ adults?

b) What skills are assessed?

c) What types of rating scales are used?

2. Analyse the samples of peer-assessment formats and discuss the following questions in groups:

a) What skills do they assess?

b) What types of rating scales are used?

c) What are some potential problems of peer-assessment? (e.g. involving giving and accepting criticism or praise) and how 
can these be avoided?

3. In your group, use the rating scales and samples of peer-assessment to develop a peer-assessment checklist or scale for your 
students:

a) Think of the age group (e.g. fi rst-year linguistic students), level of profi ciency (e.g. B2), skill (e.g. speaking), goal (e.g. 
to assess presentation skills), parameters and criteria (e.g. organisation, cohesion, grammar and vocabulary, etc.)

b) Decide on your rating scale.

4. Design a simple speaking or writing task that will help you see if your peer-assessment works. 

a) Have someone from your group do the task and assess him/her. Discuss the following questions: 

i. Are the scoring criteria easy to use? Why (not)? 

ii. Do you need to make them more specifi c? If so, what would you change? 

iii. Is the rating scale manageable? Why (not)? If not, what should you change?

5. Refl ect on the issues you have encountered when using peer-assessment.
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Answer keys for workshop 2 activities

Workshop 2 handout 1
Answers will vary. There are no fi xed correct responses.

Extension reading

Genesee, F., & Upshur, J. A. (Eds.). 1996. Classroom-Based Evaluation in Second Language Education. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press. 

O’Malley, J.M. & Valdez Pierce, L., 1996. Authentic Assessment for English Language Learners: practical approaches for 
teachers. New York: Addison-Wesley.

Rolheiser, C. and Ross, J.A., 2003. ‘Student self-evaluation: what research says and what practice shows.’ On: Centre for 
Development and Learning. [Online.] Available at: http://www.cdl.org/resource-library/articles/self_eval.php?%20
type=author&id=28



Promoting Sustainable Excellence in Testing and Assessment of English

Financed by the TEMPUS programme of the European Union

52

Module 1 Unit 4 Assessing Reading
Prepared by Marina Solnyshkina and Olga Safonkina

Content elements of the unit Contact 
hours

Independent 
study

1. Background reading 1
2.   Lecture: slides and notes

 Notes for students

 Notes for lecturers

2

3. Workshops activities

 Workshop materials

 Workshop notes for lecturer

4

4. Extension reading and activities 2
Total 6 3

Aims and objectives 

On completion of the unit, students will know about:

 the purpose of assessing reading in a foreign language classroom;

 contextual parameters in reading;

 cognitive processing in reading.

On completion of the unit, students will be able to:

 analyze pros and cons of different types of tasks and items aimed at assessing reading;

 follow reading specifi cations;

 analyse reading requirements and cognitive features as well as grammatical and lexical differences across the levels of 
the CEFR;

 understand the readability of a text;

 choose appropriate reading tasks for classroom based assessment/standardized tests at different levels of language 
profi ciency;

 design items assessing reading at different levels: direct vs indirect tests on reading.

Background reading

Green, A., 2013. Exploring Language Assessment and Testing. Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge. Chapter 5.

Hughes, A., 2003. Testing for Language Teachers. 2nd ed. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. Chapter 12.
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Lecture outline for students
Lecture 1 Assessing skills: reading purposes and reading techniques

Type: Interactive lecture based on PowerPoint presentation
Outline:

1. Reading: assessment and techniques
2. Why do we read?
3. Reading as an activity
4. Reading as a process
5. The central ideas behind reading
6. What does reading involve?
7. What makes reading easy or diffi cult?
8. Reading at different levels of ability
9. Steps in reading assessment
10. Level of engagement
11. Type of engagement
12. Skills to assess  
13. Integrated nature of reading
14. Examples of reading assessment

References
Berardo, S. A., 2006. ‘The use of authentic materials in the teaching of reading’. The Reading Matrix. Vol. 6, No. 2, September 

2006. [Online.]  Available at:

http://www.readingmatrix.com/articles/berardo/article.pdf

Council of Europe. 2001. Common European Framework of Reference for Languages: Learning, teaching, assessment. Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press.

Hughes, A., 2003. Testing for Language Teachers. 2nd ed. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. Chapter 12.

Khalifa, H. and Weir, C. J., 2009. Examining Reading: Research and practice in assessing second language reading. Cambridge: 
UCLES/Cambridge University Press.

Nagle, S. J. & Sanders, S. L., 1986. ‘Comprehension theory and second language pedagogy’. TESOL Quarterly, 20 (1), pp. 9-26.

Nuttall, C., 1996. Teaching Reading Skills in a Foreign Language. 2nd ed. Oxford: Heinemann.

Pressley, M.,  2006. Reading Instruction that Works: the case for balanced teaching. New York: Guilford Press.

Urquhart, A.H. and Weir, C.J., 1998. Reading in a Second Language: process, product and practice. London: Longman.

Weir, C.J., Huizhong, Y. and Yan, J., 2000. Studies in Language Testing 12: An Empirical Investigation of the Componentiality 
of L2 Reading in English for Academic Purposes. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
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Detailed notes for lecturers
(2 academic hours)

1. Slides 3-7: The slides present an overview of reading in a foreign language.

2. Why do we read? Before showing Slide 3, ask: 

 Can students suggest different purposes for reading and categorise them?

 Can they give examples of each of these types of reading?

3. Slide 4: It is very important to understand that purpose – why we read (and what we read) – has an important infl uence on 
HOW we read. 

4. Slide 5: Think about the different ways people read when they want to learn new information (textbooks, scientifi c papers) 
or read for pleasure (novels, magazines, poetry) or read in order to assess or to give criticism (teachers reading and marking 
students’ work). We have to take account of the purpose for reading when we think about assessment.

5. Slide 6: Review the idea of reading as a mental process introduced in Unit 1. Moving from the text to a mental representa-
tion built up by the reader.

6. Slide 7: The lecturer explains the central ideas behind reading (from Nuttall, 1996).

7. Slide 8: What does reading involve? The type of reading we employ varies according to a number of factors: 

 our purpose for reading

o How do students think reading for these different purposes might be different? Think in terms of speed, atten-
tion and re-reading if we miss something. 

Pleasure vs work

Main ideas comprehension vs. identifi cation of specifi c information

 Our reading ability (different approaches)

 The type of text we are engaged with (narrative vs. argumentative) (eye movement is different and processing is dif-
ferent)

 The text topic (our familiarity with it regardless of ability)

 The diffi culty level of grammar and syntax and vocabulary

8. Slide 9: What does reading involve?

There are many factors involved in reading. First of all, there are various cognitive and physiological processes. For example,

 Eye movement 

 Different levels of coverage – grazing vs. detailed

What do students understand by ‘grazing’? When do they read like this?

 The working memory keeps new information active for 1-2 seconds while it carries out the appropriate process. This 
means that if we struggle to understand words, or have to reach for the dictionary, we easily lose track of the meaning 
of a sentence.

Fluency and automatic reading are dealt with on the next slides.

9. Slide 10: What does reading involve? 
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Fluency 

The level of fl uency is very important for reading and affects the process of reading.

 Fluent L1 readers can recognize almost all the words they encounter in most texts (98 – 100%) so they are able to pro-
cess text very quickly:  4-5 words per second.

 Fluent reading comprehension involves automatic word recognition – with no conscious effort to understand

 A fl uent reader manages the following all at the same time:

1. Rapid recognition of words

2. Analysis of the structure of sentences

3. Building up a main idea model of text comprehension (what this combination of sentences means)

4. Monitoring what has been comprehended

5. Calling in appropriate schemata from long-term memory

A schema (pl. schemata) is a framework, diagram or concept that helps us to understand and interpret informa-
tion. For example, when we hear about a wedding, we expect it to involve a bride and a groom, a ceremony, an 
exchange of promises and a party. However, different cultures have different schemata for weddings. A typical 
Russian wedding has many differences from a typical Indian wedding or a typical Chinese wedding. Schemata 
can be useful because they help us to cope with the vast amount of information that comes from our environ-
ment – we don’t need to think so carefully about routine, expected events - but they can also mislead us when 
reading in a foreign language. 

 Reading speed (According to Pressley, 2006)

Readers who are engaged in ‘reading to learn’ read at approximately 200 words per minute.

Reading for pleasure generally varies between 250 and 300 words per minute.

According to Nuttall (1996)

Secondary school students studying English as a second language have a reading speed of 120-150 words per min-
ute before training.

University students in similar areas read at a speed of about 200 words per minute but could be as slow as 60 words 
per minute.

A native speaker of English of about average education and intelligence reads at about 300 words per minute; how-
ever, rates of up to 800 words per minute and down to 140 words per minute are not uncommon.

10. Slide 11: What does reading involve? 

Controlled vs. automatic processing

‘…automatic processing requires little/no attention and as such is less likely to interfere with other processes at work; 
controlled processes require attention and it is diffi cult to deal with more than one source of information at a time’ (Nagle 
& Sanders, 1986).

Automatic vs. controlled reading

 When something is new, a learner pays it conscious attention, therefore processing is slow.

 As the input becomes more and more familiar, processing becomes faster and eventually automatic.

 Processing periodically breaks down causing the reader to have to re-read, employ guessing strategic etc.
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11. Slide 12: What does reading involve? 

The two are therefore complementary ways of processing a text and reading as an interactive process is a mixture of two 
processes - bottom-up and top-down processing.

12. Slide 13: What does reading involve? 

Bottom-up processes: the reader is operating from the visual data in the text = “information processing” (with a focus on 
the processing of more micro-level constituents of texts – letter, words, phrases, sentences etc);

Top-down processes: readers call upon their background knowledge and /or:

 recognize rhetorical conventions of writing;

 recognize the function of types of writing;

 infer context and connections between ideas from writing;

 distinguish between literal and implied meanings;

 recognize and interpret culturally specifi c references in texts;

 use contextual information = “analysis-by-synthesis” (with a focus more on macro-level constituents – genre, text struc-
ture, as well as the role of background schematic knowledge etc). 

13. Slide 14: The bottom-up skills

Within this group of skills, comprehension is through decoding (word-level) and focusing on vocabulary or grammar. For 
example:

 identifying the sound/symbol correspondence in English, and its varieties;

 building “sight words” - common words that can be read quickly and easily;

 recognizing what part of speech a word functions as and the systems of tense, agreement, and pluralization;

 recognizing cohesive devices and their function in signaling relationships in texts.

Discuss with the students ways they might suggest to assess these skills.

14. Slide 15: The top-down skills

Within these skills, comprehension results from using prior content knowledge/knowledge of the genre (textual schemata) 
or using knowledge of language. For example:

 reading skills (skimming, scanning, guessing meaning from context) to help in the interpretation of texts.

Discuss with the students ways of assessing these skills that they have experienced.

15. Slide 16: What does reading involve? 

The table describes all the above-mentioned factors and shows how they relate to various types of reading. The left hand 
column deals with different types of reading, chosen by the reader according to purpose. 

The middle column illustrates the reading process with the local interpretation of words and sentences at the bottom and the 
‘big picture’ of overall text comprehension at the top. The right hand column represents the different kinds of knowledge 
that the reader must use to support these processes.

Careful reading is reading for explicitly stated main ideas and important information. 

 At the global level, this means understanding the development of an argument and/or logical organization, and reading 
for implicitly stated ideas, that is making inferences.

 The reader must also discover the writer’s intention and attitude to the topic, identify the addressee, and distinguish fact 
from opinion. They should then evaluate different points of view and express their own opinion on the subject.
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 At the local level, this means understanding the syntactic structure of sentences and clauses as well as lexical or gram-
matical cohesion; the reader should also be in a position to deduce the meaning of lexical items from morphology or 
the context.

 The reader reads the text carefully from beginning to end, rereading as necessary. (Weir et al., 2000:39.)

Expeditious reading involves skimming for the gist to get the main idea and discourse topic as effi ciently as possible. It 
involves:

 locating important information which then can be read more carefully;

 reading to get a general overview and an understanding of the macro-structure of the text;

 identifying key information from titles and subtitles as well as topic sentences from each paragraph;

Search reading for specifi c information involves locating relevant information and then carefully reading the text to fi nd the 
specifi c information required. 

Scanning involves looking for specifi c information such as words, numbers, dates or names of people or places. 

16. Slide 18: What makes reading diffi cult?

 The lack of textual discourse structure

 Unknown vocabulary

 Complex syntax

 The need for cultural references  

 The accessibility of the topic

 The number of references a reader has to make (reader responsible writing)

 The reader’s powers of concentration, age, health, interest, fatigue and appropriate schema

17. Slides 19–23: When choosing texts for a reading test, three main criteria should be taken into account:

a) Suitability of content 

Useful reading material should be interesting for students, be relevant to their needs and motivating.

The test writer can ask the following questions:

 Would the text interest the student? 

 Is it relevant to the student’s needs? 

 Does it represent the type of material that the student will use outside of the classroom? 

b) Exploitability

An exploitable text can be used to assess the students’ competence as readers.

The test writer can ask the following questions:

 Can the text be exploited for assessment purposes? 

 Which processes are needed to read the text – and are therefore testable through this text?

c) Readability

Readability describes the grammatical and lexical diffi culty of a text and is used to match texts to the appropriate level of 
test takers. It is distinguished from legibility which is a measure of how easily individual letters or characters can be read. 
Bad handwriting makes a text illegible, complex grammar and rare words give it low readability. Readability is often esti-
mated using formulas based on word and sentence length, such as the Flesch-Kincaid readability index. 

18. Slide 24: Text requirements (Cont.)

Authenticity of the material is one of the main requirements in reading tests, especially where the test is concerned with the 



Promoting Sustainable Excellence in Testing and Assessment of English

Financed by the TEMPUS programme of the European Union

58

real life use of language (it may be less important for beginners who are working towards being able to read genuine texts).

Test developers should try to use:

 “…real-life texts, not written for pedagogic purposes” (Wallace 1992:145);

 “…materials that have been produced to fulfi ll some social purpose in the  language community” (Peacock, 1997);

in contrast to non-authentic texts that are especially designed for language learning purposes because texts written for native 
speakers and contain “real” language. 

The test developer should also bear in mind the following points:

 topics should be within the students’ experience, but not too familiar;

 topics should not be biased or upsetting for any student;

 the readability should be suitable for the students’ level;

 and the number of unknown words should be limited to 5% or 10%. It is diffi cult to catch the overall meaning of a text 
unless you know the meaning of at least 90% of the words.

19. Slides 26-28: Reading at different levels of ability.

The Common European Framework of Reference for Languages: Learning, Teaching, Assessment (CEFR) was published 
by the Council of Europe in 2001. It gives people involved in language education across Europe (and increasingly in other 
parts of the world as well) a common way of describing the learning, teaching and assessment of languages. The CEFR 
includes a set of levels which have now become widely accepted as a way of describing an individual’s level of language 
profi ciency:

 A1 or ‘breakthrough’ is a minimal useful level for communication;

 B1 or ‘threshold’ is the level needed to operate independently in countries where the language is spoken;

 C1 or ‘effective operational profi ciency’ is the level typically needed to operate in a professional role, such as a doctor 
or lawyer, etc.

Common European Framework of Reference

 A1 A2 B1
Reading I can understand familiar 

names, words and very sim-
ple sentences, for example on 
notices and posters or in cata-
logues. 

I can read very short, simple 
texts. I can fi nd specifi c, pre-
dictable information in simple 
everyday material such as ad-
vertisements, prospectuses, 
menus and timetables and I 
can understand short simple 
personal letters. 

I can understand texts that 
consist mainly of high fre-
quency everyday or job-relat-
ed language. I can understand 
the description of events, feel-
ings and wishes in personal 
letters.

Reading I can read articles and reports 
concerned with contemporary 
problems in which the writ-
ers adopt particular stances or 
viewpoints. I can understand 
contemporary literary prose. 

I can understand long and 
complex factual and literary 
texts, appreciating distinc-
tions of style. I can under-
stand specialised articles and 
longer technical instructions 
even when they do not relate 
to my fi eld. 

I can read with ease virtu-
ally all forms of the written 
language, including abstract, 
structurally or linguistically 
complex texts such as manu-
als, specialised articles and 
literary works.

(Council of Europe, 2001)

For example: B2 which equates to Vantage or ‘Upper Intermediate’ is described in the CEFR in statements about reading 
ability such as: ‘Can understand the main ideas of complex text on both concrete and abstract topics, including technical 
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discussions in his/her fi eld of specialization’.

C1 - Effective Operational Profi ciency or ‘Advanced’ level implies ‘Can understand a wide range of demanding, longer 
texts, and recognise implicit meaning.’

C2 - Mastery or ‘Profi ciency’ level: ‘Can understand with ease virtually everything heard or read.’

20. Slides 30-34: The cognitive processes involved in reading at different language levels.

Slide 30 shows how one testing organisation uses different kinds of test to match the different levels of the CEFR.

Slide 31 outlines the cognitive demands imposed by relative text complexity for a number of international language exami-
nations.

Slide 32 illustrates how the range of reading skills tested increases as the levels go up.

Slide 33 shows the text lengths across the different levels.

21. Slides 35-36: Steps in assessing reading. 

These slides suggest a step by step approach to creating a test of reading.

1. Choose a text

 It can be any genre that is relevant to your students.

 The length and diffi culty will be determined by the level of the students’ language profi ciency.

2. Choose a task that students can complete after reading the text.

This should match the reasons that people have for reading the kind of text you have chosen. Do not ask students to 
read a text for detailed comprehension if their real-life use of a text would only usually involve scanning the text for 
information.

3. Decide the different types of reading to assess:

 skimming, scanning, or intensive reading

4. Decide the types of meaning: 

 grammatical (syntax), informational, discourse, or pragmatic (meaning from the writer’s tone)

5. Defi ne the types of comprehension required:

 recognition, identifi cation, analysis, interpretation, inference, synthesis, or evaluation

6. Devise test items that require the relevant types of comprehension.

21. Slide 37: Level of engagement

This refers to how much of a text (or texts) a reader is required to engage with in performing a prescribed task.

There are only 2 options: 

 Local, which refers to certain sections of a text (e.g. single sentences, or groups of sentences)

 Global, which referes to larger textual units (e.g. a series of paragraphs, or a whole text) 

22. Slide 38: Type of engagement

Based on the level of engagement which should be assessed, the next step is to defi ne the type of engagement, which is based 
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on the type of reading:

1. Careful reading (Understanding the text)

 Identifying and understanding the main idea(s) and/or distinguishing between main ideas and supporting details; 

 Employing search reading skills to locate, identify, understand and compare facts, opinions and defi nitions;

 Understanding micro and macro-structure of texts as well as relationships between ideas within a text (problem – solu-
tion, cause – effect, temporal sequence, etc.);

 Identifying and understanding cohesive devices used for lexical cohesion and referencing;

 Making inferences from information that is not explicitly stated.

2. Expeditious reading

 Skimming

 Scanning

(Urquhart and Weir, 1998)

23. Slide 39: Skills to assess

The choice of skills are either macro or micro

Macro skills:

 reading quickly to skim for gist, scan for detail, establish general organization;

 reading carefully for main ideas, supporting details, argument, purpose, relationship of paragraphs, fact vs. opinion, etc.;

 information transfer from nonlinear texts.

Assessment strategies for macroskills:

 ask questions about main ideas, specifi c information, organization, purpose etc.;

 use common formats such as multiple choice, True/False, short answer;

 create a chart for Ss to fi ll in with information.

Micro skills:

 Understanding at the sentence level: syntax, vocabulary, cohesive markers;

 understanding at inter-sentence level: reference, discourse markers;

 understanding components of nonlinear texts: labels, captions, symbols.

24. Slide 40: Integrated nature of reading

As reading is a receptive skill, it is diffi cult to assess in isolation, without using other skills.

It is important to recognize when other skills, such as writing, are also being assessed with reading.

 For example, if a student reads a text and then writes a summary, the skills of reading and writing are utilized and writ-
ing (as well as reading) must play a part in the score that results.

Scoring can either:
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 focus only on the reading and only assess the content of the response, not the correctness of the writing, or

 focus on both reading and writing, calling this an integrated assessment.

25. Slide 41-43: Tasks for reading assessment

Here are some of the examples of the task formats that are suitable for reading. These slides can be used for further develop-
ment with the students at the seminar.

Comprehension questions

 Multiple-choice questions are the most practical but it is diffi cult to write these types of questions reliably.

 Short answer questions are easier to write but also assess students’ writing ability and can be more diffi cult to score.

Summary writing

 Students can choose the best summary of the reading from 3 or 4 options. This only assesses their reading skill.

 Students can write a summary, which also assesses their writing ability (and writing summaries is hard!).

True/False Statements  

 Students can be asked to provide the number of the line giving supporting evidence in addition to the answer.

 Another alternative is to add in a ‘not in the text’ answer to avoid random guessing.

Matching 

 Matching words with their explanations or synonmyms/antonyms,  summarising sentences with passages.

Metacognitive judgments

 Students determine which retelling is appropriate for different audiences.

 This helps assess their ability to read tone and register of a text. 

 This is a very diffi cult skill!

Question selection or writing

 Students choose questions that will help a peer understand the important ideas in the text.

 Students write questions that will help a peer understand the important ideas in the text. This also assesses the students’ 
writing ability.
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Lecture handout 1
What does reading involve? (based on Khalifa and Weir, 2009:43)

TYPE OF READING Creating a text level structure

Construct an organized representation of 
the text

Text structure knowledge

Genre

Rhetorical tasks

Careful reading 

Local

Understand sentence

Global

Comprehend main ideas

Comprehend overall text

Comprehend overall texts

Building a mental model

Integrating new information

Enriching the proposition

Expeditious reading 

Local

Scan/search for specifi cs

Global

Skim for gist

Search for main ideas and 
important details

Inferencing General knowledge of the world

Topic knowledgeEstablishing propositional meaning

At clause and sentence level

Parsing Syntactic knowledge

Lexical access 

Word recognition Lexicon:

Lemma

Meaning/word class

Form

Orthography/phonology/morphology

Visual input
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Lecture handout 2
CEFR Levels: A1

CEFR Levels: B1

CEFR Levels: C1

 

(Council of Europe, 2001:239)
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Lecture handout 3

Source: http://www.cambridgeenglish.org/exams-and-qualifi cations/cefr 

The following tables are based on Khalifa and Weir (2009)

Source: Khalifa and Weir (2009: 76)
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Types of reading tested at levels A2 to C2

 

  KET  A2 PET B1   FCE  B2 CAE  C1 CPE  C2 
Word recognition * * * * * 
Lexical access * * * * * 
Parsing * * * * * 
Establishing propositional meaning * * * * * 
Inferencing (*) * * * * 
Building a mental model (*) * * * * 
Creating a text level structure    * * 
Creating an organised 
representation of several texts  

    * 

Source: Khalifa and Weir (2009:70)

Text length 

Examination Overall Number of words Number 
of texts 

Maximum 
for any 
single text 

KET (A2) Approximately740-800 words 4 250 
PET (B1) Approximately 1450-1600 words 5 550 
FCE (B2) Approximately 2000 words  3 700 
CAE (C1) Approximately 3000 words 6 1100 
CPE (C2) Approximately 3000 words 9 1100 

 

Source: Item writer guidelines (KET 2006, PET 2006), Examination handbooks (FCE 2007, CAE 2008, CPE 2005) and Cam-
bridge Main Suite Examination Papers 2004-6 in Khalifa and Weir (2009: 101). 

Discourse mode

Examination Discourse Mode 
KET (A2) Genre : public signs & notices,(such as those found on roads, railway stations, airport);

newspapers & magazines (e.g., reviews, letters, consumer information, advertisements
informational sources (e.g., encyclopaedias, leaflets, brochures) 
 
Rhetorical Task : Descriptive, narrative, instructive 

PET (B1) Genre : public signs & notices,(such as those found in shops, banks, restaurants); 
personal messages (text messages, notes, postcards, emails); newspapers & 
magazines (e.g., reviews, letters, consumer information, advertisements); informational
sources (e.g., web pages, simple encyclopaedias, leaflets, brochures) 
 
Rhetorical Task: Descriptive, narrative, expository, instructive. 

FCE (B2) 
 

Genre: newspapers & magazines (e.g., articles, reports), fiction books (extracts), 
informational sources (e.g., guides, manuals) 
 
Rhetorical Task: Descriptive, narrative, expository, argumentative, instructive 

CAE (C1) Genre : newspapers, magazines & journals (e.g., articles, reports), fiction & non-fiction 
books (extracts), promotional and informational sources (e.g., guides, manuals) 
 
 
Rhetorical Task: Descriptive, narrative, expository, argumentative. Instructive 

CPE (C2) Genre : newspapers, magazines & journals (e.g., articles, reports, editorials),  fiction & 
non-fiction books (extracts), promotional and informational sources (e.g., guides, 
manuals) 
 
Rhetorical Task: Descriptive, narrative, expository, argumentative, instructive 

 

Source: Appendix A, examination handbooks (KET 2005, PET 2005, FCE 2007, CAE 2008, CPE 2005) in Khalifa and Weir 
(2009: 110)
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Workshop outline for students 
1. Review of CEFR descriptions for A1-C2 levels (Lecture handout 2)

2. Review of test specifi cations (as a sample it is possible to use the EGE specifi cation available from www.fi pi.ru)
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Workshop – notes for lecturers
Forms of interaction: whole class activities, individual/pair/group work based on guided refl ection.

Materials: CEFR descriptions for A1-C2 levels (Lecture handout 2); test specifi cations for different types of reading exams; test 
tasks samples (any Cambridge tests papers from Lecture handout 3).

Tasks

1. Students work individually. They look at the samples of reading test papers and decide which tasks are aimed at careful, 
global, search reading, skimming, and scanning.

2. Students work in small groups. They complete the table (Workshop Handout 1) based on the analyses of the tasks they have 
been given.
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Workshop handout 1
Task Comments

1. Input 

length

level (A2-C2)

pattern of language use (EGP/EAP/ESP)
2. Output

type of text 

length 

cognitive challenges

linguistic challenges

discourse challenges

correlation relationship with the input 
3. Potential target group
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Answer key for workshop activities 
As the accomplishment of the tasks is based on the teacher’s choice of Cambridge tests papers, there is no single correct answer.

Extension activities

Project work (optional): 

1. Group project (3-4 people): design a reading test task for a particular target group. The test should include a text and at least 
fi ve tasks targeting different reading processes.

Extension reading and weblinks

Alderson, J.C., 2000. Assessing Reading. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Bachman, L.F., 1990. Fundamental Considerations in Language Testing.  Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Council of Europe. 2001. Common European Framework of Reference for Languages: Learning, teaching, assessment. Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press.

Khalifa, H. and Weir, C. J., 2009. Studies in Language Testing 29: Examining Reading - Research and practice in assessing 
second language reading. Cambridge: UCLES/Cambridge University Press.
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Module 1 Unit 5 Assessing Listening
Prepared by Olga Mironova, Vera Novikova, Svetlana Sannikova 

Content elements of the unit Contact hours Independent study
1. Background reading 1
2.   Lecture 2
3. Workshops activities 2
4. Extension reading and activities 1
5. Project 3
Total 4 5

Aims and objectives 

On completion of the unit, students will know about:

 the nature of listening;

 what makes listening diffi cult;

 purposes for testing listening in the foreign language classroom;

 test formats and types of listening tests;

 requirements for listening tests.

On completion of the unit, students will be able to:

 analyze the pros and cons of task types for assessing listening;

 select listening tasks appropriate to specifi c teaching and learning contexts;

 develop specifi cations appropriate to specifi c teaching and learning contexts;

 design listening tasks that meet the specifi cations.

Background reading

Buck, G., 2001. Assessing Listening. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.  pp.31-61.

Field, J., 2008.  Listening in the Language Classroom. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. pp.125-131.

Green, A., 2013. Exploring Language Assessment and Testing. Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge. Chapter 5.

Hughes, A., 2003. Testing for Language Teachers. 2nd ed. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. pp. 160-171.
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Lecture outline for students
Assessing skills: listening – purposes and techniques

Type: Interactive lecture based on PowerPoint presentation

Outline:

1. Listening as a skill 

 Nature of listening (active, transitory, oral)

 Two interrelated processes involved in listening (bottom up/top-down)

 What makes listening diffi cult?

2. Types of classroom listening skills

3. The nature of input: types of listening text

4. Test task formats 

  Advantages and disadvantages of different formats for assessing listening

References

Brown, H.D., 2001. Teaching by Principles: An Interactive Approach to Language Pedagogy. 2nd ed. New York: Addison Wesley 
Longman.

Buck, G., 2001. Assessing Listening.   Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Council of Europe, 2001. The Common  European Framework of Reference for  Languages: Learning, Teaching, Assessment. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Field, J., 2008.  Listening in the Language Classroom. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Hughes, A., 2003. Testing for Language Teachers. 2nd ed. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Rumelhart, D.E., and Ortony, A., 1977. ‘The presentation of knowledge in memory’. In: Anderson, R.C., Spiro, R.J. and Mon-
tague W.E.  (Eds.), Schooling and the Acquisition of Knowledge. Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.
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Detailed notes for lecturers
(2 academic hours)

1. Slide 2: This humorous poem by Ogden Nash introduces listening as a skill.

What is the point that the poet is making? 

Invite students to think of test questions that might check students’ understanding of this poem. 

Would this make a good text for a listening test? Why (not)?

Ask students for their ideas about listening as a skill. Is it more/less diffi cult than other skills? Why? How is it different 
from other skills?

2. Slide 3: Buck views listening as a two-stage process involving 1) the extraction of basic information followed by 2) the use 
of that language for a communicative purpose (Buck, 2001:510).

What purposes for listening do people have?

Do people listen in different ways when listening for different purposes?

3. Slide 4: Listening is an invisible mental process. That means it is diffi cult to discover how it works or how well someone 
does it. 

Listening is oral so listeners have to discriminate between sounds (where readers discriminate between shapes).

Listening is time-constrained and transitory. In a conversation you cannot easily go back and look again as you can in 
reading. You have only a brief passing opportunity to make sense of what you hear.

Listeners have to understand vocabulary, understand grammatical structures, interpret stress and intention, retain what they 
have heard in their memory and interpret utterances within the immediate context of a conversation or text as well as in the 
wider social and cultural context of the utterance. And they have only a very short timeframe in which to do all this.

Listening is a complex process of interpretation in which listeners match what they hear with what they already know. 
Although listening is often called a passive skill, this is really an active process because the listener has to build up an un-
derstanding of what is said by bringing the appropriate knowledge into play.

4. Slide 5 illustrates top-down and bottom-up processing. The processes will be explained by the following slides. Ask stu-
dents to speculate – what do they think is meant by each term?

5. Slide 6 shows the stages in speech processing. To understand spoken input we must draw on all these sources of knowledge. 
Can students explain each stage?

6. Slide 7: One school of thought holds that listening is a bottom up process. We start from the input signal and build up a 
meaning step by step, enhancing the input as we build up different layers of knowledge.

7. Slide 8: Before showing Slide 8, read the short text aloud and ask the questions below:

McKenzy brought me another present today. It was too late to save it so I buried it in the garden. I think I’m going to have 
to put a bell round his neck.

(from eltnotebook.blogspot.co.uk)

Ask the questions: What is the relationship between the speaker and McKenzy? What was ‘buried in the garden’? What is 
the bell for?

Did the students understand the implication that McKenzy is a cat? Where does this meaning come from? Is it a matter of 
recognizing words? 

Now show the slide.
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This kind of listening may be better understood as a top down process. We have to start with what we know about the con-
text and what has already been said and use this knowledge to make sense of the input.

Listeners use a top-down process when they use prior knowledge - knowledge of the topic, the listening context, the text-
type, the culture or other information stored in long-term memory. 

To really understand the passage you need to appreciate the implication that McKenzy is a cat, that cats catch birds and 
small animals to give to their human owners as ‘presents’ and that sometimes owners fi x bells to their cats so that birds and 
animals hear them coming and so escape being killed.

This information cannot be extracted through ‘bottom-up’ processes.

8. Slide 9: Listening comprehension is not either top-down or bottom-up processing, but both at the same time.

Listeners use both prior knowledge and linguistic knowledge simultaneously in understanding messages. Sometimes prior 
knowledge assists word recognition; sometimes the information is all new. The degree to which listeners rely on one pro-
cess or the other involves: 

 the purpose for listening; 

 knowledge of the language;

 familiarity with the topic.

Listening for gist (getting a general idea of what is being said) can involve a lot of top-down processing.

Listening for specifi c information (as in a weather forecast), involves primarily bottom-up processing to comprehend the 
important details.

9. Slides 10-17: What makes Listening diffi cult? (see Buck, 2001 from p.32)

These features are explained in later slides. Can students explain any features already?

 Phonological modifi cation: sounds and words change according to which other sounds occur around them. The sound 
associated with the letter ‘t’ is very different in listener and little. Even when a letter occurs in the same word in differ-
ent contexts, the sound changes. The letter ‘t’ for example can sound more like ‘ch’ or ‘d’ in some positions and in some 
varieties of standard English - I met you vs I met him or I met an old man. Words like and, an, on, in can all sound the 
same in fast speech and may hardly be pronounced at all.

 Clustering: when we speak we tend to group sets of words together. This helps comprehension when we recognize the 
clusters, but makes it diffi cult for beginners who fi nd it diffi cult to separate out the individual words.

 Reduced Forms: in speech there is much greater use of reduced forms like I’ll and I’m than in writing. Many spoken 
reduced forms are not found in writing: I’m gonna win rather than I am going to win

 Prosodic Features: rhythm, stress, and intonation. Meanings and attitudes can be expressed by varying these features, 
turning ‘statements’ into questions or commands.

 Speech Rate: fast speech is simply more diffi cult to follow. All of the features that make listening diffi cult are strength-
ened.

 Performance Variables: spoken language is messy. People change their minds about what they want to say. They make 
mistakes and correct themselves. This adds to the diffi culties for listeners. It may be unclear to them when in a conversa-
tion they are expected to speak and when to listen.

10. Slide 18: Listening skills – from Brown (2001:273)

People listen for different reasons. In the classroom, Brown (2001) suggests that listening types include the following:

Reactive

Listen and repeat. No meaningful processing. Used in drills and practice activities. Does not require comprehension.
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Intensive

Listen to the form of the language – focus on noticing features such as pronunciation or function words. 

Responsive

Listen and give a suitable response. Answer a spoken question, follow directions, etc.

Selective

Similar to scanning in reading. Listen to pick out important information such as dates, times, locations etc. Focus on 
local propositional meaning.

Extensive

Build global understanding of a listening text by attending to details. This is often how we listen to lectures: building up 
our understanding of the topic. Focus on global understanding of stretches of language.

Interactive

This performance includes combinations of the above forms of listening – examples include listening in the course of 
debates, conversations, role plays, etc. - and often combines listening with other skills, especially speaking. Focus on 
effective communication.

It is important for the listener to know why he or she is listening. Listening in a store to fi nd the price of an item or location 
of a department can be selective. Listening to instructions in a First Aid class on how to treat an injury should be extensive. 
Tests should take these differences into account and use realistic tasks that refl ect suitable types of listening for the text.

When might it be appropriate to assess reactive listening?

11. Slide 19: Before showing this slide, ask students to recall different reasons for testing and assessing students. Why is it a 
good idea to assess ‘listening’ as well as other skills?

12. Slides 20-22: The kinds of listening that learners can manage changes according to level. Advanced learners can manage 
much more than beginners. The CEFR refl ects the way teachers believe listening ability develops as learners progress. 
Compare C2 with A1. What kinds of listening from Brown’s (2001) list will be most associated with each of these two 
levels?

13. Slide 24: The concepts of reliability, validity and fairness are covered in Module 2 of this course. They should not be dis-
cussed in detail here.

Reliability: listening assessments need to give consistent results. If students who usually perform well on listening assess-
ments get the lowest scores on your listening test, there is probably something wrong with that test and you should carefully 
review it.

Validity: your test should actually assess listening and not other abilities (reading and writing – or memory, general knowl-
edge, etc.)

Fairness: your test should not favour one group over others – for example, a test that only included texts on women’s fash-
ions might unfairly advantage girls (unless it was a test for students entering a fashion school).

14. Slide 24: Cognitive validity. The language processes (Slide 6) involved in taking a test should be the same as the language 
processes involved in real life language use. 

This will probably be the case if the texts and tasks used in the test are as similar as possible to the texts and tasks involved 
in the real world. If you want to know how well a student can listen and take notes in lectures, give them a test task that 
involves listening to a lecture and noting key points.

15. Slide 25: The concept of cognitive validity suggests that we should aim towards tests that use authentic material and au-
thentic tasks. 
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This means using recordings of the kinds of language learners will meet in real life and tasks that involve processing this 
language in realistic ways. 

When designing listening tasks, balance text diffi culty and authenticity.

At low levels, input texts will necessarily be simplifi ed, but natural features should be introduced even at beginning stages. 

Learners should be able to cope with the spoken language, not just written language read aloud. 

16. Slides 26-27: Hughes (2003) suggests features of listening texts that we should specify when building a listening test. 

These include the number of participants involved in the interaction (slide 26).

All else being equal, having more speakers in a conversation makes it more diffi cult to follow because listeners have to 
‘re-tune’ to each new voice.

Different types of text are associated with different reasons for listening. Pick one or two text types from Hughes’ list. Why 
might a listener need or want to listen to this kind of text? What kinds of listening (Slide 18) are likely to be used in each 
case?

Text purposes (slide 27):

Description;  Narration;  Explanation;  Exposition;  Argumentation;  News item;  Review;  Instruction

17. Slide 28. The CEFR has useful lists of text types that can help in choosing and specifying the texts to be used in tests. 

Which of the texts in this list are likely to be most relevant to students? Why?

Are there text types they will not need to listen to?

Text-types include:

public announcements and instructions;  public speeches, lectures, presentations, sermons;  rituals (ceremonies, formal 
religious services);  entertainment (drama, shows, readings, songs);  sports commentaries (football, cricket, boxing, 
etc.);  news broadcasts;  public debates and discussion;  inter-personal dialogues and conversations;  telephone conver-
sations;  job interviews;  etc.

(Council of Europe, 2001: Chapter 4.6.3)

18. Slide 29: Having selected a type of text, we need a task that will closely refl ect what learners have to do when processing 
listening texts in the real world. Options open to the test writer include the following (from Buck, 2001):

Multiple matching; Multiple choice; Dictation; Open ended comprehension questions; Gap fi lling; Note taking; Written 
response; True/false; Map labelling.

19. Slides 30-31: Advantages and disadvantages of different task types (Buck, 2001). According to how much time you have 
available, pick out one or two task types and ask students what they think might be the processes involved in responding to 
these tasks. Do they match Buck’s suggestions?

20. Slide 32: This slide outlines some of the pitfalls involved in testing listening.

An important point to make when ending the lecture is that when preparing tests of listening, test writers should work from 
the recording NOT the written transcript. You cannot test listening effectively if you are basing questions on reading!

They should listen and make a note of information that a skilled listener needs for a realistic purpose, for example, the time 
and platform of a train, or the main points of a lecture. Understanding of this important information is what should gener-
ally be tested.
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Lecture handout
The nature of Listening

 Active: The listener has to remake the speaker’s intended meaning.

 Time-constrained: The input is not under the control of the listener.

 Transitory: No text to refer back to. The listener has to carry forward a recall of what has been said in his/her mind. 

 Oral: The input contains features which refl ect the way speech is produced.

Listening Processes

 Predict what is to be said 

 Infer implied meanings and intentions

 Recognize cohesive devices in discourse 

 Hold the information in short-term memory 

 Construct the literal meaning of the sentence 

 Sentence processing 

 Word recognition 

 Speech perception 

Sources of diffi culty in listening

 Phonological modifi cation 

 Clustering

 Reduced forms 

 Colloquial speech and accents

 Prosodic features

 Speech rate

 Performance variables 

Brown’s (2001) types of listening

 Reactive (listen and repeat)

 Intensive (listen for specifi c sounds, discourse markers, intonation patterns, etc.)

 Responsive (listen and respond – briefl y)

 Selective (listen for particular items in a longer stretch of discourse)

 Extensive (listen for global comprehension)

 Interactive (authentic communication: listening as part of discussion, conversation, debate, etc.)

Text types in the CEFR, Chapter 4.6.3 (Council of Europe, 2001): 

 Public announcements and instructions 
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 Public speeches, lectures, presentations, sermons 

 Rituals (ceremonies, formal religious services) 

 Entertainment (drama, shows, readings, songs) 

 Sports commentaries (football, cricket, boxing, etc.) 

 News broadcasts 

 Public debates and discussion 

 Inter-personal dialogues and conversations 

 Telephone conversations 

 Job interviews 

 etc. 

Task formats (Buck, 2001)

Matching responses +  easy to make large numbers of items 

-  may only test single utterances (not discourse level skills) 
Multiple choice questions +  no writing involved 

-  test takers have to keep all options in their heads while listening 
(Hughes, 2003:165)

Dictation +  easy to make, quick to administer 

-  require far more than listening comprehension (short-term memory, 
writing skills, etc.) 

Short answer questions +  realistic activity in some cases (e.g. lecture) 

-  several answers may be possible & must be taken into account 
(needs rater training) 

Information transfer +  good for testing understanding of sequencing or relationships in texts 

-  doesn’t test comprehension of inferred meaning or speaker’s at-
titudes 

Gap fi lling +  can work well where short answer questions with unique answer 
questions do not work 

-  often only tests single word / short phrase
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Workshop 1 – notes for lecturers
1. Refl ection (15  minutes)

You may ask students to work in groups of 3-4 or hold a whole-class discussion. Ask them to think about their own experi-
ence and discuss the following questions:

 Have you ever taken a listening test?  What did you do?  Describe the procedure.  Were you prepared for the test? 

 Can you describe the…

- test format? 

- test task?

- scoring? How was your score reported? Was the score out of a number or a percentage? With an explanation? Did you 
get the score you expected? If not, why do you think your mark should have been lower/higher?

- washback: What did you and your teacher do to prepare for the test?

2. Test tasks: analyzing and comparing different listening task types (45 minutes)

Ask students to discuss in a group of 3-4 the following task types most commonly used in the classroom:

 Multiple choice

 Sentence completion

 Multiple matching

 Gap-fi lling

What do they think are the advantages and disadvantages of each task type?

What sub-skills does each task type check?

Compare the students’ ideas with the suggestions from Buck (2001) on the lecture handout.

Find a short recording from a secondary school textbook. 

Play it for the students and ask them to note one or more key pieces of information.

Ask the students to write one question in fi ve minutes using one of these task types.

Students exchange questions and try to make improvements. Share ideas with class.
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Workshop 1 outline for students
1. Refl ection: discussing personal experiences and current practices

2. Test tasks: analyzing and comparing different task types

Workshop handout 1
 Have you ever taken a listening test?  What did you do?  Describe the procedure.  Were you prepared for the test? 

 Can you describe the…

- test format?

- test task?

- scoring? How was your score reported? Did you get a score out of a number or a percentage? With an explanation? Did 
you get the score you expected? If not, why do you think your mark should have been lower/higher?

- washback: What did you and your teacher do to prepare for the test?

The four task types that are most often used in the classroom to assess listening are:

 Multiple choice

 Sentence completion

 Multiple matching

 Gap-fi lling

What does each of these task types look like?

What kind of ability can be tested by each task type?
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Workshop 2 – notes for lecturers
1. Listening techniques: analyzing and comparing different listening test tasks (20 minutes)

Divide students into groups of three or four.

Give each group a sample listening task: short recording with set of questions.

You can fi nd sample Cambridge English: Advanced papers at http://cambridge-english-advanced.cambridgeesol.org/re-
sources.

Give each group a different sample task and ask them to discuss the following questions (on Workshop handout 1) with their 
fellow students.

Look at this test task.

Attempt the listening task and then answer the following questions:

 What instructions are given to the test taker?

 What is the test taker required to do?

 Do you think this is a suitable and appropriate task for the level of students taking this exam?

 What abilities does the task assess?

 What might the test taker fi nd diffi cult in the task?

 Does the test taker need to have any background knowledge to complete the task?

 Is the time allocated for the completion of the task enough? 

 What strategies can be used to complete the task successfully? 

2. Analyzing the Russian Unifi ed State Exam. Part 1, Listening. (40 minutes)

Look at sample listening tasks from the exam and answer the following questions.

1. What is the purpose of the test? What kinds of listening text are suitable for the learners who take the test? What 
kinds of listening will they need to do in the real world?

2. What task types are used? Do you think these are good tasks for a listening test? Why (not)?

3. Look at the instructions on the tests. 

a. Why do you think they are in L1? Do you think this is a good idea? 

b. How do you think it affects the test?

c. Is there anything you would add to the instructions? 

4. Look at one task from the test and answer the following questions.

a. How many items does the task have in total?

b. How many points are available for each item?

c. What skills do you think are being tested? How will test takers get the answers?

d. Do you think these items are appropriate? Could you suggest any improvements?

5. How could the test be improved?
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Workshop 2 outline for students
1. Listening techniques: analyzing and comparing listening test tasks.
2. Analyzing the Russian Unifi ed State Exam: Part 1, Listening

Workshop handout 2
Listen to the recording and answer the test items.

1. What information did you use to answer each item?

2. Now answer the following questions with your group:

 What instructions are given to the test taker?

 What is the test taker required to do?

 Do you think this is a suitable and appropriate task for the level of students taking this exam?

 What abilities does the task assess?

 What might the test taker fi nd diffi cult in the task?

 Does the test taker need to have any background knowledge to complete the task?

 Is the time allocated for the completion of the task enough? 

 What strategies can be used to complete the task successfully? 
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Extension activities
Project work:

Find a sample listening test by searching on one of the following websites (IELTS, FCE, PET, TOEIC) or another source:

www.ielts,org

www.cambridgeesol.org

www.ets.org/toeic

Analyze the listening test and answer the following questions:

 What task types are used?

 What abilities do they test?

 What might the test taker fi nd most diffi cult in the test? Why?

 What background knowledge is needed to complete the task?

 Are there any tricks or techniques students might use to complete the tasks successfully?

 How would you prepare students for this test? What kinds of teaching tasks would you use?

 Do you think the test encourages good language learning activities?

Extension reading and weblinks

Rost, M., 2 001. Teaching and Researching Listening. Harlow: Longman.

Taylor, L. & Geranpayeh. A., 2011. ‘Assessing listening for academic purposes’. Journal of English for Academic Purposes 10 
(2), pp. 89-101 

Websites for listening practice: 

www.soundsenglish.com/

www.listen-and-write.com/

learnenglish.britishcouncil.org/en/listen-and-watch

www.esllistening.org/
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Module 1 Unit 6 Assessing Speaking
Prepared by Elena Onoprienko, Yulia Polshina, Tatiana Shkuratova

Content elements of the unit Contact hours Independent study
1. Background reading 1
2.   Lecture: slides and notes 2
3. Workshop activities

 Workshop materials

 Workshop notes for lecturer

4

4. Extension activities 2
Total 6 3

Aims and objectives 

On completion of this unit, students will know about:

 the nature of speaking and its relation to other language skills;

purposes of testing speaking;

 test formats and types of tests;

 assessment tasks;

 speaking and the Common European Framework of Reference;

 rating scales (holistic scales and analytic scales).

On completion of this unit, students will be able to:

 analyze and compare different speaking test tasks;

 analyze and compare different types of rating scales;

 apply existing rating scales as part of testing procedures;

 select speaking tasks appropriate to specifi c teaching and learning contexts;

 develop specifi cations appropriate to specifi c teaching and learning contexts;

 design speaking tasks in accordance with assessment specifi cations.

Background reading

Green, A., 2013. Exploring Language Assessment and Testing. Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge. Chapter 6.

Luoma, S., 2004. Assessing Speaking. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. Chapter 2, pp. 2-29.

Hughes, A., 2003. Testing for Language Teachers. 2nd ed. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, pp. 113 – 135.
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Lecture outline for students
Lecture 1 Assessing Skills: Speaking – Purposes and Techniques

Type: Interactive lecture based on PowerPoint presentation

Outline:

1. Speaking as a skill with reference to Weir’s (2005) socio-cognitive framework (slides 1-17)

 What is speaking? (pronunciation and intonation, accuracy and fl uency, strategies for speaking, textual knowledge 
- structuring speech, pragmatic knowledge - interactional competence, sociolinguistic knowledge)

 Speaking vs writing

 What infl uences spoken language?

2. Test purposes and different test types (slides 19-30) 

3. Speaking test tasks (advantages and disadvantages of different formats) (slides 31-33)

 Interview

 Paired speaking tests

 Group speaking tests

4. Scoring (slides 29-34)

 Rating scales

 Role of the interviewer

5. Washback effect (positive/negative washback) (slide 35)

References
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Press.
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Language Education - Language Testing and Assessment, Vol 7.  Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic Publishers, pp.75-85.

Fulcher, G., 2003. Testing Second Language Speaking. Harlow: Longman.

Green, A., 2012. English Profi le Studies 2: Language Functions Revisited - Theoretical and empirical bases for language con-
struct defi nition across the ability range. Cambridge: UCLES/Cambridge University Press.
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Hughes, R., 2002. Teaching and Researching Speaking. Harlow: Pearson Education Limited. pp. 10-11.
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Detailed notes for lecturers
(2 academic hours)

1. Slide 4: These issues will be raised in the lecture to serve as a theoretical springboard for the practice of administering, rat-
ing and designing tests. 

2. Slide 6: Before discussing the assessment of speaking, it is logical to discuss what we mean by ‘speaking’. It is important 
to know what it is that we are going to assess. 

3. We shall look at speaking from different perspectives. This will help to understand that speaking is an essential part of 
people’s everyday lives and what it means to be able to speak. What features of speaking are to be assessed and what should 
be taken into consideration when designing a test and developing criteria? 

4. Slide 7: The information on this slide is partly based on Rebecca Hughes’s graphic on pp. 10-11 of the book Teaching and 
Researching Speaking (see references).

5. Slide 8: It is important to remember that short turns in conversation are more common: they are usually more spontaneous, 
loosely-strung-together phrases, rather than neat, well-formed sentences. Long turns, e.g. oral presentations or lectures, 
require more planning decisions, and thus often tend to be more prepared. Consequently, decisions are to be made about 
how much time test takers need for the preparation of long turns in speaking assessments.

6. Reciprocity is concerned with who has speaking rights and with the shared responsibility in maintaining an interaction and 
is therefore a necessary part of an interactive language test. However, reciprocity on the part of the test taker should not be 
limited simply to answering questions (Weir, 2005).

7. Slide 9: The main features which distinguish spoken language from writing can be categorised as issues of pronunciation, 
grammar and lexis.

8. Slide 10: Pronunciation is the fi rst thing that people tend to judge while listening, and they do so on the basis of native/non-
native speaker standards. However, this is questionable. There are two points to consider. 

9. Firstly, in the contemporary world it is diffi cult to determine who qualifi es as a ‘native speaker’. Secondly, research shows 
that very few learners can achieve a native-like pronunciation even though they can be quite effi cient in communicative 
situations. There are some more psychological and social reasons for this. An accent may be considered a characteristic of 
a learner’s identity that they are unwilling to change.

10. Another question in assessing the sound of speech is whether or not to take into account all the features of pronunciation. 
The answer must be that it depends on the purpose of the assessment.  Thus, in designing the criteria, developers need to 
consider the type of information about the sound of speech that they need. 

11. Slide 11: Learners’ progress is often tracked according to the grammatical forms that they can produce accurately. Gram-
mar is easy to judge because it is easy to detect and because fully fl edged grammars of most languages are available for 
use as performance standards. However, the grammar evaluated in assessing speaking should be specifi cally related to the 
grammar of speech.

12. Slide 12: Some specifi c features of spoken grammar are listed on slide 12. Idea units are about 2 seconds or seven words 
long or shorter because speakers try to communicate ideas and listeners need to comprehend them in real time, which means 
working within the parameters of speakers’ and listeners’ working memory. 

13. In some situations complex grammatical structures and the infl uence of a written grammar are common – lectures, speech-
es, presentations. These situations are examples of planned speech. It is in unplanned speech that short idea units are used. 
However, even in planned speech, sentences are generally shorter than in written speech because listeners have to under-
stand them in real time. 



Promoting Sustainable Excellence in Testing and Assessment of English

Financed by the TEMPUS programme of the European Union

87

14. Two structures that clearly belong to spoken-like language are topicalisation and tails. ‘Topicalisation’, or thematic front-
ing, gives special informational emphasis to the initial element of a clause in informal speech, as in ‘Joe, his name is’. 
(Quirk and Greenbaum, 1976 in Luoma, 2004: 15). The aim is to emphasize the topic. Tails are noun phrases that come at 
the end of a clause. By using tails the speakers emphasize the comment they make at the beginning of the sentence. Both of 
them create an impression of naturalness (Luoma, 2004:15-16).

15. Slide 12: Rating scales often include a number of different criteria, one of which is often vocabulary, giving the test taker 
the opportunity to demonstrate the range and accuracy of their lexical knowledge. However, vague expressions and simple 
words are also common in fl uent spoken discourse, as are generic words such as ‘thing’ (Luoma, 2004:17).

16. Fixed conventional phrases and so-called fi ller or hesitation markers give speakers time to plan and formulate their speech. 
Therefore, they are common in native speakers’ talk.

17. Studies show that even advanced learners produce a much narrower range of ‘spoken-like’ expressions and discourse mark-
ers than native speakers.

18. Slide 13: One of the controversial issues in assessing speaking is how to treat mistakes and errors. Slips and errors are nor-
mal in native speaker speech, but in assessing speaking they acquire special signifi cance. Therefore, raters should be trained 
not to count each ‘error’ they hear. 

19. Slide 15: So, in general what we assess in speaking and what can be found in the majority of rating scales, and what cor-
relates with the ideas discussed earlier are categories such as task fulfi lment or content, fl uency, interaction, accuracy and 
range of vocabulary and grammar.

20. Slide 16: Speaking is a social event and production of speech depends greatly on a partner/partners. In a typical spoken 
interaction, two people talk about things that they think are mutually interesting and relevant in the situation. Their aim can 
be to pass time, to amuse each other, share opinions, or get something done. 

21. When people talk they search for meaning, and meaning is not always clear and explicit. Moreover, people know that what 
is said can have multiple meanings. Native speakers automatically use vague expressions for different purposes and this 
is strategically a highly skillful way to achieve communicative aims. According to purpose, we can differentiate between 
chatting and information-related talk.

22. Chatting involves personalities, their social behaviour and cultures. Appropriate topics for chatting differ between cultures 
and this can cause diffi culties for assessing speaking. In assessment, chatting is often involved in an initial stage of test 
interaction as a warm-up phase. Chatting is part of what we call interactional speech.

23. On the other hand, information-related talk refers to transactional speech. This is aimed at transferring information and en-
suring that the listener has understood it. Key features of information-related talk are establishing common ground, giving 
information in chunks, logical progression, questions, repetitions and comprehension checks. 

24. Social and situational context infl uence greatly what is said in a speaking event. For example, in a role play examiners and 
test takers take different social roles (e.g. patients and health workers), and the way they play these roles (norms and man-
ner, spirit) can have a great impact on the performance. 

25. Another feature that infl uences a speaker’s choice of words is speaker roles and role relationships.

26. Grice (1975, in Luoma, 2004:26) defi nes four conversational maxims:

 quantity: give suffi cient information but not too much;

 quality: say only what you know to be true;

 relation: be relevant;

 manner: be clear, brief and orderly.
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27. However, if all speakers followed these maxims, the communication may be lacking considerably in politeness. Polite-
ness is diffi cult for assessment because it is interpersonal and social, and the social relationship between test participants 
is artifi cial.

28. Slide 17. Different people have different needs, both at a personal level and at a professional level. If the learner realises that 
the interviewer is interested in his personal needs to adapt the test accordingly, he will respond to that expression of interest. 
He will probably have more to say about topics that concern him personally (Underhill, 2004:18-19).

29. Most users of language do need to speak. ‘The objective of teaching spoken language is the development of the ability to 
interact successfully in that language, and this involves comprehension as well as production’ (Hughes, 2003:113). As with 
any test, an oral test should include a range of samples language which suffi ciently represent the kinds of tasks that the test 
taker will be expected to perform in real life and the performance elicited should be an accurate refl ection of the candidate’s 
ability (Hughes, 2003: 113). 

30. Slide 19: As with all skills, speaking can be tested for different purposes. Before showing the slide, the lecturer might ask 
students to list some of the purposes for testing they know.

31. Slide 20: We must analyse the kind of speaking that we need to assess in a particular assessment context in terms of social 
and situational needs. Also, we must remember that speaking is interactive when we design rating criteria and procedures, 
and reward candidates when they naturally repeat or mirror the other speaker’s phrases and structures or develop topics by 
referring to earlier turns and building on them, because this shows that  they know how to work interactively with other 
speakers.

32. ‘Thus, the aim in all assessment is to focus on the right thing. This provides the basis for construct validity’ (Luoma, 
2004:28). In other words, we must ensure that we gather enough relevant information from a test to allow us to make sen-
sible, well-informed decisions about the test takers.

33. Slides 21-22: Speaking is an activity, so to test whether learners can speak, it is necessary to get them to take part in direct 
spoken language activities. Performance tests assess what examinees can do with the language rather than what they know.

34. Slide 23: Tasks provide the basis for the content and context of the language to be assessed.  

35. Slide 24: One of the key decisions in task design is what the speakers will be asked to do with the language. Bygate (1987) 
differentiates between factually oriented talk and evaluative talk: description, instruction, storytelling and opinion express-
ing/justifi cation.

36. Slide 25: Another way to evaluate examinees’ speaking is to analyze the functions – informing, apologising, ordering, per-
suading etc. – they perform when they say something. Using language for real-life purposes is concerned with functional 
competence. Language functions can be an important element in designing speaking assessment.

37. The CEFR (Council of Europe, 2001) divides functions into macro functions and micro functions. Macrofunctions refer 
to stretches of spoken or written language serving the same functional purpose, such as description, narration, explanation 
etc. Microfunctions are connected with individual actions within a longer sequence: a greeting followed by an introduction, 
and a request, etc.  

38. Slide 26: A primary concern in designing a task is to elicit enough speech to allow an accurate rating to take place. That is 
why we need to create conditions to facilitate the production of speech for examinees. These characteristics can be used to 
describe tasks and to select tasks for speaking assessment.

39. Slide 27: It is essential to set out the format of a test task, whether the test takers will be assessed individually, in pairs or in 
groups. The most typical individual format is an interview format in which the examiner asks questions and the test taker 
responds. However, there are other options:

 Paired – interview, instructing another examinee.

 Group – discussion, role play.
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40. Another distinction is in the amount of structure that the tasks provide for the test discourse. Open-ended speaking tasks 
guide the discussion but allow room for different ways of fulfi lling the task requirement while structured tasks specify quite 
precisely what examinees should say (Luoma, 2004: 48).

41. Slides 28-30: Before showing slides 28-30, ask students to think about the advantages and disadvantages of the three for-
mats above. Ask students to feed back then go through the slides. The details about advantages and disadvantages are in 
O’Sullivan’s (2008) article ‘Notes on Assessing Speaking’, pp. 10-11, which will be discussed in detail in the workshops.

42. Slide 32: This slide represents his classifi cation of test tasks in terms of discourse type, input, freedom, interaction and 
others.

43. Slide 33: To sum up, the framework for designing a task is suggested by Weir (1993). It shows what important factors 
should be taken into consideration when creating a task.

44. Slide 35: When designing a task, we also need to think of the rating criteria.  

45. Slide 36: This is an example of an interview format of a test.

46. Slide 37: Speaking scores tell us how well the test taker has performed. Speaking criteria can take the form of holistic or 
analytic scales. 

47. Slide 38: Holistic scales provide an overall impression of a person’s performance. Holistic scales are quick to use because 
the rater only needs to refer to one set of descriptors and give one score. However, they do not provide any scope for diag-
nostic feedback for the test taker. 

48. Slide 39: Analytic scales, on the other hand, contain a number of different criteria, often between 3 and 5, which need to be 
assessed individually in order to arrive at an overall score for a test taker. This can be very useful for diagnostic feedback.

49. Slide 40: One of the threats to reliability (which is usually defi ned as score consistency) is a lack of intra- and inter-rater 
reliability, or the extent to which raters agree with themselves and others respectively. This can be overcome by detailed 
rater trainer sessions, which help the raters to all interpret the criteria in the same way. 

50. Slide 42: Before summing up it is advisable to elicit answers to the question ‘What in your opinion are likely to be positive 
and negative effects of speaking tests on teaching and learning?’ from students.

51. Positive: As a result of high-stakes test, teachers may start teaching what is on the test, thus developing the skills that are be-
ing tested. But why might this not happen? Sometimes teachers lack confi dence in their own speaking skills (how could this 
lack be dealt with?). Sometimes teachers lack ideas about how to teach the spoken language (how could they be helped?). 
The downside of this, of course, is that teachers teach only what is in the test, to the detriment of other aspects, which fall 
by the wayside.

52. Negative: Because speaking tests usually involve subjective judgement they can be unreliable. Students can feel stressed 
before and disappointed after a test if the procedure of administering a test and the scores seem unreliable. This can cause 
distrust among students, their parents and decision makers. There is also a danger that students might prepare for a test by 
simply memorising fi xed expressions or short speeches, which is not the same as spontaneous conversation.
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Workshop 1 outline for students
1. Refl ection: discussing personal experiences and current practices

2. Test tasks: analyzing and comparing different formats of speaking tests

3. Rating scales: analyzing and comparing different rating scales (holistic/ analytical)

4. Different practices for assessing speaking: analyzing and comparing different speaking tests

5. Washback effect: what happens in the classroom
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Workshop 1 – Notes for lecturers
1. Refl ection: discussing personal experiences and current practices 

The main objective of the fi rst assignment is to make students analyze their own experience and become aware of differ-
ent important issues of speaking tests (format, task type, validity, reliability, etc.), using information from the lecture. This 
means that there are no ready answers to the questions though we can predict that students’ experience will be quite limited.

2. Test tasks: analyzing and comparing different formats of speaking tests

Choose tests with contrasting formats so that there is plenty of scope for making comparisons. 

Answers will depend on the tests chosen for review. 

3. Rating scales: analyzing and comparing different rating scales (holistic/ analytical)

 Which scales are analytic and which are holistic? Explain.

Suggested answers based on current versions of suggested scales:

IELTS – analytic, contains 4 different criteria (fl uency and coherence, lexical resource, grammatical range and accuracy, 
pronunciation);

Trinity – holistic, express an overall impression of an examinee’s ability in one score;

CEFR – analytic, contains 4 different criteria (phonological control, grammatical accuracy, vocabulary range, fl uency);

Шкала критериев оценивания заданий в разделе «Устная речь» - analytic, contains 5 different criteria (СОДЕРЖАНИЕ, 
Взаимодействие с собеседником, Лексическое оформление речи, Грамматическое оформление речи, Фонетическое 
оформление речи);

The Finnish National Certifi cate scale – holistic, expresses an overall impression of an examinee’s ability in one score.

 Are the descriptions of criteria (descriptors) clear and unambiguous?  Provide examples.

Most of the scales contain quantifi ers, or quality words, which may suggest different interpretations (IELTS: rare repetition, 
occasional repetition, overuse, less common vocabulary, wide range of, etc.; CEFR: high degree of grammatical accuracy, 
high degree of grammatical control, etc.). IELTS: Bands 3, 5, and 7 (for Pronunciation criterion) do not describe the de-
sired performance. Instead, they refer to descriptions in other Bands. 

Workshop materials
1. Scales for analysis could include:

2. TOEIC (Speaking) – test description (available from www.ets.org/toeic) 

3. IELTS Speaking Band Descriptors (public version) from www.ielts.org

4. Performance descriptors (Graded Examinations in Spoken English/ Integrated Skills in English) from www.trinitycollege.
co.uk

5. The CEFR Table 3. Common Reference Levels: qualitative aspects of spoken language use (on p.28 of the CEFR): www.
coe.int

6. Шкала критериев оценивания заданий в разделе «Устная речь», Региональный этап XIII  Всероссийской олимпиады 
школьников по английскому языку

7. The Finnish National Certifi cate descriptive scale (National Board of Education, 2002, in Luoma, 2004:61)
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Workshop 1 handout
1. (20 minutes) Refl ection: discussing personal experiences and current practices 

Think about your own experience and answer the following questions:

What is easier for you? Writing or speaking in a foreign language? Why? Try to compare different foreign languages you 
are studying. 

Have you ever experienced a speaking test or other speaking assessment? What was your experience? What did you have 
to do? Describe the procedure. Here are the points you may consider:

 Test format (interview, paired test, group test, presentation, etc.);

 Test task (Prepared/unprepared speech? One task or a mix of tasks? How controlled and structured were 
the tasks?);

 Rater (Your teacher? Two teachers? Other?);

 Criteria (Did you know about the rating criteria before taking the test? What were the criteria?)

 Score (What was your score? Was it what you expected? If not, do you know why it was lower/higher?)

 Washback effect (How did you feel about the test? Were you prepared for the test? Were you taught spe-
cifi cally for the test, or was it, for example, a profi ciency test for which there was no specifi c teaching? 
How did you feel after the test?)

2.  (40 minutes) Test tasks: analyzing and comparing different formats of speaking tests

Describe the test tasks in the sample tests provided by your lecturer. 

 How many tasks does each of these tests have? What format are they (individual, paired, group)?

 What types of tasks are included in each test (reading aloud, mimicry, conversational exchanges, oral presenta-
tion, information transfer, interaction, interview, discussion, integrated tasks)? In your opinion, what do they 
measure?

 What are the advantages and disadvantages of the test tasks? 

 To help you do this, you may like to use Barry O’Sullivan’s paper, Notes on Assessing Speaking  pp.10-15.

3. (40 minutes) Rating scales: analyzing and comparing different rating scales (holistic/analytical)

Compare the different rating scales given to you by your lecturer: 

 Answer the following questions:

Which scales are analytic and which are holistic? Explain your answer.

Are the descriptions of criteria (descriptors) clear and unambiguous?  Provide examples. Would you like to add 
other criteria?

 If you were asked to use these scales, how easy would you fi nd them to use? 
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Workshop 2 – Notes for lecturers
1. Different practices of assessing speaking: analyzing and comparing different speaking tests

1.1 Watch one or two sample videos of speaking test performances and discuss the following questions with your students. 

You may like to use a paired test such as Cambridge English First (FCE). You can fi nd sample performances on the inter-
net from Cambridge English Language Assessment or from sites such as YouTube.

For the informal interview at the beginning of the FCE Speaking test and in the later discussion, the examiner doesn’t give 
any instructions, but just indicates that he/she’s going to ask some questions. When examinees are required to talk about 
different pictures, the examiner explains what examinees are required to do in detail.

 What is he/she required to do?

In FCE, for part I, examinees are to answer the examiner’s questions about themselves. For part II, each examinee gets 2 
photographs. They are to talk about their photographs for about a minute, and ask short questions about their partner’s 
photograph. The examiner asks them some general questions about photographs (for example, what are advantages and 
disadvantages of living in each place). For part III, the examiner asks them to talk together about some photographs, for 
about 3 minutes. He gives them some topic, related to photographs, and asks some questions they are to discuss. In part 
IV, they are to answer some questions, related to part III.

 What type of test is it? Is it achievement, placement, diagnostic or profi ciency test?  Is it low-stakes or high-stakes test?

FCE is a high-stakes profi ciency test.

 Do you think this is a suitable task for the level of the students?

Answers will depend on recordings used.

 How do the test takers’ performances differ?

Answers will depend on recordings used.

1.2 ‘Guidelines for Speaking Tests’ (Barry O’Sullivan, Notes on Assessing Speaking. This can be found at:  www.lrc.cornell.
edu/events/past/2008-2009/papers08/osull1.pdf

1.3 Washback effect

The main objective of this assignment is to make students think about possible consequences of the use of a Speaking Test. 
There are no ready answers. Students may suggest different opinions, but there are several important issues worth mention-
ing.

Most likely, a Speaking Test will have a positive effect, or positive washback, on what students are taught. If there is a 
speaking part in the national exam, they will be taught speaking at school, and this will cause positive changes in teaching 
practices and learners’ attitudes so we may also assume that the use of a national speaking test should contribute to teach-
ers’ professional development. 

On the other hand, practicality is also an issue. A Speaking Test is diffi cult to administer because it requires a lot of time and 
resources. While discussing this you may want to consider the following factors: the size of the country, different time zones, 
and different teachers’ assumptions about what speaking is, inter-rater reliability, equipment, etc.
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Workshop 2 handout  
2. (30 minutes) Different practices of assessing speaking: analyzing and comparing different speaking tests

2.1 Watch one or two sample videos of speaking test performances and discuss the following questions with your fellow students:

What instructions are given to the test taker?

What is he/she required to do?

What type of test is it? Is it a direct or indirect test? Is it an achievement, placement, diagnostic or profi ciency test? Is it 
a low-stakes or high-stakes test?

Do you think this is a suitable task for the level of the students?

 If it is a paired test, how does the fi rst student’s performance differ from that of the second?

If you are given rating scales to help you judge the performance…

 are the rating criteria easy to use?

 are the descriptors adequate to enable you to make an accurate judgment about the test taker? Why or why not? Provide 
examples.

2.2 (40 minutes) Design a speaking task and choose one of the sets of descriptors (or use your own) to use as your marking 
scheme, and justify your choice.

First, decide the purpose of the test. What does this tell you about the kinds of speaking task students need to be able to 
carry out?

Second, choose the format. 

Now specify how long the tasks should take, what the students need to do, how many tasks they will have, what features of 
language you expect to elicit at different levels, how many interlocutors/examiners you will have, etc. 

Now write your task. Use O’Sullivan’s ‘Guidelines for Speaking Tests’ p. 30-31 to help you.

2.3 Swap your paper with another group. 

Prepare yourself for the test. Take turns at being the interlocutor/rater and the test taker. When you take the role of exam-
iner, please rate the performance using one of the sets of criteria you have been given. Discuss your experience in a group. 

5.4 (20 minutes) Washback effect

Discussion: Should there be a speaking test in the EGE? Discuss the following points:

 practicality

 validity

 reliability

 use

What impact might use of a Speaking test have on: 

 learners?

 parents?

 school administrators?

 teachers?
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Extension activities

1. Improve your rating skills by accessing the CEFTrain project  at: http://www.helsinki.fi /project/ceftrain/index.php.35.html  

2. Conduct a survey of common assessment speaking practices at your institution or at local schools.

3. Create a bank of speaking tasks for classroom assessment. Ask other teachers to try your tasks and comment on them.

Extension reading and weblinks 

Fulcher, G., 1997. ‘The testing of speaking in a second language’. In:  Clapham, C. and Corson, D. (eds). The Encyclopedia of 
Language Education: Language Testing and Assessment. Vol. 7.  Dordrecht: Kluwer Ac ademic Publishers, pp.75-85.

Luoma, S., 2004. Assessing Speaking. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, pp. 170-175, 190-191.

McNamara, T., 2000. Language Testing. Oxford: Oxford University Press, pp. 35-45, pp. 55-59.

Nakatsuhara, F., 2007. ‘Inter-interviewer variation in oral interview tests’. ELT Journal ELT 62 (3). pp. 266-275, 2008. 4 Jun 
2007; DOI:10.1093/elt/ccm044.

O’Sullivan, B., ‘Notes on Assessing Speaking’. On: Cornell University Language Resource Center. [Online.] Available at: 

http://www.lrc.cornell.edu/events/past/2008-2009/papers08/osull1.pdf pp. 10-15, pp. 30-31.

Taylor, L. (Ed.) 2011. Studies in Language Testing 30: Examining Speaking - Research and practice in assessing second lan-
guage speaking. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, pp. 234-237.

Useful testing organisation websites with information on Speaking tests:

www.ets.org 

www.ielts.org 

www.trinitycollege.co.uk 

www.cambridgeenglish.org 

The Council of Europe (to download the CEFR and related materials) 

www.coe.int 
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Module 1 Unit 7 Assessing Writing
Prepared by Olga Simonova, Maria Verbitskaya, Elena Solovova, Inna Chmykh

Content elements of the unit Contact 
hours

Independent 
study

1. Background reading 2
2.   Lecture: slides and notes

 Notes for students

 Notes for lecturers

2

3. Workshops activities

 Workshop materials

 Workshop notes for lecturer

2

4. Extension reading and activities 1 2
Total 5 4

Aims and objectives 

On completion of the unit, students will know about:

 the purposes for testing writing in a FL classroom;

 the difference between writing as a process and writing as a product;

 linguistic and cognitive issues in assessing writing;

 holistic and analytic rating scales for assessing writing.

On completion of the unit, students will be able to:

 analyze the advantages and disadvantages of different types of tasks for assessing writing;

 choose appropriate writing tasks for classroom based assessment and  standardized tests at different 
levels of language profi ciency.

Background reading

Coombe, C., Folse, K. and Humley, N., 2010. A Practical Guide to Assessing Language Learners. Ann Arbor: University of 
Michigan Press. Chapter 4, pp.69-88.

EALTA, 2006. ‘Guidelines for Good Practice in Language Testing and Assessment’. On: EALTA – European Association for 
Language Testing and Assessment. [Online.] Available at: http://www.ealta.eu.org/documents/archive/guidelines/English.pdf.

Green, A., 2013. Exploring Language Assessment and Testing. Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge. Chapter 6.
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Lecture outline for students
Lecture 1 Assessing skills: Writing: purposes and techniques

Type: Interactive lecture based on PowerPoint presentation

Outline:

1. Why teach writing? 

2. Stages of learning and teaching writing 

3. Writing: Process vs. Product

4. Why assess writing? Types of tests & their purpose for different test users

5. Writing test specifi cations

6. Rating scales in assessing writing skills

References

Brown, H.D., 2003. Language Assessment: Principles and Classroom Practice. Longman Addison Wesley Prentice Hall ELT. 
pp. 218 – 249.

Coombe, C., 2011. Assessing Foreign/Second Language Writing Ability [Online.] Available at: http://marifa.hct.ac.ae/
fi les/2011/04/Assessing-Foreign-Second-Language-Writing-Ability.pdf  

Coombe, C., 2007. Assessing English Language Learners. Ann Arbor. University of Michigan.

Hughes, A., 2003. Testing for Language Teachers. 2nd ed. Chapter 9, pp.75-101.

Shaw, S.D. and Weir, C.J. 2007. Studies in Language Testing 26: Examining Writing - Research and practice in assessing sec-
ond language writing. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. pp. 17-33. 

Weigle, S.C. 2002. Assessing Writing. Chapter 2. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. pp. 14-38. 
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Detailed notes for lecturers
(2  academic hours)

1. Slides 3-4: Why teach writing? 

2. Slide 4:The lecturer asks students to brainstorm different reasons for writing. What are key differences between children 
learning a language in school and adults learning in later life? Show slide 4 and compare ideas. 

3. The lecturer may review writing subskills. Some of these are related to accuracy (correct spelling, forming letters, joining 
letters together, punctuating, using correct layouts, choosing the right vocabulary and grammar, joining sentences and para-
graphing, etc.). The writing subskills related to communicating learners’ ideas include organizing ideas, using appropriate 
style and register, using appropriate functions for expressing the meaning (narrating, reporting, summarizing, complaining, 
requesting, thanking, concluding, etc.).

4. The lecturer may wish to briefl y review teaching used under specifi c conditions, that is, why one strategy is preferred as 
opposed to another and how the strategies have been effective in the past. In addition, the lecturer may lead a group dis-
cussion about strategies such as t-charts (which list pros and cons or advantages and disadvantages of a topic), transition-
action-detail, lead, ending and pacing strategies and content-purpose-audience strategies.

5. Stages of learning & teaching writing.  Slides 5-11. 

6. Slide 6: The lecturer should explain that the focus of the learning process should be on concepts. Because individuals 
learn or search for meaning in different ways and due to different experiences, the lecturer must also have an understand-
ing of mental models and explain how teachers should identify a learner’s mental model while assessing his writing in a 
way that takes account of his perceptions of the world. More on reading as a mental process can be found in Shaw and 
Weir (2007) Chapter 4.

7. The beginning of the lecture is a review of what the students have already learnt about the teaching of writing. The lec-
turer should introduce a discussion of topics such as brainstorming, drafts, sharing, revising and editing information and 
how the educator might be able to identify whether and how a student utilizes these tools. 

8. Slide 6 reminds students that writing (in contrast to reading) is a process of translating the writer’s mental representation 
into a text. The lecturer may explain the difference between Process-oriented writing, which involves some important 
stages of writing: getting or developing ideas, planning or organising ideas, drafting, editing, proofreading, re-drafting) and 
Product-oriented writing aimed at producing different types of written products (essays, letters, notes, etc.).

9. Slide 7 shows that the teaching of writing begins by focusing more on the mechanical aspects and progresses towards the 
ability to express increasingly complex mental concepts with increasing precision. Different kinds of assessment will be 
needed as learners progress through this learning process.

10. Slide 8: The lecturer asks students to brainstorm a list of micro-skills (grammar, spelling, punctuation, etc.) that they 
teach to (or were taught as) beginning writers. For slide 8, the lecturer should choose one or two micro-skills as a focus 
and ask students which tasks might be most effective as ways of fi nding out whether students have these skills? 

11. Ask students to consider one task which might be effective and one task which might not be effective for assessing this 
micro-skill. For example, copying may sometimes be effective for assessing orthography while scrambled sentences and 
transformations may be used for assessing grammatical patterns.

12. Slides 9-10: Now repeat the process for Macro-skills (issues of clarity and effectiveness for communication). Which tasks 
might best reveal learners’ use of one of these macro-skills?

13. Slide 11: show the list of task and ask students to discuss which ones they could use for micro- and macro-skills.  

14. Conclusion: some tasks are better for assessing specifi c micro-skills, others are better for macro-skills: clearly tasks that 
involve copying a model or ordering scrambled sentences will not assess the ability to communicate an idea effectively.

15. Slides 12–14: Writing as a process and as a product. 
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16. Slide 13: The word ‘writing’ in English can refer to an action, for example, ‘writing letters’, and to a thing such as ‘The 
writings of Shakespeare’s works. Assessment can focus on both the process – how people write – and the product – what 
they write. We can consider how well they engage in planning, reviewing and revising their writing (writing processes) as 
well as the quality of the fi nal product.

17. Slide 14: Before showing the slide, have students brainstorm some different text types. How would they categorise these 
text types? What are typical purposes for each? Compare their ideas with slide 14. Narrative, persuasive and expository 
essays, letters, newspaper and magazine articles, reviews, informational writing and technical writing are writing meth-
ods that students should discuss, with a teacher, in a classroom environment. The teacher must practise assessing writing 
samples of each kind of writing method.

18.  Slides 15-21: Why assess writing? 

19. Slide 16: There are a number of aspects to take into account when assessing writing. These are:

 the construct of writing: in other words, what is writing and what aspects of writing do we want to assess?

 the purpose of writing: why are we assessing writing? What do students need to be able to do in writing?

 the task types: how are we going to test the writing? What kinds of tasks are students going to do?

 the scoring criteria: how will the test be scored? What scoring criteria will be used? 

20. Slide 17-18: So far the lecture has looked at the nature of writing as a skill and the development of writing abilities. Now 
we will focus on the question of why it is necessary to assess writing.

21. The students should brainstorm a list of reasons for why people need to write and therefore why we need to assess writ-
ing. By this stage in the course, they should be able to generate more formative reasons connected with teaching and 
learning, e.g. insights into student progress, and reasons connected with profi ciency. For example, can a potential worker 
write the kinds of reports needed for a job? 

22. The lecturer should emphasize the importance of the purpose of writing when thinking about assessment: what are the 
key purposes of writing for the students they (will) work with?

23. Slide 19: This model – the Bachman and Palmer model of areas of language knowledge – can be used by language assess-
ment specialists to help them think about the different elements involved in using language to communicate. Not only the 
‘micro’ elements of grammatical competence (grammar and vocabulary), but also the ‘macro’ areas of pragmatic compe-
tence and the effects a piece of writing may have on the reader should be considered. See Bachman and Palmer (2010) for 
a more detailed explanation of this model.

24. Slide 20: In order to understand whether or not learners are able to use language to persuade, inform or entertain etc., we 
need to give them realistic opportunities to do those things through writing. We can do this through performance assess-
ments. However, performance is complex, unpredictable and diffi cult to assess. There are no clear right/wrong answers. 
The lecturer might ask students to suggest ways of scoring a performance on a task such as writing a letter or project 
report. What are the options? What are the pros and cons of each?

25. Slides 21-28: Writing Test Specifi cations.  

26. We have seen that writing can be regarded as a process and as a product and that we need different ways of assessing 
it according to what we, as assessors, want to fi nd out. We can look at micro or macro skills and we can look at differ-
ent genres of writing according to the students’ purposes for communication. A test of academic writing for university 
students will be different from a test of workplace writing and both will be different from a test of writing for a fourteen 
year-old learner at school.

27. In this section of the lecture, the focus is on how we should test writing. First of all, we need to decide what needs to go 
into a test specifi cation for writing.

28. Students should list elements they think should go into specifi cations for a writing assessment so that the test takers will 
carry out a task that will involve the abilities that the test designer is interested in.
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29. Slide 23: How do the students’ ideas compare with Coombe’s? 

30. Slides 24-27: The lecturer introduces and explains the parts of the test task – refer to Coombe (2007).

31. Scoring Scales in Assessing Writing Skills. Slides 28-34.

32. Slide 29: Having looked at how we can test writing, this fi nal part of the lecture focuses on how we make judgements 
about a piece of extended writing.

33. Slide 30: Here is a task from an international test. Does it satisfy Coombe’s elements of a rubric?

34. Specify the rhetorical pattern, length, time for the test task;

35. Indicate the resources available for students (dictionaries, spell checker, etc.) and the delivery method (paper and pencil, 
etc.)

36. Indicate whether a draft  or an outline is required;

37. Include the overall weighting of the writing task in the exam;

38. The lecturer might ask students to suggest how scores should be awarded to the essays produced from this prompt. Sug-
gestions might include awarding ‘marks out of ten’; use of global rating scales; and use of analytic rating scales, each 
covering different parts of the Bachman and Palmer (2010) model of language knowledge.

39. The lecturer should explain (or elicit from students) that ‘marks out of ten’ allows for too much subjectivity. My ten may 
not mean the same as your ten. Agreement on the meaning of scores is easier if we have defi nitions of what different 
scores mean (but very detailed, accurate defi nitions are too impractical to remember and use while scoring).

40. Introduce the distinction between holistic and analytic rating scales. What do students think might be the pros and cons of 
each? Compare their ideas with slides 31-33.

41. Slide 34: It is diffi cult to arrive at consistent scores when testing writing (or speaking). However, the more control the 
assessor has over what the test takers and scorers do, the more consistent the results will be. On the other hand, too much 
control makes the performance unrealistic and the scoring may not refl ect what the scorers themselves honestly think of 
the performance. 
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Lecture handout 
Brainstorming

What is writing? Give some reasons for writing.

1. Comment on the following quotations:

‘To write without clarity or charm is a miserable waste of time and ink” (Cicero)

‘You don’t write because you want to say something, you write because you’ve got something to say’ (F.Scott Fitzger-
ald)

2. Group discussion 

What writing subskills do learners develop?

ACCURACY COMMUNICATING IDEAS

3. Group discussion 

What writing strategies do you use?

 T-charts (which list pros and cons, advantages and disadvantages of a topic), 

 transition-action-detail, lead, ending and pacing strategies

 content-purpose-audience strategies.

4. Group discussion

What are the main approaches to teaching writing?

PROCESS-ORIENTED WRITING PRODUCT –ORIENTED WRITING 

5. Brainstorm micro-skills and macro-skills. 

MICRO-SKILLS MACRO-SKILLS 

6. Brainstorm different text types. 

What types of text do you know? How would you categorise these text types? What are typical purposes for each? 

7. Brainstorm reasons for assessing writing.
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EDUCATIONAL REASONS PROFESSIONAL REASONS 

Discuss ways of scoring a performance such as a letter or project report. 

What are the options? What are the pros and cons of each?

8. Discuss test specifi cations. Make a list of elements you think should go into specifi cations for a writing assessment.

9. Group discussion: How should we score writing tests? How should scores be awarded to essays produced from this 
prompt? What rating scales are used? 

10. Written task analysis. Here is a task from an international test. Does it include all of Coombe’s elements of a rubric?

 Specify a rhetorical pattern, length, time for the test task;

 Indicate the resources available for students (dictionaries, spell checker, etc.) and the delivery method (paper 
and pencil, etc.);

 Indicate whether a draft or an outline is required;

 Include the overall weighting of the writing task in the exam. 
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Answer key for lecture tasks
1. Quotations 

Answers will vary.

2. Writing subskills 

ACCURACY COMMUNICATING IDEAS
correct spelling, forming letters, joining let-
ters together, punctuating, using correct 
layouts, choosing the right vocabulary and 
grammar, joining sentences and paragraphing, 
etc.). 

organizing ideas, using appropriate style and reg-
ister, using appropriate functions for expressing 
the meaning (narrating, reporting, summarizing, 
complaining, requesting, thanking, concluding, 
etc.).

3. Strategies 

Transition-Action-Details strategy is for all forms of narrative writing, biographies, history, processes, procedures, math 
algorithms, science experiments, directions, summaries, and just about anything that can be described in a step-by-step 
way. 

Content-Purpose-Audience strategy is best suited to persuasive and informational writing.

http://www.edmondschools.net/Portals/0/docs/ttms_strategy_guide.pdf 

4.

PROCESS-ORIENTED WRITING PRODUCT –ORIENTED WRITING 
involves some important stages of writing: 
researching or developing ideas, planning and 
organising ideas, drafting, editing, proofreading, 
re-drafting. 

aimed at producing different types of writing products (essays, let-
ters, notes, etc.).

5.

MICRO SKILLS MACRO SKILLS 
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 Produce graphemes and orthographic pat-
terns.

 Produce writing at an effi cient speed to suit 
the purpose.

 Produce an acceptable core of words and use 
appropriate word-order patterns.

 Use an appropriate grammar system (tense, 
agreement, pluralisation, etc.).

 Express a particular meaning in different 
grammar forms.

 Use cohesive devices in written discourse.

Use the rhetorical form and conventions of writ-
ten discourse.

Appropriately accomplish the communicative 
functions of written texts according to form and 
purpose.

Convey links and connections between events.

Communicate the main idea and supporting 
ideas.

Communicate given information and new infor-
mation, generalization and exemplifi cation.

Distinguish between literal and implied mean-
ings when writing.

Correctly convey culturally specifi c references 
in the context of the written text.

Develop and use a battery of writing strategies 
such as:

assessing the audience’s interpretation;

using pre-writing devices

writing the fi rst draft;

using paraphrases and synonyms;

seeking peer and instructor’s feedback;

using feedback for revising and editing.

(Brown, 2003)

6. Genres and text types 

(Brown, H. D., 2003. Language Assessment - Principles and classroom practices p.221)

 Academic writing: general subject reports, essays, compositions, term/course papers, academically focused journals, 
short-answer test responses; technical reports (lab reports); theses, dissertations, etc. 

 Job-related writing: messages/phone messages; letters/e-mails/ transactional letters; memos; minutes; reports (job eval-
uation, project reports); schedules, labels, signs; announcements, advertisements; manuals, etc.

 Personal writing: letters, emails, greeting, cards, invitations; messages, notes, reminders, shopping lists; fi nancial docu-
ments (cheques, tax forms, loan applications); forms, questionnaires, medical reports, immigration documents; diaries, 
personal journals; fi ction, etc.

7. Formative reasons for assessing writing are connected with: 

 teaching and learning – insights into student progress

 profi ciency – can a potential worker write the kinds of reports needed for a job?
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8. See slides 31-32.

9. See slide 23.

10. See slides 31-33.

11. No, some elements are missing. For example, there is no evidence as to whether a draft is required; nor is there any infor-
mation about the overall weighting of the writing task.
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Workshop outline for students
Group refl ection on personal experience and current practices in assessing writing skills.

1. Comparative analysis of examination tasks (IELTS, TOEFL, the Russian Unifi ed National Exam)

2. Applying the scales to written tasks and exam samples

3. Washback effect 
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Workshop – Notes for lecturers
1. Slide 2: The lecturer may wish to begin the workshop with a warm-up discussion about the quotation:

‘The best way to test people’s writing ability is to get them to write’ (Hughes, 1989: 75)

2. Slide 3: To get the audience more interested in the topic of assessing writing, the questions on the slide should be 
discussed in small groups:

 What is easier for you – writing or speaking in a foreign language?  Why? 

 Have you ever experienced your writing skills being assessed?  

 What was your experience?  

 What did you do?  

3. Describe the procedure. Here are the points you may consider:

 Test format  and tasks (letter, essay, graph description, etc.)

 Rater (your teacher, two teachers, other)

 Criteria (Did you know about the criteria before taking the test?  What were the criteria?)

 Score (What was your score? Was it what you expected? If not, why do you think your mark was lower/higher 
than you expected?)

4. Slides 4-6: The next logical stage may be reviewing writing ability on the basis of The Common European Frame-
work of Reference, beginning with level A1 up to C2. Students should check their own level of English in writing. 

5. Slides 7-8:  Group work: Students should look at some exam tasks (for example, you might fi nd tasks from the 
TOEFL, IELTS and RF USE (EGE) tests on the internet). The students fi ll in the table on the handout and make a 
brief presentation to the group. An example of a completed table for use as an example can be seen on slide 13.
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Workshop handout
1. Comment on the following quotation:

‘The best way to test people’s writing ability is to get them to write’ (Hughes, 1989: 75)

2. Work in groups and answer these questions:

 What is easier for you – writing or speaking in a foreign language?  Why? 

 Have you ever experienced your writing skills being assessed?  

 What was your experience?  

 What did you do?  

3. Describe the procedure.  Here are the points you may consider:

 Test format and tasks (letter, essay, graph description, etc.)

 Rater (your teacher, two teachers, other)

 Criteria (Did you know about the criteria before taking the test? What were the criteria?)

 Score (What was your score? Was it what you expected? If not, why do you think your mark was lower/higher than you 
expected?)

4. Study the scales from The Common European Framework of Reference below. (Council of Europe, 2001)

 How clear do you fi nd them as descriptions of writing ability? 

 What level would you rate your own writing? Why?

OVERALL WRITTEN PRODUCTION   © Council of Europe 2001

C2 Can write clear, smoothly fl owing, complex texts in an appropriate and effective style and a logical 
structure which helps the reader to fi nd signifi cant points. 

C1 Can write clear, well-structured texts of complex subjects, underlining the relevant salient issues, 
expanding and supporting points of view at some length with subsidiary points, reasons and rel-
evant examples, and rounding off with an appropriate conclusion. 

B2 Can write clear, detailed texts on a variety of subjects related to his fi eld of interest, synthesising 
and evaluating information and arguments from a number of sources. 

B1 Can write straightforward connected texts on a range of familiar subjects within his fi eld of interest, 
by linking a series of shorter discrete elements into a linear sequence. 

A2 Can write a series of simple phrases and sentences linked with simple connectors like “and”, “but” 
and “because”. 

A1 Can write simple isolated phrases and sentences. 

OVERALL WRITTEN INTERACTION  © Council of Europe 2001

C2 No descriptor available 

C1 Can express him/herself with clarity and precision, relating to the addressee fl exibly and effectively. 

B2 Can express news and views effectively in writing, and relate to those of others. 
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B1 Can convey information and ideas on abstract as well as concrete topics, check information and ask 
about or explain problems with reasonable precision. 

Can write personal letters and notes asking for or conveying simple information of immediate rel-
evance, getting across the point he/she feels to be important.

A2 Can write short, simple formulaic notes relating to matters in areas of immediate need.

A1 Can ask for or pass on personal details in written form.

5. Fill in the following table with information about the writing tasks the lecturer gives you.

Table 1 

Task № Comments
1.Time limit
2. Rubric

 clarity
 L1/FL (does it make any difference?)

3. Input part
 length
 level (A2-C2)
 pattern of language use (EGP/ EAP/ ESP)

4. Outcome 
 type of text 
 length 
 cognitive challenges
 linguistic challenges
 discourse challenges
 correlation with the input 

5. Plan/advice/recommendations
 Yes/no
 Structured/guided/tentative

6. Criteria for evaluation 
 Holistic scale
 Analytic scale
 No scale

7. Potential target group
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Answer Key for workshop activities
A sample table. Answers will vary according to the tasks selected.

IELTS TOEFL EGE
• Purpose Post-secondary/ university 

level 
Scores used primarily in 
decisions about admission 
to colleges and universities

Post-secondary and scores used 
primarily in decisions about admis-
sion to colleges and universities

• Mode of delivery Paper-based Computer-based Paper-based

• Test content Data description (20 mins)
Essay (40 mins)

1.Integrated task (20 mins)
2.Essay (30 mins)

1.Informal letter (20 min)
2. Essay (40 min)

• Scoring 9-band analytic scale 6-point holistic scale Max. 20 points/marks(?)
Letter – 6;
Essay – 14.

Extension Activities: 

The lecturer may use materials available online from:

1. www.fi pi.ru  (Russian Exam ГИА)

2. Online  WSA workshop: www.foster.washington.edu/academic/undergrad/WSAworkshop 

3. Purdue University’s Online Writing Lab (this offers advice on writing essay exams): 

https://owl.english.purdue.edu/ 

Extension Reading and weblinks: 

Bachman, L.F. and Palmer, A.S., 1996. Language Testing in Practice. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Cambridge English. First Certifi cate in English (FCE) CEFR Level 2. Handbook for Teachers.

Coombe, C., 2007. Assessing English Language Learners. Ann Arbor. University of Michigan.

Douglas, D., 2000. Assessing Languages for Specifi c Purposes. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Green, A., 2007. IELTS Washback in Context. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Formative and summative assessment of student writing: 

http://www.bridgewater.edu/WritingCenter/Resources/sumform.htm
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Module 1 Unit 8 Assessing Vocabulary and Grammar
Prepared by Maria Verbitskaya, Elena Solovova and Svetlana Sannikova

Content elements of the unit Contact 
hours

Independent 
study

1. Background reading 1
2.   Lecture: slides and notes

 Notes for students
 Notes for lecturers

2

3. Workshop activities
 Workshop materials
 Workshop notes for lecturer

2

4. Extension reading and project 4
Total 4 5

Aims and objectives 

On completion of the unit, students will know about:

 the differences between language use and language usage;

 constructs for assessing grammar and vocabulary;

 the main principles, purposes and techniques involved in assessing grammar and vocabulary;

On completion of the unit, students will be able to:

 assess vocabulary and grammar in a FL classroom;

 analyze the pros and cons of different types of tasks aimed at assessing grammar and vocabulary;

 select suitable tasks for classroom based assessment or standardized tests at different levels of language pro-
fi ciency.

Background reading

Hughes, A., 2003. Testing for language teachers. 2nd ed. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. Chapter 13, pp. 141-152

McNamara, T., 2000. Language Testing. Oxford: Oxford University Press. Parts 1-3, pp.3-33. 
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Lecture outline for students
1. Why teach grammar?

 The role of grammar in language profi ciency;

 Approaches to teaching grammar; 

 Benefi ts of the functional approach to teaching grammar. 

2. Why assess grammar?

 Pragmatic and developmental educational purpose;

 Purposes and types of grammar tests for children and adults;

 Characteristics of grammar tests (objectivity, practicality, etc.).

3. Why teach vocabulary?

 The role оf vocabulary in language profi ciency;

 Typical vocabulary mistakes;

 Academic vocabulary.

4. Why assess vocabulary?

 Pragmatic and developmental educational purposes;

 Purposes and types of vocabulary tests for children and adults.

5. Test specifi cations and test tasks

 Elements/components of test specifi cations; construct of grammar/vocabulary tests;

 Correlation between grammar and vocabulary;

 Task types for assessing grammar/vocabulary; washback effect.

References

Bachman, L. and Palmer, A., 2010. Language Assessment in Practice. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

EALTA, 2006. ‘Guidelines for Good Practice in Language Testing and Assessment’. On: EALTA – European Association for 
Language Testing and Assessment. [Online.] Available at: http://www.ealta.eu.org/documents/archive/guidelines/English.
pdf.

Green, A. 2013. Exploring Language Assessment and Testing. Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge.

Purpura, J.E., 2004. Assessing Grammar. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Read, J., 2000. Assessing Vocabulary. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
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Detailed notes for lecturers
1. Slide 2: The lecturer starts the lecture by explaining the aims of the unit.

2. Slide 3: The lecturer highlights the key questions on the subject. 

3. Slide 4: The lecturer asks students to discuss the fi rst key question in pairs: “Why teach grammar and vocabulary?” then 
elicits a selection of answers from the students. The lecturer leads the students to understanding that two competences, 
linguistic and sociolinguistic, are based on effective use of vocabulary and grammar and all the other competences cannot 
be developed without these. It is also important to highlight that nowadays grammar and vocabulary range is sometimes 
measured according to the Common European Framework of References for Languages which ranges from level A1 (low-
est) to C2 (highest). 

4. Slide 5: The lecturer asks the students to discuss the differences between accuracy and fl uency, as well as language use and 
language usage then elicits answers from the students.

5. Slides 6-7: The lecturer continues the lecture by raising the students’ awareness about some possible pragmatic and educa-
tional purposes of teaching grammar and vocabulary. Vocabulary serves as the bricks for a house while grammar is like the 
mortar that holds it all together. Both of these are necessary for effective communication in English (English for General 
Purposes, English for Academic Purposes, English for Specifi c Purposes, English for Business Purposes, etc.).

6. With regard to the developmental educational purposes of teaching grammar and vocabulary, these lead to cognitive devel-
opment through a cyclical developmental process. With a given amount of language and grammar knowledge, learners can 
observe the language closely, which in turn allows them to spot patterns in the language so they can make generalisations 
about grammatical patterns and therefore expand their language. They can use their knowledge of the language to look for 
information, thus building up their knowledge further. They can expand their vocabulary through the use of semantic fi elds, 
a thesaurus or by mind mapping.

7. Slides 8-10: Then the lecturer elicits the students’ ideas about what grammar is and differentiates between morphology and 
syntax, specifying possible test constructs for each. Morphology relates to how morphemes (which are the smallest unit of 
meaning in a language) combine to make words while syntax refers to the rules that govern how words and phrases combine 
to make sentences.

8. Slide 11: The lecturer reminds students of the importance of semantics and pragmatics in the assessment of grammar. For-
mal knowledge is not enough. Learners must also understand how to use the forms they know. Why is this more diffi cult 
to test than formal knowledge?

9. Slides 12-16: Before moving on to slides 12-16, the lecturer asks students to brainstorm the grammar features that could be 
tested then elicits them. The lecturer then goes through the different features.

10. Slides 17-18: The lecturer discusses with the students the methods for (teaching and) testing grammar and the types of tasks 
used for this in the classroom. 

11. Slides 19-23: The lecturer asks the students which of these can be used as test tasks and provides examples for several of 
them. The lecturer might fi rst show the test item on the slide and have the students identify the task type.

12. Slides 24-25: Special attention should be paid to different types of cloze and options for marking them.

13. Slides 26-29: To conclude the section on testing morphology and syntax, it’s important to emphasize that some of the tasks 
are not purely grammatical and may, in fact, be used to assess vocabulary skills. In some cases, it can be very diffi cult to 
determine whether an item tests ‘vocabulary’ or ‘grammar’. 

14. This explains why vocabulary and grammar test tasks are sometimes labelled as ‘Use of English’ in international tests of 
English. At the same time, it is important to make the point that vocabulary can be a test construct by itself. The lecturer 
discusses with the students what it means to know a word and what and how it can be assessed in a vocabulary test. Testing 
vocabulary as a discrete item can also be part of a larger construct such as a piece of written or spoken text (Read, 2000).

15. Slides 30-31: Word-building is sometimes viewed as part of morphology, but what aspects of ‘knowing a word’ in slide 26 
might it involve? 

16. In the Russian tradition word-building tasks are labelled as ‘grammar-vocabulary’. The students can discuss types of word-
building tasks in small groups. The types of tasks that can be used for word building are, in essence, the same as those for 
testing morphology and syntax. 

17. Slide 32: The lecturer asks the students what grammar structures and vocabulary they would expect students to know at 
the different levels of the CEFR then explains that the CEFR (because it covers many languages) does not contain this in-
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formation. The CEFR provides only the types of activities that learners at each level might be able to carry out using their 
knowledge of grammar and vocabulary.

18. The lecturer discusses the limitations of the CEFR in terms of outlining the range of vocabulary and grammar for A1-C2 
levels and introduces the English Profi le and its purposes www.englishprofi le.org.

19. Slide 33: The lecturer asks the students to sum up similarities and differences between the Use of English paper in an in-
ternational test and the Russian National exams in English - sample materials can be found online from the sources listed 
for other units.

20. In Russian school-leaving exams all the tasks are based on texts while in some international exams they are not. What im-
plications does this have for what is being tested?
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Lecture handout 1
Look at the list of communicative competences and say:

 which of them are directly related to grammar and vocabulary skills;

 if the rest can be developed without those skills. Why or why not?

1. Linguistic competence 2. Strategic competence

3. Discourse competence 4. Sociolinguistic competence

5. Sociocultural competence 6. Pragmatic competence
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Lecture handout 2
1. Look at these pairs of words. Explain the differences between them. 

accuracy vs. fl uency language use vs. language usage

errors vs. mistakes morphology vs. syntax

semantic fi eld vs. thesaurus

2. Look at these eight samples of grammar and vocabulary test tasks and…

a) name the task type;

b) try to identify what point is being tested: the test construct;

c) decide which level of FL profi ciency this task would be most appropriate for. 

Task type Test construct Lang. level 

A1/A2/B1/

B2/C1/C2 
1 Syntax: Word order in an in-

terrogative sentence.

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

1. Put the words in the right order to make questions. DON’T forget to start the question with a capital 
letter and use a question mark. 

a) tomorrow home you will at be _____________________________________________

b) you to like what do read  _____________________________________________

c) has a who ruler got  _____________________________________________
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2. Translate the word given in brackets into English. 

a) I usually do my homework (вечером) ________________.

b) We always (обедаем) ________________ at 2 o’clock.

c) I (позвоню) ________________ you tomorrow. 

3. Find the mistake in each sentence and correct it. 

a) They is clever.

b) He play football every day. 

c) I don’t go to school at Sunday. 
4. Complete the gaps by using the correct form of the word given in brackets.

“Dr Who” is the longest running science fi ction TV show in the world. It is broadcast in 42 countries 
around the world, __________ (include) Russia, but it is in the UK that it has made the biggest im-
pact. The show _____________ (continue) in a virtually unbroken run since 1963 and has had a clear 
impact on British Culture, social history and fashion. Although the show is called “Dr Who” the hero 
__________ (know) simply as “The Doctor”. He (there has never been a lady doctor) is a travelling 
“Time Lord” who constantly rescues planet earth from aliens.

So far there have been 11 Doctors and each has made an impact on British style and fashion. Frock coats 
and cravats, stylish hats and over-long scarves ________(wear) by the Time Lords and copied by teen-
agers. The Doctors have always been accompanied by glamorous young _______ (women) assistants, 
some of whom also made their mark on fashion. Some of the Doctors’ ________(enemy) became equally 
famous – especially the Daleks: alien organisms from the planet Skoro that live inside a robot like casing. 
The show has, arguably, made a _______ (great) contribution to the English language than any other and 
has been colourful, inventive and dramatic for over fi ve decades.

5. Choose the right form of the word in brackets. 

a) Let’s (cook/to cook) an apple pie!

b) There are (much/many) lakes in the UK. 
6. Choose the one word that best fi ts the gap. 

The “Greasy Spoon” cafe on Arundel Road offers the best full English breakfast on the planet. Of course 
people A22___ about what a “full English” should consist of but I think there is a small clue in the word 
“full”. This is a breakfast that knows no modesty. This is not a breakfast for those on a diet. It is the break-
fast of Kings; it should be enjoyed A23___ leisure and last for the day.

A 22 1) discuss  2) debate  3) quarrel  4) argue

A 23 1) for  2) at  3) on  4) in
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7. For each sentence below, write a new sentence as close in meaning to the original one as possible, 
but using the word given. This word must not be altered in any way.

a) Not many people attended the meeting. 

turnout There was a poor turnout for the meeting.

b)  With 6 children to look after is extremely busy. 

hands

c) The fi nal version of the plan was quite different from the initial draft. 

resemblance
8. Fill in the gaps with the most suitable word or word combination.

There are four people in my family, and we _______ in a fl at in the city. We haven’t got a garden so my 
sister and I _______ play ball games outside like some of our friends can. But we have got _____ big 
bedroom and we can play there. I listen _______ music in my room and my sister does _______ home-
work at the desk in the bedroom.
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Answer key for lecture tasks

Lecture handout 1
Linguistic and sociolinguistic competences are directly based on grammar and vocabulary skills; these skills are used as a means 
for developing other competences as well. See the glossary of terms and notes for the lecturer. 

Lecture handout 2
1) See the glossary of terms and notes for the lecturer. 

Task type Test construct Language level (A1-C2)
Ordering/unscrambling the sentence. Syntax; word order in an interrogative sen-

tence; capitalization and punctuation. 
A1-A2

Partial translation. Morphology; vocabulary (meaning/set 
phrases)

A1-A2

Error correction Morphology A1-A2

Word transformation Morphology B1–B2

Multiple choice Morphology A1-A2

Multiple choice Vocabulary (meaning, prepositional use, 
etc.) 

B1

Transformation Morphology; syntax; vocabulary; phrasal 
verbs.

C2

Cloze morphology A2+
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Workshop outline for students
Pre-workshop tasks

Task 1 

Work individually. Choose any textbook(s) of English as a foreign language and analyze the tasks aimed at developing grammar 
and vocabulary skills. Decide which of them you:

 like most and why;

 like the least and why;

 fi nd appropriate tasks for the A2/B1/C2 levels according to the CEFR.

Task 2 

Read the specifi cation and codifi er for any of the following exams and outline the test construct for the Use of English part of the 
exam (elements of grammar and vocabulary use to be tested):

 Cambridge Young Learners exams: Starters, Fliers, Movers

 Cambridge ESOL exams: FCE, CAE, CPE

 Unifi ed National Exam

 TOEFL, TOEIC (or other)

Workshop tasks

Task 1 

In small groups of 3-4 people compare your answers to the questions from the pre-workshop task.

Task 2 

Complete the following table.

Test task Purpose Positive elements Limitations/ considerations
Match words with their 
defi nitions

Recognizing meaning objective task;

easy to write and assess

defi nitions may have un-
known words

Multiple choice on vocabu-
lary

Meaning; collocation; form  

Gap fi lling
Cloze 
Paraphrasing
Derivation/ word building 
Error correction
Partial translation

Task 3 

Now create your own short task for classroom based assessment for a particular target group. Exchange your tasks with your 
groupmates for a peer review. Attempt the tasks yourselves and provide feedback to your groupmates. You can use the table from 
Task 2 as a starting point.
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Workshop – notes for lecturers
Forms of interaction: whole class activities, individual/pair/group work based on guided refl ection.

Materials: handouts, test specifi cations for different types of written exams, test tasks.

Pre-workshop assignment

1. Guided analysis of grammar and vocabulary exercises and test tasks in different textbooks and tests.

2. Comparative analysis of test specifi cations for the “use of English” part in different exams.

Outline of workshop activities

1. Refl ection on different grammar and vocabulary tasks from ELT textbooks and test materials in terms of:

 their purpose (grammar: speech forms; vocabulary: meaning, speech forms/prepositional use/collocation/connota-
tion);

 relevance for the target group (topics, fi ction, etc.);

 language level (according to CEFR).

2. Analyzing test specifi cations for the “Use of English” part in different tests.

3. Analyzing test tasks written to different test specifi cations.

Workshop materials

Workshop handout 1
Locate some suitable TEFL materials, textbooks, and practice tests published by Russian publishers, Cambridge University 
Press, Pearson-Longman group, Oxford University Press, etc. 

Workshop handout 2
Use the test specifi cation and demo version of the Unifi ed National Exam (use of English part).
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Answer key for workshop activities 1
Task 1 

This is an open-ended task. The students may choose different teaching resources and even have different opinions of one and 
the same resource or task. This may be acceptable, provided they can justify their position by explaining the relevance of the task 
for a particular classroom situation for a particular target group. 

Task 2 Complete the following table.

Extension reading and weblinks

Brown H.D., 2004. Language Assessment – Principles and Classroom Practices. New York: Longman. Chapter 9. ‘Assessing 
writing’ - Grammar tasks pp. 226-227; ‘Vocabulary Assessment’ tasks pp. 229-230. 

EALTA, 2006. ‘Guidelines for Good Practice in Language Testing and Assessment’. On: EALTA – European Association for 
Language Testing and Assessment. [Online.] Available at: http://www.ealta.eu.org/documents/archive/guidelines/English.
pdf.

FIPI, 2012. ‘Analyticheskiy doklad o resultath edinogo gosudastvennogo ekzamena 2013 goda’. (Analytical report on the re-
sults 2013 EGE) On: FIPI – Federalny Institut Pedagogicheskyh Izmereniy. [Online.] Available at: http://fi pi.ru/view/sec-
tions/138/docs/

FIPI, 2013. ‘Demonstratzionniy variant kontrolnyh izmeritelnyh materialov edinogo gosudastvennogo ekzamena po inostran-
nym yazykam 2013 goda’. (Demo version of EGE 2013) On: FIPI – Federalny Institut Pedagogicheskyh Izmereniy. [On-
line.] Available at: http://fi pi.ru/view/sections/226/docs/627.html 

FIPI, 2013. ‘Spetzifi catzia kontrolnyh izmeritelnyh materialov edinogo gosudastvennogo ekzamena po inostrannym yazykam 
2013 goda’. (Specifi cations of EGE 2013) On: FIPI – Federalny Institut Pedagogicheskyh Izmereniy. [Online.] Available 
at: http://fi pi.ru/view/sections/226/docs/627.html 

Green, A., 2013. Exploring Language Assessment and Testing. Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge.

Websites to help you:

http://www.englishprofi le.org

http://vocabulary.englishprofi le.org/staticfi les/about.html

(login: englishprofi le; password: vocabulary).

Extension project
Group project (3-4 people)

 design a specifi cation for a classroom based assessment of grammar and vocabulary for a particular target 
group

Individual project

Analyze any existing grammar and vocabulary test in terms of its…

 Validity

 Reliability

 Practicality

 Likely washback effect on its target group.
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Module 2
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Module 2 Unit 1 Usefulness
Prepared by Vera Novikova and Tatyana Shkuratova 

Content elements of the course Contact 
hours

Independent 
study

1. Background reading 2
2.   Lecture: slides and notes 2
3. Seminar/workshops activities

 Seminar materials

 Seminar notes for lecturer

2

4. Extension activities 3
Total 4 5

Aims and objectives 

On completion of the unit students will know about:

 test usefulness as a function of several different qualities including

 practicality

 reliability 

 validity 

 impact 

 authenticity 

 interactiveness 

 absence of bias

 transparency

 security

On completion of the unit students will be able to:

 review assessments from the point of view of their usefulness;

 take essential qualities into consideration when constructing assessments.

Background reading 

Coombe ,C., Folse, K., Hubley, N., 2007.  A Practical Guide to Assessing English Language Learners. Ann Arbor: University of 
Michigan Press, Introduction and Chapter 1.

Douglas, D., 2010. Understanding Language Testing. London: Hodder Education Limited. Chapter 3.

Green, A., 2013. Exploring Language Assessment and Testing. Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge. Chapter 4. pp. 59 - 74.
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Lecture outline for students
Lecture: Test Usefulness

Type: Interactive lecture based on PowerPoint presentation

Outline:

1. Test usefulness as the cornerstone of assessment

2. Essential qualities and test usefulness

 Practicality as a quality of assessments

 Reliability 

 Validity 

 Impact 

3. Additional qualities of assessment

 Authenticity 

 Interactiveness 

 Absence of bias

 Transparency 

 Security

References

Alderson, J.C., Clapham, C. & Wall, D., 1995. Language Test Construction and Evaluation. Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press.

Bachman, L.F. & Palmer, A.S., 1996. Language Testing in Practice. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Bachman, L.  & Palmer, A., 2010. Language Assessment in Practice. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Coombe, C., Folse, K., Hubley, N., 2010. A Practical Guide to Assessing English Language Learners. Ann Arbor: University of 
Michigan Press.

Green, A., 2012. English Profi le Studies 2: Language Functions Revisited - Theoretical and empirical bases for language con-
struct defi nition across the ability range. Cambridge: UCLES/Cambridge University Press.

Hughes, A., 2003. Testing for Language Teachers. 2nd edition. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Kunnan, A. J., 2008. ‘Towards a model of test evaluation: using the test fairness and test context frameworks’. In: Taylor, L. & 
Weir, C.J. (Eds.), Multilingualism and Assessment: Achieving transparency, assuring quality, sustaining diversity – Pro-
ceedings of the ALTE Berlin Conference May 2005. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.  pp. 229-251.

Zheng, Y., & De Jong, J., 2011. Research Note: Establishing Construct and Concurrent Validity of Pearson Test of English Aca-
demic. London: Pearson. March 2011. [Online.] Available at: 

http://www.pearsonpte.com/research/Documents/RN_EstablishingConstructAndConcurrentValidityOfPTEAcadem-
ic_2011.pdf 
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Detailed notes for lecturers

(2 academic hours)

1. This is a short presentation to allow time for the lecturer to review the concepts covered in Module 1. Particular atten-
tion should be paid to Module 1, Unit 1 (Assessment Purposes). Students might be asked to list different purposes for 
assessment and explain the differences.

2. Profi ciency assessment (looking at what learners can do through language in target language use situations) contrasts 
with educational assessment that focuses more on what they have learnt. Formative purposes that inform future learn-
ing contrast with summative purposes that just look back at how much has been learnt. Specifi c purpose language as-
sessments look at language in limited social contexts, such as language for business, language for engineers, etc. while 
general purpose language assessments cover uses of language, situations and topics that are common to most of us. Tests 
for diagnostic purposes explore particular areas of strength and weakness. National school examinations are generally 
concerned with the achievement of curriculum goals, i.e. a summative, educational purpose. Therefore, different types 
of test can involve different purposes. 

3. Slide 2: Before showing Slide 2, ask students to suggest what is meant by test usefulness. How might a useful classroom 
assessment be different to a useful national examination? Think about the essential purpose of each.  

4. Show Slide 2. Do students’ ideas match this list? What kinds of evidence would satisfy them that an assessment met 
each of these three requirements?

5. Slide 3: For Bachman and Palmer (2010), the most important consideration in designing and developing any language 
assessment is the use for which it is intended.

6. Thus, usefulness is the most important quality or cornerstone of assessment. 

7. However, in order to be useful any language assessment must be developed with a specifi c purpose, a particular group 
of test-takers, and a specifi c language use in mind. A useful assessment for one purpose may be useless for another.

8. They suggest that the main difference between assessments and other components of instructional programmes is the 
purpose. The primary purpose of other components is to promote learning; the primary purpose of a test is to measure 
what it is designed to measure.

9. Usefulness involves several different qualities, all of which contribute in unique but interrelated ways to the overall 
usefulness of a particular test.  

10. Ask students to make a list of qualities that they think any good assessment should have.

11. There is some debate amongst researchers as to what the qualities of a test are. 

12. Slide 4: Green (2013) suggests that there are four core qualities: Practicality, Reliability, Validity and Impact. Why do 
the students think they are presented in this way as a pyramid?

13. Slide 5: Others suggest additional qualities (although Green (2013) suggests these can be seen as part of the four he 
lists).

14. Bachman and Palmer (1996; 2010) suggest this list:

15. Reliability + Construct validity + Authenticity + Interactiveness + Impact + Practicality

16. Kunnan (2008) has suggested a ‘test fairness framework’ that includes additional qualities such as ‘absence of bias’ 
while Coombe et al. (2007) include qualities like transparency and security. Later slides will deal with these qualities. 

17. Green (2013) would argue that these extra qualities are already covered by his list, which represents the greatest con-
sensus among theorists.

18. Terms like ‘construct validity’ and ‘interactiveness’ may be unfamiliar to students.  Do not spend time giving an ex-
planation of them now. Construct validity will be covered in a later unit. Interactiveness and authenticity are dealt with 
later in this lecture.
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19. Slide 7: Before showing the slide, ask students to list practical issues that they think might affect the viability of an as-
sessment. 

20. Practical issues include:

 the cost of development and keeping the assessment going

 adequate time for development - taking account of everything needed in planning, revising, trialling etc.

 adequate time to administer the assessment

 resources (everything from computer access, copying facilities, and AV equipment to storage space)

 ease of marking

 availability of suitable/trained scorers

 administrative logistics.

21. What do students think is the best way to test a learner’s speaking skills? What practical problems might this raise?

22. As an example, teachers might decide, based on their students’ needs, that it would be best to test speaking skills in class 
on a one-to-one basis for at least ten minutes per student. However, for a class of 25 students, this could take four hours. 

23. What could the teachers ask the other 24 students to do during the testing? 

24. (Coombe et al., 2007:xxiv).

25. Slide 8: The topic of reliability will be covered in more depth in later units. This is just a basic introduction.

26. If we are going to use results from an assessment, we need to know that the assessment will give consistent results. 

27. It should not matter when we give the assessment. If we give a test on a Monday, it should give the same results as if 
we gave the test on a Saturday.

28. If all sections of the test assess the same skills, it should not matter which parts of the test the results come from. The 
student who performs best on all the even numbered questions should be the same student who performs best on all the 
odd numbered questions.

29. It should not matter who scores the test. If one teacher scores a test as 7 correct out of 10, anybody else scoring the 
test should arrive at the same score. If two teachers use a rating scale to score the same essay, both should (completely 
independently) give it exactly the same score. Similarly, if one teacher rated the paper as a 7 one week, they should give 
it the same mark if they then mark the paper again at a later date.

30. If the results are not reasonably reliable, we cannot use them.

31. Slide 9: Validity will be covered more fully in a later unit. This is just a basic introduction.

32. If we want to use the results of an assessment to make a decision, we must be confi dent that the results give us informa-
tion that is relevant to our decision. In other words, the assessment must measure what we think it measures – and that 
measurement must be a sensible basis for the decision we want to make. 

33. We might decide that a test of business English gives us the information we need to choose the right employee to meet 
with clients from another country – it is valid for that purpose, but it is probably not a valid basis for choosing who 
should design a new car or be the next company president.

34. In educational settings we often use assessments to fi nd out whether students have learned what we have taught them. 
It is therefore very important that assessments cover the language knowledge, skills and abilities that have been taught. 
If we assess other things, the process will not be useful and informative for teaching and learning.
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35. Slide 10: Before showing the slide, what effects do students think of when we talk about assessment?

36. Students may suggest a range of effects from the personal, for example, anxiety or celebration, to the societal effects, 
such as the selection of jobseekers.  Can they put the effects into different categories? Do these categories match Bach-
man and Palmer’s (2010) three way division of effects on 1) individuals 2) educational systems 3) society? Bachman 
and Palmer call societal and educational system level effects macro-level impact. Effects on individuals, e.g. test takers 
or teachers are micro-level impact. 

37. Slide 11: Going back to Green’s (2013) diagram, we see that practicality supports all other qualities. It is possible to 
make and use a practical assessment that is not reliable, valid or impactful (many assessments are like this) but it will 
be useless.

38. You cannot have an assessment that is reliable, valid and impactful, but not practical. An impractical assessment is an 
imaginary assessment because it will never actually be used.

39. This is true also of reliability. An assessment can be practical and reliable, but not valid. It is cheap and easy to admin-
ister, gives consistent results, but fails to measure the skills that we need to know about to make the decision we want 
to make.

40. Even valid tests do not always have good impacts. If people do not understand how to use the test effectively, the po-
tential benefi ts will never be realized.

41. Slide 12: In addition to these four ‘core’ qualities, others have also been suggested. Do students remember any of them?

42. Slide 13: According to Coombe et al. (2007), language learners are more motivated when they are given tasks that re-
fl ect real-world situations and contexts. 

43. Good assessments use tasks that refl ect the real-life use of the target language (Coombe, et al., 2007:xxv).

44. What kinds of real-world situations do students feel are most ‘authentic’ for school children in Russia?

45. Slide 14: Interactiveness goes together with authenticity. According to Bachman and Palmer (1996:25), it is “the extent 
and type of involvement of the test taker’s individual characteristics in accomplishing a test task”. 

46. Does the assessment motivate the learners? 

47. Is the language used in the questions and instructions appropriate for the students’ level? Can they easily process this 
language? 

48. Do learners carry out the assessment tasks in the same ways that they would carry out similar tasks in the real world?

49. All these questions represent the crucial elements that affect a test’s interactiveness. 

50. Many recent views consider this notion the core of language teaching and learning and this is why Green (2013) and 
others would consider it as a part of validity rather than a separate quality.

51. Slide 15: A biased assessment is one that favours one group of learners or test takers over another.

52. If two test takers have identical language ability, but a learner from group A is likely to score higher than a learner from 
group B because of some aspect of the assessment that is not connected to language ability, the assessment is biased.

53. What causes of bias in language tests can students think of?

54. Of course if group A outperforms group B on a test, this is not necessarily evidence of bias in the test. If students in 
Region A have better teachers, more access to English speakers and more hours of teaching, they may get higher scores 
on an English test. The test itself is not biased; it just refl ects the reality that learners in Region A are now generally bet-
ter at English than those in Region B. 

55. In fact, tests can reveal inequity elsewhere in the education system. Perhaps more support now needs to be given to 
Region B to improve opportunities for students there.

56. Slide 16: Transparency refers to the availability of clear, accurate information to students about assessment procedures 
and marking criteria.
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57. What do students think learners need to know about an assessment?

58. Is there anything they should NOT be told? Are there advantages in letting students see the questions before a test? 

59. Advance knowledge of the questions encourages focused preparation. In some circumstances (such as oral presenta-
tions, vocabulary quizzes), teachers want to encourage rehearsal and memorization and so learners may be told exactly 
what is going to be asked on the test. In other circumstances (most profi ciency tests) the format is known, but the actual 
questions are kept secret to prevent memorized answers. 

60. According to Coombe et al. (2007:xxv), transparency helps to dispel the myths and mysteries surrounding testing and 
improves the relationship between learning and assessment. It can help to make students feel more part of the assess-
ment process and can help them understand how assessment can support learning. 

61. Transparency may also help to lower students’ test anxiety as people feel less anxious and more in control when they 
understand the rationale for what is happening. 

62. Slide 17: Security. 

63. What do students think of when discussing test security? What are possible problems? What can schools do to prevent 
cheating?

64. Teachers often feel that security is only an issue in large-scale, high-stakes testing. 

65. This is not true - security is part of both reliability and validity for any assessments where the results matter enough for 
students to try to gain an advantage. 

66. If teachers want to improve their assessments, they need to be able to recycle them, making improvements to the mate-
rial each time. Recycling is especially important if analyses show that the items, distractors, and test sections are valid 
and discriminating (later Units will explain how this can be done). 

67. There is therefore a trade-off between giving comprehensive feedback to learners on their performance on an important 
test and giving them adequate (reliable and valid) information about levels (Coombe et al., 2007:xxv).



Promoting Sustainable Excellence in Testing and Assessment of English

Financed by the TEMPUS programme of the European Union

130

Workshop outline for students

In this workshop you will:

1) discuss the qualities that contribute to test usefulness;

2) consider a case study of an assessment from the point of view of usefulness.
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Workshop - notes for lecturers
Task 1  

As a warm-up and revision activity, the lecturer asks students to work in groups of 4-5 and fi nd answers to some or all of the 
following questions:

1) What is said to be the most important quality and cornerstone of assessment?

2) What is the main difference between assessments and other components of instructional programmes?

3) From the lecture and your background reading, what are the core assessment qualities suggested by:

 Green (2013)?

 Bachman and Palmer (1996; 2010)?

 Coombe, Folse and Hubley (2007)?

Which seems to be more logical to you and why?

4) Can you list practical issues that might affect the viability of an assessment? 

5) What do students think is the best way to test, for example, a learner’s writing skills? What practical problems might this 
raise?

6) Can a test be valid and not reliable and vice versa?

7) Can you have an assessment that is reliable, valid and impactful, but not practical? Explain your ideas.

8) What do we understand by the terms ‘micro-level impact’ and ‘macro-level impact’?

9) Can you name the crucial elements that affect a test’s interactiveness?

10) Have you ever felt that the test you had was biased? In what way?

Task 2

Students should match the qualities with their defi nitions (there is one quality with no defi nition). Can they suggest good defi ni-
tions for this?

Task 3  

A role play

First, the students are asked to list the qualities of a good assessment. The list should include qualities such as:

Reliability, Validity, Authenticity, Interactiveness, Impact, Practicality, Absence of bias, Transparency, Security.

List these qualities on a fl ip-chart or whiteboard.

Shuffl e the cards and put them on the table. Each student selects a card.

Students take turns to identify which quality his or her card refers to. The student then explains the importance of this quality in 
judging the usefulness of a test.
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Cards

Assessments provide consistent results Assessments are quick and cheap to produce

Assessments clearly show students’ progress
Assessment conditions (time, format, questions) are 

exactly the same for all test takers

Assessment tasks refl ect real world situations and con-
texts

Teachers are trained to score the assessments

Assessments cover the language knowledge, skills and 
abilities that have been taught

Students understand what their scores mean

Assessments are appropriate for the students’ level
The assessment encourages teachers to cover important 

content and skills
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Workshop handout

Task 1

Your lecturer will give you some questions to discuss with your group. Try to agree on an answer to each question.

Task 2

Here are some important aspects of test usefulness. Can you match each word to its defi nition?

One word has no defi nition. Can you explain what this word means?

A. reliability 1. use of an assessment affects society in general, educational 
systems, schools and  individual language teachers and learn-
ers

B. practicality 2. carrying out an assessment task involves the test taker’s indi-
vidual characteristics

C. security 3. the results of an assessment should be stable and consistent 
D. validity 4. the balance between the resources that are available and the 

resources needed to design, develop and deliver an assessment 
E. transparency 5. there is no advantage for one group of test takers over another 

(e.g. girls over boys) because of something other than lan-
guage ability

F. impact 6. informing test takers and users of results by providing accu-
rate and clear information about assessment procedures

G. interactiveness 7. drawing reasonable conclusions about language learners’ abil-
ities based on assessment results

H. absence of bias

Task 3 (based on Coombe et al., 2007)1

Read this case study about Mr Ivanov and try to spot the violations of the ‘cornerstones’. What could be done to solve these 
problems? Fill in the table with your answers.

Background information

Mr Ivanov is a high school ESL teacher. His current teaching load is four ESL classes. His students have the same language 
background. In his classes, he uses an integrated-skills textbook that espouses a communicative methodology.

The test

Most recently he has covered perfect tenses in his classes. He decides to give his students only one question to test their knowl-
edge about perfect tenses: “Write a 300-word essay on usage of perfect tenses. Give examples and be specifi c.” Because he was 
short of time, he distributed a handwritten prompt on unlined paper. Incidentally, he gave this same test last year.

Information given to students

To keep students on their toes and to increase attendance, he told them that the test could occur anytime during the week. Of his 
four classes, Mr. Ivanov has a preference for his morning class because they are much more well behaved and hard working so 
he hinted during the class that perfect tenses might be the focus of the test. His afternoon classes received no information on the 
topic of the test.

1 The authors acknowledge the kind permission of Christine Coombe to reproduce this task. 
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Test administration procedures

Mr Ivanov administered his test to his afternoon classes on Monday and to his morning classes on Thursday. He clarifi ed the 
directions for his students in Russian. During the Monday administration, his test was interrupted by a fi re drill. Since this was 
the fi rst time a fi re drill had happened, he did not have any back-up plan for collecting test papers. Consequently, some students 
took their papers with them. In the confusion, several test papers were mislaid.

Grading procedures

Mr Ivanov did not tell his students when to expect their results. Due to his busy schedule, he graded tests over several days during 
the next week. Students fi nally got their tests back ten days later. Because the test grades were extremely low, Mr Ivanov added 
ten points to everyone’s paper to achieve a good curve.

Post-exam follow-up procedures

Mr Ivanov entered grades in his grade book but did not annotate or analyze them. Although Mr Ivanov announced in class that 
the exam was worth 15 percent of the students’ grade, he downgraded it to fi ve percent. Next year he plans to recycle the same 
test but will require students to write 400 words.

What would you say is wrong with Mr Ivanov’s testing procedures? Fill in the chart below.

Violation Mr Ivanov’s problems Possible solutions

Validity

Reliability

Impact

Authenticity 

Practicality 

Security 

He gave this same test last year.

Students took their papers with them. 
Test papers were mislaid.

Students can copy from last year’s 
answers.

Some students might get copies of the 
questions before the test and memo-
rize answers.
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Answer key for workshop tasks
Task 1

1. The most important quality and cornerstone of assessment is usefulness.

2. The main difference between assessments and other components of instructional programmes is the purpose. The primary 
purpose of other components is to promote learning; the primary purpose of test is to measure what the test is designed to 
measure.

3. Green (2013) suggests that there are four core qualities: Practicality, Reliability, Validity and Impact. Others suggest addi-
tional qualities (although Green suggests these can be seen as part of the four he lists). Bachman and Palmer (1996; 2010) 
suggest the following list: Reliability + Construct Validity + Authenticity + Interactiveness + Impact + Practicality. Coombe 
et al. (2007) include qualities like transparency and security. Green (2013) would argue that these are not separate quali-
ties, but are already covered by his list, which represents the greatest consensus among theorists. Can students explain why 
security and transparency are questions of reliability and validity?

4. Practical issues include: 

 the cost of development and keeping the assessment going;

 adequate time for development - taking account of everything needed in planning, revising, trialling etc.;

 adequate time to administer the assessment;

 resources (everything from computer access, copying facilities, and AV equipment to storage space);

 ease of marking;

 availability of suitable/trained scorers;

 administrative logistics.

5. ‘The best way to test people’s writing ability is to get them to write’ (Hughes, 2003:83). In other words, a direct test of writing 
in which students are required to write a text of some description is better than an indirect test of writing, such as a lexico-
grammatical test. However, writing tests require a lot of time, both for students writing the test and for scorers to rate the test.

6. An assessment can be practical and reliable, but not valid if it is cheap and easy to administer, gives consistent results, but 
fails to measure the skills that we need to know about to take the decision we want to make. Similarly, a test may demonstrate 
construct validity if it tests what we want it to test but if the scoring is unreliable, then we cannot depend on the scores. In 
this case, this invalidates the test.

7. You cannot have an assessment that is reliable, valid and impactful, but not practical. An impractical assessment is an imagi-
nary assessment because it will never actually be used.

8. Bachman and Palmer refer to effects on the society and educational system as macro-level impact. Effects on individuals, e.g. 
test takers, teachers, etc. are micro-level impact. 

9. All these questions represent the crucial elements that affect a test’s interactiveness: 

 Does the assessment motivate the learners? 

 Is the language used in the questions and instructions appropriate for the students’ level? Can they easily process this 
language? 

 Do learners carry out the assessment task in the same ways that they would carry out similar tasks in the real world?

10. Students’ answers will vary.

Task 2

A. 3   B. 4   C. No defi nition   D. 7   E. 6   F. 1   G. 2   H. 5
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Tasks 3

Assessments provide consistent results: reliability
Assessments are quick and cheap to produce: practicality
Assessments clearly show students’ progress: validity
Assessment conditions (time, format, questions) are exactly the same for all test takers: validity/absence of bias
Assessment tasks refl ect real world situations and contexts: validity
Teachers are trained to score the assessments: reliability
Assessments cover the language knowledge, skills and abilities that have been taught: validity
Students understand what their scores mean: transparency
Assessments are appropriate for the students’ level: validity
The assessment encourages teachers to cover important content and skills: impact
 Task 4 

Answers will vary but should include some/all of the following points:

Violation Mr Ivanov’s problems Possible solutions

Validity

The test is not testing the students’ 
ability to use the present perfect 
tenses – it is testing their ability to 
write an essay demonstrating their 
declarative knowledge on the tenses.

The essay tests declarative knowl-
edge of the grammar points but does 
not test the use of the language in a 
communicative way.

Ask students to write an essay which 
incorporates something that happened 
in the past and something that is current, 
e.g. changes that have happened in their 
town since they were young.

Reliability

He scores the papers over several 
days.

He adds 10 points to each person’s 
score.

There is no check of inter-rater or 
intra-rater reliability so he doesn’t 
know how reliable the scores are.

Adding 10 points to a person’s score 
at the lower end is a much bigger 
percentage than 10 points on some-
one’s score at the higher end.

Mark papers then re-mark them a few 
days later to check scorer reliability. 

Develop clear scoring criteria and com-
municate these to students so they can 
perform better.

Impact

He does not make any notes relating 
to where students went wrong.

If he has no information about where 
students went wrong, he cannot help 
his students by providing feedback 
and providing further practice.

Make notes about the main errors so this 
information can feed forward into future 
teaching.

Authenticity 

The task does not reflect what stu-
dents are required to do in real life.

If his teaching uses a communicative 
methodology, then his assessment 
should reflect this. The tasks should 
reflect what happens in real-life and 
should be as authentic as possible.

Ask students to do a more authentic task 
(see above).

Practicality 

It took him a while to mark the tests.

The test is easy to administer but 
time-consuming to score.

He could consider using tasks which 
were quicker to score.

Security 

He gave this same test last year.

Students took their papers with them. 
Test papers were mislaid.

Students can copy from last year’s 
answers.

Some students might get copies of the 
questions before the test and memo-
rize answers.

Do not recycle test papers year on 
year.

Collect in all test papers, especially 
during a fire alarm. Check that the 
number of papers collected equates 
to the number of students sitting the 
test.
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Extension Activities

Group project (2 students) OR Individual project

Students should analyze a test in terms of test usefulness and fi ll in the table. 

What are some possible violations of the cornerstones? What steps do the specifi cations and guidelines offer to deal with these 
threats? Can they suggest more solutions?

Tests and specifi cations for analysis should be prepared in advance.

Students may use a test they have made themselves, or one produced by a testing organization or publisher.

Name of the test: ____________________________________________________

Possible violations Suggested  solutions

Validity
Reliability
Impact
Practicality
Authenticity
Transparency
Security

Extension reading and weblinks

Bachman, L. F., & Palmer, A. S., 1996. Language testing in practice: Designing and developing useful language tests. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press. Chapter 5.

Green, A.B., 2013. Exploring Language Assessment and Testing. Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge. Chapter 7. 

Kunnan, A. J., 2008. ‘Towards a model of test evaluation: using the test fairness and test context frameworks’. In: Taylor, L. & 
Weir, C.J. (Eds.), Multilingualism and Assessment: Achieving transparency, assuring quality, sustaining diversity – Pro-
ceedings of the ALTE Berlin Conference May 2005. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.  pp. 229-251.

Video clips for watching and discussion

http://education-portal.com/academy/lesson/qualities-of-good-assessments-standardization-practicality-reliability-validity.html
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Module 2 Unit 2 Validity 
Prepared by Olga Simonova, Olga Kuznetsova, Inna Chmykh and Svetlana Borisova

Content elements of the unit Contact hours Independent study

1. Background reading 2
2.   Lecture: slides and notes

 Notes for students

 Notes for lecturers

2

3. Workshops activities

 Workshop materials

 Workshop notes for lecturer

2

4. Extension reading and activities 1 2
Total 5 4

Aims and objectives 

On completion of the unit, students will know about:

 validity as a quality of inferences based on test results;

 the process of test validation as a research activity; 

 the place of test validation in the assessment cycle.

On completion of the unit, students will be able to:

 identify methods for evaluating test validity;

 identify the types of validity evidence that need to be collected at each stage in the test development process;

 choose a particular form of validation for a given test;

 select appropriate forms of validation for different types of tests.

Background  Reading

Council of Europe, 2001. The Common  European Framework of Reference for  Languages: Learning, Teaching, 
Assessment. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Green, A., 2013. Exploring Language Assessment and Testing. Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge. Chapter 5.

Hughes, A., 2003. Testing for Language Teachers. 2nd ed. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. pp. 160-171.
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Lecture  outline for students
Lecture: Validity 

Type: Interactive lecture based on PowerPoint presentation

Outline

1. The importance of validity in test usefulness

2. Introduction to validity and validation

3. Socio-cognitive approach to validity: Weir’s (2005) socio-cognitive validity framework

4. Types of validity 

5. Round-up analysis of the data suitable for types of test validity

6. Validation as the core of the Assessment Cycle and the role of validators

References

Alderson, J. C., Clapham, C., & Wall, D., 1995. Language Test Construction and Evaluation. Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press.  

American Educational Research Association, American Psychological Association, and National Council on Mea-
surement in Education, 1999. Standards for Educational and Psychological Testing. Washington, DC: 
American Educational Research Association.

Coombe, C., 2002. ‘Self-Assessment in Language Testing: Reliability and Validity Issues’. On: Karen’s Linguistic 
Issues, Jan 2002. [Online.] Available at: http://www3.telus.net/linguisticsissues/selfassess.html  

Davies, A., Brown A., Elder, C., Hill, K., Lumley, T. & McNamara, T., 1999. Studies in Language Testing 7: Diction-
ary of Language Testing.  Cambridge: UCLES/Cambridge University Press.

Hughes, A., 2003. Testing for Language Teachers. 2nd ed. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Kane, M., Crooks, T. & Cohen, A., 1999. ‘Validating measures of performance’. In: Educational Measurement: 
Issues and Practice 18 (2), 5 – 17.

Messick, S., 1996. Research Report: Validity and Washback in Language Testing. [Online.] Available at: www.ets.
org/Media/Research/pdf/RR-96-17.pdf 

Taylor, L., 2000. ‘Stakeholders in language testing’. In: Research Notes 2. August 2000. [Online.] Available at: 
http://www.cambridgeenglish.org/images/22642-research-notes-02.pdf 

Weir C.J., 2005. Language Testing and Validation: An Evidence-Based Approach. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan.

Weir, C.J. and Shaw, S. 2005. ‘Establishing the validity of Cambridge ESOL writing tests: towards the implementa-
tion of a socio-cognitive model for test validation’. In: Research Notes 21. August 2005. [Online.] Available at: 
http://www.cambridgeenglish.org/images/23140-research-notes-21.pdf 
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Detailed Notes for Lecturers
(2 academic hours)

1. Slide 2: When teachers or testing organisations give a test or assessment to language learners, they are usually trying to fi nd 
out something about the learners’ language abilities. If one learner, Irina, gets a better score than another, Ivana, on a test 
of English, the teacher or other user of the test interprets this as meaning that Irina has more English language ability than 
Ivana. 

2. It may be true that Irina has more English language ability than Ivana – the interpretation may be justifi ed - but there are 
many other reasons that could explain why Irina got a higher score. Ask students to make a list of possible reasons.

3. Divide the reasons into two lists. Some will be caused by factors other than what the teacher wants to assess (language abil-
ity):

 Maybe Irina cheated by copying answers from another student

 Ivana was sick and didn’t perform as well as usual

 Ivana was confused by the test instructions and so did not know how to respond to some of the questions

 Ivana spent too long on the fi rst few answers and did not have time to fi nish the test

4. Slide 3: Factors that affect the scores, but are not what we really want to measure are known as construct irrelevant factors. 

5. Slide 4: Other problems are caused by the choice of points tested:

 The teacher included questions on grammar – Irina’s strong point – but not on spoken interaction – Ivana’s 
strong point.

 In the Speaking test, the teacher asked Irina easy questions, but Ivana’s questions were more diffi cult.

 Maybe Irina just got lucky – the ten vocabulary questions happened to be the only ten words she knows from 
the 100 the class was asked to learn.

6. This kind of issue is known as construct under-representation. Only some of the abilities we want to measure are included 
on the test.

7. Slide 5: In these cases, the interpretation that Irina has more language ability than Ivana may not be justifi ed. The test scores 
may not really mean what the users think they mean. Any decision based on scores like these – for example, giving Irina the 
English teaching job or awarding Irina the class prize - would be faulty.

8. If we can demonstrate that test scores really do mean what they are supposed to mean, we can say that they are valid. If we 
can show that they do not mean what they are supposed to mean, we have to conclude that they are not valid.

9. Unfortunately, all tests inevitably suffer from some construct irrelevant factors and some construct under-representation and 
so cannot be perfectly valid. Good test design and effective test administration can help to minimise both problems. If we 
want to use test scores (or other assessment results) to make decisions, we have to be satisfi ed that they are valid enough to 
justify those decisions.

10. Slide 6: A current, generally accepted defi nition of validity:

 ‘validity refers to the degree to which evidence and theory support the interpretations of test scores entailed by 
proposed uses of tests’ (American Educational Research Association et al., 1999)

11. This means we cannot really say that a test is valid or not valid – it is the interpretation of the results that is or is not valid. 
The interpretation of the scores has to match the purpose of the test: the test results mean that Irina has a higher level of 
English language ability than Ivana, but they do not show that Irina is more intelligent or that she will be better than Ivana 
at speaking French. 

12. So how do we discover whether test scores are valid enough? How can we know whether they mean what they are supposed 
to mean? We need to collect evidence that will help us to decide. The process of collecting evidence to support or challenge 
the interpretation of test scores is called validation.

13. What kinds of evidence could we collect that would persuade us that a test is valid? How can we be confi dent that the scores 
really mean what we want them to mean? Can students suggest the kinds of evidence that we could collect?
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14. Slide 7: Another way to think about this question is to consider possible reasons why the scores might not be valid and to 
look for evidence about them. 

15. We have already made a list of some reasons to doubt the validity of test scores. For example, we said that it may be pos-
sible that Irina cheated by copying answers from another student. If we have evidence (such as a seating plan) that in fact 
Irina was seated far enough away from other students and a report that states that she was supervised by an invigilator who 
checked that students could not copy from the work of others, we can be reasonably confi dent that this particular threat to 
validity could not be true. 

16. Let us consider another possibility: the test included questions on grammar, but not on spoken interaction. In this case, we 
could simply look at the content of the test as evidence that all relevant skills were in fact tested: speaking was included on 
the test and all students were asked equally challenging questions.

17. Kane et al. (1999) suggest that validation can be understood as a series of connected claims or bridges that consider (and, 
hopefully, eliminate) our doubts about validity and link together to make up an argument in support of the interpretation of 
test scores. 

18. The bridges included in the argument vary somewhat in different versions of the validation argument, but Green (2013) 
includes evaluation, generalization, explanation and utilisation.

19. Evaluation: the test taker’s performance is a fair refl ection of his/her abilities. This claim could be supported by evidence 
that the test taker was healthy on the day of the test, did not cheat, understood the instructions and was motivated to take the 
test seriously.

20. Generalization: similar scores would be obtained if the test taker was given a different form of the test, or if the raters scoring 
his/her performance were different. This claim could be supported by showing that different raters awarded the same score 
to a student’s performance or that students who took both forms of a test obtained the same scores on both forms.

21. Explanation: the test refl ects a coherent theory of language ability. This claim would be supported if experts judged that the 
test was based on a sound theory of language ability.

22. Utilisation: the tested abilities are relevant to the decision being made about the test taker. If the test is used for employment, 
we would need evidence that using English is truly important for success in the job. 

23. Slide 8: The kinds of evidence that would support validity may vary according to the purpose of the test. Users of a place-
ment test would want to be sure that using the test helps them assign most students to a suitable class. Convincing evidence 
for this might include reports from teachers and students that the work in class (after they have been placed) is neither too 
easy nor too diffi cult. Evidence that an achievement test is valid might include reports from teachers that the test covers the 
topics taught in class and evidence from teacher records that students who performed best in class exercises also performed 
best on the test.

24. Slide 9: Different questions need to be asked at each stage of an assessment from design through development and adminis-
tration to scoring and reporting results.

25. Slide 11: In making judgements about how valid test scores are for our purposes, it is helpful to have a clear set of questions 
to ask. Having a framework for validity helps test designers to plan how to build a test. It also helps inform users’ judge-
ments about how good a test is as a basis for decision making. Here we will consider Weir’s (2005) socio-cognitive validity 
framework.

26. Slide 12 shows the fi ve types of validity included in Weir’s socio-cognitive framework. The following slides (13 to 26) 
explain these ideas. In Slide 23 there is a question mark against ‘face validity’ because it is not really a form of validity at 
all. Just because the public dislikes a test does not mean it is not valid. On the other hand, if the public do not accept a test, 
it might be rejected.

27. Slides 26 and 27 show techniques that we can use to explore validity - these are also on the student handout. Of course, it is 
not usually possible to do all of these things at once so decisions have to be taken about which issues need to be given prior-
ity. That will depend on the purpose of the test. For example, it would be very convincing evidence of the quality of a place-
ment test if all the teachers believed that their students were placed into an appropriate class. It would be very convincing 
evidence for an achievement test if a content analysis showed that all aspects of the curriculum were covered and students 
who performed well in class also did well on the test.

28. Slides 28 and 29: Many different people have an interest in making sure that test scores really mean what they are supposed 
to mean. Of course, testing organisations have a responsibility to show that their scores are meaningful but they also want 
to sell tests so we cannot simply trust their claims. Other people also need to investigate the validity of assessments they 
want to use.

29. Slide 30: Validation may be time consuming and expensive but the alternative is test scores that are meaningless. Without 
validity evidence, we cannot be confi dent that scores really mean what we think they mean.
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Lecture handout

Sources of evidence for assessment validity

Face Validity Questionnaires to interviews with candidates, administra-
tors and other users 

Context Validity a)  Compare test content with specifi cations/syllabus. 

b)  Questionnaires to, and interviews with ‘experts’ such 
as teachers, subject specialists, applied linguists. 

c)  Expert judges rate test items and texts according to 
precise list of criteria 

Cognitive Validity Students introspect on their test-taking procedures, either 
concurrently or retrospectively. Keystroke logs. Eye-track-
ing. 

Concurrent Validity a)  Compare students’ test scores with their scores on an-
other test. 

b)  Compare students’ test scores with teachers’ rankings. 

c)  Compare students’ test scores with other measures of 
ability such as students’ teacher rating. 

Predictive Validity a)  Compare students’ test scores with their scores on tests 
taken some time later. 

b)  Compare students’ test scores with success in fi nal exam. 

c)  Compare students’ test scores with other measures of 
their ability taken some time later, such as employers’ 
assessments of their ability. 

Construct Validity a)  Compare performance on each subtest with other sub-
tests. 

b)  Compare performance on each subtest with the total of 
all other subtests. 

d)  Compare students’ test score with students’ biodata 
and psychological characteristics. 

e)  Multitrait-multimethod studies.

f)  Factor analysis. 
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Workshop outline for students
1. Test validity and ways of measuring it

2. Types of validity

3. Validation stages of test development for high stakes tests and relatively low stakes tests

4. Validity in the Assessment Cycle
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Workshop - notes for lecturers 
The lecturer should organize students to work in groups of 4-5 and fi nd answers to the following questions:

Task 1

If you were a test validator for Cambridge English Language Assessment, what test features would be the most 
important for you? Why?

Task 2 

The lecturer organizes a discussion based on the questions on the handout.

Task 3 

The task for students is to work in small groups of 3-4 people and be ready to talk about the research projects de-
scribed. The lecturer asks students to work in groups to look at the case studies. Each group might work with a dif-
ferent case then report back to the class.

Task 4 

Types of validity

Students work with the Dictionary of Language Testing and explain different forms of validity (construct validity, 
content (context) validity, criterion-related validity: concurrent validity and predictive validity, theory-based valid-
ity, scoring validity, consequential validity, face validity) and give examples. This may be done as an information 
exchange activity/quiz where one student explains a term and the other student has to guess which type of validity it 
is rather than simply explaining the different forms of validity.

1. Validation stages of test development for high stakes tests and relatively low stakes tests.

2. A role play on “The Assessment Cycle”. Each student chooses a certain role to represent the people involved in 
language assessments, explaining the responsibilities of their role and validity questions they should consider.
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Workshop handout
Work in groups of 4-5. Suggest answers to the following questions:

Task 1 

If you were a test validator for Cambridge English Language Assessment, what test features would be the most 
important for you? Why?

Task 2 

Discuss the following questions with your group:

1. What are some things that you could do to ensure that a test you are writing for your class will be valid?

2. What are the problems with “think aloud” and retrospection methods for investigating cognitive validity?

3. What form or forms of validity will be most relevant for a placement test?

4. What problems do you think you might have in trying to establish a test’s predictive validity?

5. Why might content validation be easier for language teachers than other forms of validation?

6. How could you investigate the content validity of the EGE? 

Task 3 

Read the following validation projects and comment on them:

- Lee Scott et al. (1996) investigated the validity of a Spanish translation test (LTSE) by comparing the results of 
their test with subjects’ self-assessment ratings of their translation ability. What form of validity are they 
trying to demonstrate?

- Fulcher (1997) compared results from three subtests: writing, reading and English structure. Using a technique 
called ‘factor analysis’, he identifi ed separate reading, writing and structure factors in the results. What 
form of validity does this evidence appear to support?

- Hill et al. (1999) looked at results from the TOEFL Test and the IELTS, taken prior to university entrance, and 
compared these with Grade Point Averages and ratings of language diffi culties for international students 
studying at an Australian university. They found that IELTS results were more effective than TOEFL 
results in forecasting success. What form of validity are they demonstrating in the two tests?

Task 4 

How can we judge the validity of an assessment? 

Type of validity Procedures for evaluation

Face Validity

Content Validity

Response Validity

Concurrent Validity

Predictive Validity

Construct Validity
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Task 5 

Test on validity

Task for students:  Match these aspects of validity with their defi nitions: 

A) face validity B)   predictive validity C) content validity          

D) construct validity E) criterion-related validity F) concurrent validity  

1. refers to the extent to which operationalizations of a construct (i.e. practical tests developed from a theo-
ry) do actually measure what the theory says they do. 

2. involves the degree to which the content of the test matches a content domain associated with the con-
struct. For example, a test of the ability to add two numbers should include a range of combinations of 
digits. A test with only one-digit numbers, or only even numbers, would not have good coverage of the 
content domain. Content related evidence typically involves subject matter experts (SME’s) evaluating 
test items against the test specifi cations.

3. relates to the degree to which results on the test agree with those provided by some independent and 
highly dependable assessment of the candidate’s ability. This independent assessment is thus the criterion 
measure against which the test is validated. 

4.  is established when the test and the criterion are administered at about the same time.

5. concerns the degree to which a test can predict candidates’ future performance. An example would be 
how well a profi ciency test could predict a student’s ability to cope with a graduate course at a British 
university. The criterion measure here might be an assessment of the student’s English as perceived by his 
or her supervisor at the university, or it could be the outcome of the course (pass/fail etc.). 

6. is not a scientifi c notion and is not seen as providing evidence for construct validity, yet it can be very 
important. It looks as if it measures what it is supposed to measure. For example, a test that pretended to 
measure pronunciation ability but which did not require the test taker to speak (and there have been some) 
might be thought to lack this type of validity. 
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Answer Key for workshop activities
Task 1

There are no set answers. 

Students can suggest the kinds of evidence that they might need to persuade them that Cambridge tests 
are valid for certain purposes. These should be connected to the different aspects of validity outlined in 
the lecture. As a follow-up activity students could look online to see if the test providers publish this 
evidence.

Task 2 

1) To ensure that the test you are writing will be valid:

 use precise specifi cations of what you will test;

 sample widely and unpredictably to ensure a representative sample of the domain;

 exclude other factors which could pollute your test scores such as intelligence (trick questions, complex instruc-
tions), originality, guessing;

 use direct testing to minimize the problems of construct validity;

 ask colleagues to review the test or have a group of students take the test and explain what operations they used to 
fi nd the answer. Are these the ones you intended?

2) In the ‘think aloud’ method, test takers describe what processes they are going through as they answer each item. The prob-
lem here is that by concentrating on talking about what they are doing as they answer the question, this may interfere with 
the way they would naturally answer the question. (Hughes, 2003:32)

3) Predictive validity may be highly relevant for a placement test.

4) Common problems in predictive validation include:

 deciding which criterion will be used for comparison (perhaps students change class to be with their friends, or stu-
dents of other nationalities, rather than because the class is at the wrong level);

 the truncated sample in tests for selection purposes (like the driving test). The issue here is that those who fail the test 
are not given the opportunity to demonstrate their future performance as their performance was not good enough to 
allow them to continue.

5) Content validation is the most accessible for the language teacher as it involves no complex statistical computations, and can 
be carried out even for single test administrations.

6) A procedure for establishing content validity involves the use of a table (or matrix) of specifi cations.

Task 3

Lee Scott et al. (1996): criterion related (concurrent) validity. The test results are compared with results of another measure 
(self-assessment).

Fulcher (1997): construct validity. Fulcher was trying to show that he was actually measuring three different kinds of ability.

Hill et al. (1999): criterion related (predictive) validity. 

Task 4

Aspect of validity  Procedures for evaluation

Face Validity Questionnaires for and interviews with candidates, administrators and other users.
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Content Validity a)  Compare test content with specifi cations/syllabus.
b)  Questionnaires for and interviews with ‘experts’ such as teachers, subject specialists and applied 

linguists.
c)  Expert judges rate test items and texts according to precise list criteria.

Response Validity Students introspect on their test-taking procedures, either concurrently or retrospectively.
Concurrent Validity a)  Compare students’ test score with their scores on another test.

b)  Compare students’ test scores with the teachers’ ranking.
c)  Compare students’ test scores with other measures of ability such as students’ teacher rating.

Predictive Validity a)  Compare students’ test scores with their scores on tests taken some time later.
b)  Compare students’ test scores with success in the fi nal exam.
c)  Compare students’ test scores with other measures of their ability taken some time later, such as 

the teachers’ assessment.
d)  Compare students’ test scores with the success of later placement.

Construct Validity a)  Compare each student with other subtests.
b)  Compare each student with total test.
c)  Compare each student with total minus self.
d)  Compare students’ test score with students’ biodata and psychological characteristics.
e)  Multitrait-multimethod studies.
f)  Factor analysis. 

(Alderson et al., (1995:193-194)

Task 5 

Key to the test : 1D; 2C; 3E; 4F; 5B; 6A

Extension Activities 

Group project (3-4 people) OR Individual project

Analyze any existing test and its rating scales in terms of the socio-cognitive validity framework. 

What evidence is there that the test is valid for its purpose?

Further reading and weblinks:

 Bachman, L. F.,1990. Fundamental Considerations in Language Testing. Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press. Chapter 7.

Bachman, L.F. and Palmer, A.S. 1996. Language Testing in Practice. Oxford: Oxford University Press. pp.17-42

Chapelle, C. A., 1999. ‘Validity in Language Assessment’. Annual Review of Applied Linguistics, 19, January 
1999. [Online.] Available at: http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/S0267190599190135

Video clips for watching and discussion

‘Key Ideas in Validity and Reliability for Teachers’ by Dr Patty LeBlanc, Southeastern University:

www.youtube.com/watch?v=IF-oeuidRuU&feature=related 

www.youtube.com/watch?v=NFD6_XZqfso 

www.youtube.com/watch?v=C3Zc8g9BwKg 

Validity and Reliability of PTE Academic:

Professor Dr John H.A.L. de Jong talks in-depth about the validity and reliability of Pearson Test of English Aca-
demic (PTE Academic)

www.youtube.com/watch?v=rwlQ2PLvYbk 
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Module 2 Unit 3 Reliability and reporting test scores
Prepared by Marina Solnyshkina, Olga Safonkina and Aida Sadykova

Content elements of the unit Contact 
hours

Independent 
study

1. Background reading 2
2.   Lecture: slides and notes 3
3. Workshop activities

 Workshop materials

3

4. Extension activities 1
Total 6 3

Aims and objectives 

On completion of this unit students will know about:

 ways of reporting test scores;

 descriptive statistics and correlation coeffi cients;

 the concept of test reliability;

 the relationship between true score and observed score.

Students will be to be able to:

 defi ne and use a histogram;

 report standard test statistics;

 choose appropriate tools to report scores from different tests.

Background reading:

Coombe C., Folse K. and Hubley, N., 2007.  A Practical Guide to Assessing English Language Learners. Ann Arbor: University 
of Michigan Press, pp. xxiii- xxiv, 158-166. 

Green, A., 2013. Exploring Language Assessment and Testing. Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge. Chapters 4-6.
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Lecture outline for students

Reporting Test Scores

Type: Interactive lecture based on PowerPoint presentation

Outline:

1. Displaying test results as a histogram

2. Calculating total scores

3. Ranking the test takers

4. Creating a visual display of the score distribution 

5. Descriptive statistics 

6. Number of test takers and number of items 

7. Central tendency 

8. Dispersion 

9. Analysis tools 
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Detailed notes for the lecturers
(3 academic hours) 

Units 3 and 4 are structured rather differently from the other Units in the Module. Both the lecture and workshop sessions include 
short presentations, but mainly involve the practical analysis of test results. Individuals can vary a good deal in their confi dence 
in using the software. Those who are familiar with Microsoft Excel (or similar spreadsheets) may move through the exercises 
more quickly and so the timing of the sessions will need careful management.

Note: Resources

You will use the fi les TESTAT1.xls and TESTAT2.xls which can be downloaded from the project website: www.proset-tempus.
net  

Ideally students should work in pairs or groups of three. Each pair should have a computer running Microsoft Excel software. 
Alternatively, the lecturer can demonstrate the steps while the class watches the screen.

Following a brief presentation by the teacher, this lecture will mainly involve working through a set of exercises demonstrating 
how to calculate statistics that are useful in judging the quality of a test.

1. Slide 3: Briefl y review the importance of reliability as a test quality. If results are inconsistent, we cannot have confi dence 
that we are really measuring anything with a test. Reporting a few key statistics will help people to understand what the test 
can tell them about a learner’s language abilities.

2. Slide 4: It is also important for teachers to be able to understand the qualities of external (institutional, national, internation-
al) tests that are used to assess their students. They need to be able to interpret the statistics that are reported for these tests.

3. Slide 5: There is an important difference between norm-referenced tests (where the aim is to fi nd differences between learn-
ers) and criterion referenced tests (where the aim is to learn whether or not learners have learned certain content or mastered 
a skill). These two kinds of test suggest the use of different statistics.

4. Slide 6: This slide lists some of the information that is routinely reported for standardized tests. It is not important at this 
stage to explain their meaning as this will be covered during the lecture.

5. Slide 7: The focus in the lecture will be on the statistics that are usually reported for norm-referenced tests.

6. Slides 8 and 9 introduce the histogram and the concept of a score distribution. Why do students think this might be useful 
information for teachers, learners and parents?

7. Slide 10: Begin working through the Lecture Handout. If students are working in pairs or groups, the lecturer should be 
available to help with any questions. The time needed will very much depend on how familiar students are with spreadsheets. 
If they have very little knowledge of using spreadsheets, the lecturer should demonstrate each step before asking the students 
to carry it out.



Promoting Sustainable Excellence in Testing and Assessment of English

Financed by the TEMPUS programme of the European Union

152

Lecture Handout
Statistics for Language Testing with Microsoft Excel

Displaying test results as a histogram

When you mark a test, you should use a spreadsheet such as Microsoft Excelâ to manage your data.  This will allow you to see 
how well the test as a whole is working for your sample of test takers.  It will also allow you to see where improvements may 
need to be made to individual test items.

Any time you administer a test, you should fi ll in a table of test scores by entering the item numbers (the numbers of the ques-
tions on your test) in the fi rst row of the spreadsheet and the names (or ID numbers) of test takers in the fi rst column.  

Open the fi le TESTSTAT1.xls and note how each student’s score for each test item is entered into the table as a 1 (correct re-
sponse) or a 0 (incorrect response).

Calculating total scores

The fi rst step to take is to calculate the total test score for each test taker (the total score is conventionally represented by the 
symbol X).

To do this we need to enter a formula into the spreadsheet.

 Select all the scores for the fi rst person (cells B2 to K2). Place the cursor in a cell next to the row of scores you want to 
total (i.e. cell L2).  

 Enter the formula command ‘SUM’ or ‘СУММА’.  You can do this by clicking on the toolbar button marked ‘å’, or by 
typing ‘=СУММА(B2:K2)’.  

 Press the ENTER key.

Q.1. The result will appear in the cell.  Write it here: _______________

You do not need to repeat this for all the other test takers as the spreadsheet will do it for you automatically.

Sum all the other test takers’ scores by clicking on the small black square in the bottom right corner of the cell (L2), holding down 
the mouse button, and extending the highlighted area to the bottom of the set of fi gures.
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You should now have a full set of scores for all test takers.

At the top of this column (cell L1) type TOTAL.

Ranking the test takers

You can now put the test takers in order, with the highest scorer at the top of the page, and the lowest at the bottom.

Q.2. Who is/are the highest scorer(s)?  ____________________________ 

Q.3. Who is/are the lowest?  _________________________________

 Select the area of the spreadsheet from cell A2 to L21.

 From the ‘Data’ menu at the top of the screen, select ‘Sort’.

 We want to sort the test takers by total score, so, in the dialogue box that appears enter the column ‘TOTAL’ to be sorted, 
and choose Descending order.

Creating a visual display of the score distribution

A useful way to display test results is to show the distribution of scores: how many students scored within ranges of scores, i.e. 
how many scored between 0 and 9, 10 and 19, 20 and 29, etc.

To calculate the frequencies of scores at different levels, you need to use the Excel ‘FREQUENCY’ or ‘ЧАСТОТА’ function.

 First you need to decide how many ranges you will display. If you display too few or too many, the results will not be 
clear.

 In a column away from the test scores (use P2:P7), type the numbers at the top of each range.  For scores 0 to 1, type 1 
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in the top row.  For scores 2-3, type 3 in the next row and so on.

 Next select cells in the column next to your total scores. You will need to select one more cell than the number of score 
ranges you want to calculate.  In our case, we have decided to use 5 score ranges, so we will select 6 cells.

 We use the following formula: ЧАСТОТА’ (total scores, range values).  In this case, we select 6 cells next to the total 
scores (M2:M8).  This is where the frequencies will be displayed.

Now we need to enter the ranges for our total scores (L2:L21) and our range of values (P2:P7) into the formula. 

 Type = ЧАСТОТА(L2:L21, P2:P7) in the formula bar at the top of the screen.

 Now press the CONTROL, SHIFT and ENTER buttons together to enter the formula into cells M2:M8. 

The number of test takers scoring within each range should now be displayed.

Next we are going to make a histogram displaying the values.

We want to copy the frequency fi gures to use in our chart.  

 Highlight the list of fi gures (M2:M8) and choose ‘Copy’ from the edit menu.

 Move the cursor to cell B30.  We do not want to copy the formula here - we are only interested in the fi gures so choose 
‘Paste Special’ from the ‘Edit’ menu.  Then select ‘Formulas’ from the dialogue box that appears.

Press OK, and the fi gures should appear.  

Next to these fi gures, in cells A30 to A36, type the ranges of scores they represent.  You will need to type an apostrophe (‘) before 
the fi gures to show that you are entering text, not numbers: e.g. ‘0-1.  

The result should look like this: 

0-1 2
2-3 0
4-5 4
6-7 8
8-9 5
10 1

Select A30:B36 and select the chart wizard button at the top of the screen.

Select a clustered column style chart from the selection.
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Now the results should appear as below.

We just need to add a title and label the axes.

Select the ‘Titles’ tab in the dialogue box and type in the titles as in the example below.
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Then press ‘Next’ and then ‘Finish’.

What does this chart tell us about the test and the test takers?

Descriptive Statistics

What do we need to know about a test?

A few basic statistics can give a lot of helpful information that allows us to put test takers’ performances into perspective.

Open the fi le, TESTSTAT1.xls.

Number of test takers and number of items

First it is important to report the number of test takers sitting the test, and the number of items on the test.

If you do not know already how many items there are, or how many test takers sat the test, this is easy to calculate using Excel 
with the ‘COUNT’ (‘СЧЁТ’) function.  This works just like the ‘SUM’ function we used in the fi rst session, but simply counts 
how many fi gures have been entered in a range of cells.  

Try counting the numbers of test takers and items in TESTSTAT1.xls.

        

Central tendency



Promoting Sustainable Excellence in Testing and Assessment of English

Financed by the TEMPUS programme of the European Union

157

The next step is to calculate a measure of central tendency, showing the middle or typical score on the test. There are sev-

eral measures we could choose, but we should at least report the mean (conventionally represented as X ), or the average 
(‘СРЗНАЧ’) score for all the test takers.

This will give a very broad picture of how well the group as a whole has performed.

 Move your cursor to a cell below the TOTALS column.  

 In the formula bar, type = СРЗНАЧ(L2:L21).

What is the mean score for the group? ______________________________.

Of course the mean does not tell us very much by itself.  If the mean is 50 and a test taker has scored 55, how well has she done?

The two sets of scores below both have the same mean, but we might interpret the score of 55 very differently in relation to the 
two different sets.

45, 47, 49, 51, 53, 55

25, 35, 45, 55, 65, 75

For this reason we should also calculate dispersion: the spread of scores on the test.

Dispersion

One useful measure of dispersion is the range: the distance between the top score and bottom score.

 To fi nd the highest score on the test, we can use the Excel ‘MAX’ (‘МАКС’) function.  To fi nd the lowest we use the 
‘MIN’ (‘МИН’) function.

                

 The range is the distance between the two. That is the highest value minus the lowest, plus one (to include the lowest 
number in the range).  Use the ‘SUM’ function to calculate this.
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Q.5. What is the range? __________________________________________

The range shows us how far the top and bottom scores are from the mean, but can be heavily affected by outliers, or extreme 
scores, giving a rather distorted picture of how widely spread out the scores are. This is shown by the set of scores below - the 
range is 45, but most scores in fact fall within 10 points of each other:

45, 46, 44, 47, 44, 48, 49, 51, 51, 52, 53, 89

Another important measure of dispersion, less susceptible to outliers, is the standard deviation. The standard deviation is a kind 
of average of the degree to which scores vary from the mean. It gives a good indication of how far scores are spread out from the 
mean, and how closely grouped the scores are on the test.

It is possible to calculate the standard deviation by hand, but happily there is an Excel function which allows us to calculate it 
automatically: ‘STDEV’ (‘СТАНДОТКЛОН’).

 Move your cursor to a cell below the TOTALS column and type = СТАНДОТКЛОН(L2:L21) in the formula bar to 
calculate the standard deviation for our test scores.

Q.6. What is the standard deviation? _________________________________

Reporting these basic statistics, combined with our histogram, provides a simple picture of how test takers relate to the test. 
Where a test is made up of subtests (for example, a listening and reading section) statistics should be reported both for the test 
as a whole, and for each subtest.

This information will be useful in making decisions about individual test takers, and about our use of the test. How do you think 
these statistics can assist us in making these decisions? 

Analysis Tools

If your version of Excel includes Analysis Tools, there is a short cut method of generating descriptive statistics.

 From the Tools menu, select ‘Data Analysis’ and from the dialogue box select ‘Descriptive Statistics’ and press ‘OK’
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 Now enter the range L2:L21 as the input range and an empty space in the spreadsheet for the output range – I have used 
N2.

 Click on the empty box next to ‘summary statistics’ to tick this item, then click on ‘OK’.

Various statistics should now be displayed including the standard deviation, count (number of test takers) and range (although 
this does not include both extremes). You will also fi nd some more exotic statistics, such as kurtosis and skewness, but these are 
beyond the scope of this course and can be ignored for now.
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Answer key for lecture tasks
Q.1. The result will appear in the cell.  Write it here:     7

Q.2. Who is/are the highest scorer(s)?  Imelda (10 points)  

Q.3. Who is/are the lowest?  Grace (0 points)  

Q.4. 6,35

Q.5. What is the range? 11

Q.6. What is the standard deviation?  2,540 (2,539685)
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Workshop outline for students
1. Reliability – defi nition 

  How the reliability coeffi cient is calculated

o Test-retest method

o Alternative/equivalent/parallel forms method

o Internal consistency method

  What ‘reliability coeffi cient’ means

o Reliability coeffi cient =0

o Reliability coeffi cient =1

o Interpretation of Reliability coeffi cient

2. True score and observed score, Standard Error of Measurement (SEM) 
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Workshop – notes for lecturers
1. Slide 2: These issues will be raised in the lecture to serve as a theoretical springboard for practice of administering, rat-

ing and designing tests.

1. Slide 3: Why is reliability important?

2. First, what is a test? Defi nition: 

A test is something (as a series of questions or exercises) for measuring the skill, knowledge, intelligence, ca-
pacities, or aptitudes of an individual or group. 

(Merriam Webster Dictionary http://mw3.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/test)

3. Of course, this is a general defi nition but what is important for us is to remember that a test is used for measuring some-
thing: it’s a measuring instrument. 

4. We want our instrument to be accurate to make sure that it yields the same results every time we use it.

5. Slide 4: Why do we want the tools that we use to be accurate?  For example, you have found this new recipe for a cake 
and you want to make it. You do not just want to make it right once – you want to be sure you will be able to make this 
delicious cake a second, third, and fourth time. To do this, you need to measure the ingredients accurately.

6. Slide 5: Which measuring tool will you use?  Why?

7. It is the same with tests: we want to make sure that tests yield the same results over and over again, with a high level of 
accuracy. In short, we want our measuring tool to be reliable.

8. Slide 6: This more specifi c defi nition of a language test from McNamara (2000:11) and focuses on several important 
features: a test is a certain procedure whose purpose is to gather evidence on language abilities, based on test takers’ 
performance which will allow test users to make predictions about how test takers will use these abilities in real world 
contexts.

9. Slide 7: ‘Whenever the test is administered, the test user would like some assurance that the results could be replicated 
if the same individuals were tested again under similar circumstances. This desired consistency (or reproducibility) of 
test scores is called reliability’ (Crocker and Algina, 1986:105 in Fulcher & Davidson, 2007:104)

10. A perfectly reliable test is ‘one which would give precisely the same results for a particular set of candidates regardless 
of when it happened to be administered’ (Hughes, 2003:39).  If such tests exist, they are extremely rare.  Why?  

11. However, people do not score the same score on every test because humans simply do not behave like that. Even if we 
had a perfect test, administered under perfect conditions, with completely reliable, objective scoring and ensuring that 
test takers had not learnt anything more or forgotten anything since the fi rst test, the scores would still be slightly dif-
ferent if the test was administered a second time. 

12. Slide 8: A completely unreliable test is one ‘which would give sets of results quite unconnected with each other’ 
(Hughes, 2003:39). In other words, the scores between the two administrations would be so different that we could not 
claim that the test was a reliable test for our particular purposes.

13. Slide 9: Clearly, we need tools to estimate to what extent a test is reliable or not. We can calculate reliability estimates 
using statistics:  test-retest, equivalent (parallel) forms & internal consistency reliability.

14. Slide 10: ‘Test-retest reliability is calculating a reliability estimate by administering a test on two occasions and calcu-
lating the correlation between the two sets of scores’ (Brown, 2002:17-18). Students could be asked to consider what 
the disadvantages of this reliability estimate might be. 

15. Disadvantages: it is logistically diffi cult, as you have to have the same group of students take the test two times and 
ensure that conditions are exactly the same and that no learning or forgetting takes place between the times you admin-
ister the test. 

16. Slide 11: “Equivalent (parallel) forms reliability is calculating a reliability estimate by administering two forms of a test 
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and calculating the correlation between the two sets of scores” (Brown, 2002:17-18). Again, ask students to think about 
the disadvantages before giving the information below.

17. Disadvantages: it is extremely diffi cult to create two exactly equivalent forms of the same test.

18. Slide 12: ‘Internal consistency reliability is calculating a reliability estimate based on a single form of a test adminis-
tered on a single occasion using one of the many available internal consistency equations…. Clearly, the internal con-
sistency strategy is the easiest logistically because it does not require administering the test twice or having two forms 
of the test.’ (Brown, 2002:17-18)

19. Slide 13: With internal consistency reliability, reliability is calculated from a single administration of a test.  Commonly 
reported estimates are Split-half, Cronbach’s alpha, KR20 and KR21. They can be calculated automatically by many 
statistical software packages.

20. Slide 14: A single test can be split into two parts; the reliability coeffi cient can then be calculated by correlating the 
scores on the two parts. Then the correlation coeffi cient is adjusted to refl ect the entire length of the test.

21. Slide 15:  Reliability can be calculated as internal consistency from a single set of test data (Cronbach’s alpha, KR20 
and KR21); this may be considered equivalent to the average of all possible adjusted split-half coeffi cients. This is the 
approach used most often by item analysis computer programs.

22. KR20 and Cronbach’s alpha are both frequently used and provide safe, conservative under-estimates of reliability for a 
given set of test results.

23. However, KR20 is used for dichotomously scored items (i.e. right or wrong) while Cronbach’s alpha can be used for 
both dichotomously scored and weighted test items, e.g. if an answer can have a number of points, depending on the 
extent to which the item has been answered correctly. Thus, Cronbach’s alpha ‘is more fl exible than KR20 and is of-
ten the appropriate reliability estimate for language test development projects and language testing research’ (Brown, 
2002:17-18).

24. Slide 16:  A reliability coeffi cient may vary from -1.0 to 0.0 to 1.0. A coeffi cient of between -0.1 and 0.0 represents an 
inverse relationship between two sets of scores, with the relationship being stronger the closer to -1.0 it is. For example, 
if all the students who do well on one test do badly on the other test, we would have a strong relationship, albeit a nega-
tive one. A score of around 0.0 means that it there is no relationship between the scores on the two tests while the closer 
to 1.0 the coeffi cient is, the stronger the positive relationship between two sets of scores. In this case, students who did 
well on one test would also do well on the other one. 

25. While Cronbach’s alpha is clearly a useful tool for investigating the reliability of language test results, it is important to 
remember that any reliability estimate only relates to a given test administered at a given time under certain conditions 
and that we cannot make generalisations based on these results. 

26. A lower reliability coeffi cient means greater measurement error in the test score.

27. Slide 16: In a high-stakes test, we would be looking for a correlation coeffi cient of 0.9 or higher whereas this would 
be lower for a medium-stakes test. Reliability coeffi cients below 0.5 are not acceptable. In this case, we would need to 
revise the test. We should also bear in mind that a shorter test is likely to have a lower reliability coeffi cient than a longer 
test but if the test is very short it may not be possible to get an acceptable reliability coeffi cient. The alternative to this 
is to evaluate ‘performance of an assessment on an item-by-item basis rather than focusing on the overall assessment 
reliability value’ (Pope, 2009).

28. Slide 17:  The reliability coeffi cients discussed up to now tell us about the reliability of a given set of scores for a given 
group of test takers but they do not tell us about the true score of a particular test taker. To fi nd a given test taker’s ‘true 
score’, we need to calculate the Standard Error of Measurement (SEM). This statistic is calculated using the standard 
deviation of the raw scores and the reliability coeffi cient. 

29. In order to understand what SEM is, we should fi rst understand what the observed and true scores are. For example, 
Maria takes a test and gets a score of 50. This is the observed score.

30. Slide 18: However, if we could give the same test to Maria an infi nite number of times, her scores would probably vary 
a little - so the score that Maria actually got (50) is likely to be higher or lower than her true level of ability, and most 
likely it was affected by one or several factors of unreliability.  
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31. The difference between the observed score and the true score is called the error score, and this score can be negative or 
positive.

32. We can express this mathematically as: 

33. True Score = Observed Score +/- Error

34. Slide 19: With enough repetition, these scores would form a normal distribution and we would expect the student to 
score near the centre of the distribution the most often.

35. To calculate the true score, we add up all the scores and calculate the average of all the scores. 

36. Slide 20: If we then calculated the standard deviation of the average scores for all the test takers, this would give us 
the standard error of measurement. Since we cannot do this, however, we need to use statistics to help us calculate the 
standard error of measurement. 

37. So if we calculate SEM, we will be able to make statements about the probability that a given candidate’s true score is 
within a certain number of points of the score they actually obtained on the test.

38. Slide 21: We calculate the SEM as follows: 

39. Sx √(1-rxx’) whereby Sx is the standard deviation of the raw scores and rxx’ is the reliability coeffi cient (Bachman, 
2004:172).

40. Slide 22: The SEM is important because it tells us how close the observed score is to the person’s true score. We can 
predict with differing amounts of probability the range of scores within which the student’s true score would fall.

41. We can be approximately 68% sure that a candidate’s true score is within 1 SEM; 95% confi dent that a candidate’s true 
score is within 2 SEM and 99% confi dent that the candidate’s true score is within 3 SEM of the observed score (Hughes, 
2003:41) 

42. Slide 23: What does this mean for Maria?

43. Her observed score is 50.  Let’s say the SEM for this test is 3. Then it means that we can be about 68% sure that her 
true score is between 47 and 53; 95% sure that her true score is within 44 to 56 range and 99% confi dent that her score 
is within the 41 to 59 range. 

44. We should remember that there’s no such thing as a ‘good’ or ‘bad’ SEM. The most important thing is to understand that 
we can use SEM to make more informed decisions on the basis of test scores. For example, if a candidate’s score puts 
him/her just a little below the cut-off point (the point that separates those who passed from those who failed), we should 
be aware that his/her true score is quite possibly above the score that would lead to a positive decision. In such cases it is 
advised, if possible, to gather further relevant information on the language ability of such candidate. (Hughes, 2003:41). 

45. In Maria’s case, clearly, a true score of 41 is quite different to a true score of 59 so we cannot reliably say whether Maria 
meets the required level or not. In this case again, we should try to gather further evidence of her ability to help us make 
a decision.
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Workshop Handout
Correlations and reliability

A very important statistic, which occurs in many areas of language testing, is the correlation coeffi cient.  Correlations show the 
degree to which two sets of fi gures share a direction, or agree with each other.  This sounds rather complicated, but is, in fact, 
really quite straightforward.

To give an example, we have fi ve students taking two tests.  Here are their scores:

Test 1 Test 2
Anna 10 10
Boris 20 20
Chrysanthi 30 30
Diego 40 40
Elias 50 50

If we plot their scores on a scatterplot, we will have something like this:

In this case, the test takers all get the same score on both tests. The scores on the two test ‘agree’ completely, and 
this results in a correlation coeffi cient of 1.0.

On the other hand, if the set of scores looks like this, i.e. test takers who do better on test 1, tend to do worse on 
test 2:

Test 1 Test 2

Anna 10 50

Boris 20 40

Chrysanthi 30 30

Diego 40 20

Elias 50 10

then the resulting scatterplot will look like this:

The correlation coeffi cient would be –1.0, showing a negative relationship between the two sets of scores.

If there is no directional relationship between the two sets of scores, the correlation coeffi cient will be close to zero.

The correlation coeffi cient for these two sets of randomly generated numbers is 0.22 (but note that it is not actually zero: a small 
correlation coeffi cient may not show that there is any real relationship between the fi gures). 

In real life, correlations of 0, 1, or –1 do not often occur. However, we would expect that if we give two tests measuring the same 
thing to our students, comparing the two sets of results would produce quite a high correlation coeffi cient. On the other hand, two 
tests measuring quite different or apparently unrelated things such as mathematical ability and running speed, would probably 
produce quite a low correlation coeffi cient.  The actual correlation coeffi cients we obtain, however, will be affected by the num-
ber of test takers, and the number of items on our tests. Hatch & Lazaraton (1991) include tables showing the size of correlation 
coeffi cient considered to be signifi cant for given numbers of cases.
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Now let’s work with some real results from a test.

Open the fi le TESTSTAT2.xls.

This data comes from a placement test consisting of a reading and a listening section.

 First calculate the total scores for each student on the listening and reading sections of the test, and for the test as a whole 
in the three columns to the right of the responses.

 Give these three columns the titles LISTTOT, READTOT and TOTSCORE.

If you have time, now follow the steps to generate descriptive statistics and histograms for the test as a whole, and each of the 
two subtests (listening and reading). What can you say about the test and the subtests?

Now we are going to correlate the two scores from the two subtests.  Would you expect a positive or a negative correlation? Or 
would you expect no correlation between them?

Correlating the two sets of scores is very straightforward with Excel as the ‘CORREL’ (‘КОРРЕЛ’) function will do the calcula-
tions for us.

 In an empty cell to the right of the total scores, type: =КОРРЕЛ(AZ2:AZ238,BA2:BA238)

This tells the computer to correlate the fi gures in the column AZ2:AZ238 (the listening scores) with the fi gures in the column 
BA2:BA238 (the reading scores).

What is the correlation coeffi cient? _________________________________

How would you interpret this?  _________________________________

Displaying results on a Scatterplot

It is often useful, and clearer, to produce a visual display, so let’s make a scatterplot.

 First select the two columns of fi gures: the listening and reading scores.

 Next click on the chart wizard button at the top of the screen, or Select ‘ГРАФИК’ from the ‘ВСТАВКА’ menu.

 In the dialogue box, choose ‘XY (Scatter)’
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 Add the title ‘Scatterplot of scores on listening and reading subtests’ and label the x axis ‘Reading’ and the y axis ‘listen-
ing’.  

Now look at the chart you have produced. What kind of relationship is there between the two sets of scores? Is this what you 
might expect? Why (not)?

Reporting test scores

Whenever you run a large-scale test like a placement test or a summative achievement test, you should not only report the scores 
to individual students and provide any relevant feedback, but also prepare a report on the administration of the test.

This should include, minimally:

1. A statement of the test’s purpose

2. An overview of the test results: histogram and descriptive statistics

3. Evidence of reliability and advice on interpreting scores: reliability index and SEM*  

4. Information on individual items: item analysis

Any problem areas should be identifi ed and improvements for future test administrations recommended. Your test report may 
form part of a wider course evaluation and implications for teaching and learning should be noted.

The statistics you choose to report will be infl uenced by the intended purpose of the test.

 If your test is objective and norm-referenced, and your scores have a normal distribution, the statistics from sessions 
1 - 4, together with the *standard error of measurement will be enough for a basic report.

 If you have used rating scales and subjective scoring, inter-rater reliability must be added in.

 If your test is criterion-referenced, some additional item analyses will be needed.

The Normal Curve

The normal curve is very important in standardised test interpretation because it allows for comparisons to be made between 
groups of test takers. It is also the basis for TOEFL scores (or SAT scores as in this chart). A paper-based TOEFL score of 500 is 
equal to the mean score for all TOEFL test takers, 600 is one standard deviation above the mean etc. 

Fuller explanations of normal curves can be found in Hatch & Lazaraton (1991). We do not need to worry too much about it, 
except to note that we need something like a normal distribution to justify the use of Excel’s correlation functions. 
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To test for a normal distribution, look at the histogram for your test: does it look like the curve above? If it has more than one 
high point, if it is very narrow, or if the high point is close to one end of the range, the distribution is probably not normal and you 
will have to be cautious about reliability and correlation with other tests. Ways to deal with non-normal distributions are covered 
in the statistics manuals listed above.

Standard Error of Measurement (SEM)

Everyone would surely agree that test scores are not completely accurate.  Whatever score you obtain for a test taker, this will 
not be equivalent to his/ her true level of ability.

The Standard Error of Measurement allows us to estimate the range of scores within which the test taker’s score might fall. It 
depends on the reliability of the test (and will therefore also depend on the method you choose to use in estimating reliability 
such as split-half or KR-20).

Luckily, the standard error is easy to calculate in Excel. Let’s try it with the fi le TESTSTAT2.xls.

1. First work out the standard deviation for the test.

2. Now, estimate the split-half reliability:

a. To do this fi rst add all the odd numbered items (LIST1 + LIST3…LIST25 + READ27 … READ49). Title this 
column ‘ODDTOT’. 

b. Next add all the even numbered items (LIST2 + LIST4… READ50). Title this column ‘EVENTOT’. 

c. In cell BE2, calculate the correlation between the two columns. 

d. This fi gure shows the reliability for half of the test. To fi nd the reliability of the test as a whole, we can use this 
formula: 

test reliability = (2 x half-test reliability / 1 + half-test reliability).

In Excel this can be written as =(2*BE2)/(1+BE2). Type this formula into cell BF2.

Q.3. What is the split-half reliability estimate for this test? 

__________________

Now for the SEM.

3. Subtract the reliability fi gure (in cell BF2) from 1. Calculate the square root (formula ‘SQRT’ or ‘КОРЕНЬ’) of the 
result:

 =КОРЕНЬ(1-[BF2]). 
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4. Multiply this number by the standard deviation that you calculated earlier. The result is the SEM.

Q.4. What is the SEM for this test?  ___________________________

We can use the SEM to estimate the range within which a candidate’s true score is likely to fall. We base this on the idea that, if 
the test taker were to take the test an infi nite number of times, the results would form a normal distribution and that the true score 
is therefore 95% likely to fall within two standard errors of the observed (actual) score.

To calculate the true score we multiply the SEM by two. The true score lies within a range two SEMs above and below the ob-
served score.  If a test-taker’s score is 50 and the SEM is 4, we can be confi dent that the true score lies between 42 and 58.

Work out the true score range for a test taker on the TESTSTAT2 test.

The SEM acknowledges that the scores we obtain from tests are not entirely accurate and that we are working with probabilities. 
If, in the example above, our pass-mark is 55, we cannot be confi dent that this test taker’s performance is inadequate. In a high 
stakes context, we would want some additional information about the student before making a decision.
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Answer key for workshop activities
Q.1. What is the correlation coeffi cient? 0,659 (0,659185346)

Q.2. How would you interpret this?  There is a moderately strong relationship between the scores: students with relatively good 
scores on listening generally also did well on reading.

Q.3. What is the reliability estimate for this test: 0,840 (0,839915478) – a reasonably good level of reliability for a 
reading and listening test.

Q.4. What is the SEM for this test? 2,997 (2,9974880)

Extension Activities

Task 1

1. Read this defi nition of a correlation: ‘The degree of relationship (or strength of association) between two sets of scores, 
based on the same set of individuals. The relationship can be positively correlated (e.g., students scoring high on one test 
also tend to score high on the other), negatively correlated (e.g., students scoring low on one test tend to score high on 
the other), or zero correlated (e.g., lack of any relationship between the scores). Correlation simply refers to the strength 
of the relationship existing between two sets of values and does not necessarily imply that one infl uenced the other or 
caused the other to happen’ (Joint Committee on Standards for Educational and Psychological Testing of AERA, APA 
and NCME, 1999:9)

a. Look at this scatterplot showing the relationship between Test 1 and Test 2 last year. Referring to the defi nition 
of a correlation, what does this show us about the two tests?

Scatterplot A 

b. Look at Scatterplot B showing the relationship between Test 1 and Test 2 for this year. What does this show 
us about the two tests?

Scatterplot B
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c. Look at Scatterplot C showing the relationship between Test 1 and Test 2 and comment on it.

Scatterplot  C   

Project work (optional): 

Group project (3-4 people) 

 give a test to your class and collect the responses;

 make a report on the test using descriptive statistics and a histogram.

Extension reading and weblinks

Bachman, L,F., 2004. Statistical Analyses for Language Assessment. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Brown, J.D., 2004. Testing in Language Programs. New York: Prentice Hall.

Carr, N.T., 2011. Designing and Analyzing Language Tests. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

McNamara, T., 1996. Measuring Second Language Performance. Chapters 5 and 6. London and New York: Addison Wesley 
Longman. [Online.] Available at: http://languages-linguistics.unimelb.edu.au/academic-staff/tim-mcnamara 

Salkind, N.J., 2013. Statistics for People who [Think They] Hate Statistics – Excel 2010 edition. 3rd ed. London: Sage Publica-
tions Limited. 
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Module 2 Unit 4 Reliability and item analysis 
Prepared by Elena Onoprienko, Yulia Polshina, Marina Gvozdeva, Nadezhda Shablikova

Content elements of the unit C o n t a c t 
hours

I n d e p e n d e n t 
study

1. Background reading 1
2. Lecture: slides and notes 3
3. Seminar/workshops activities

 Seminar materials

 Seminar notes for lecturer

3

4. Extension activities 2
Total 6 3

Aims and objectives 
On completion of this unit, students will know about:

 threats to reliability;
 ways to increase reliability; 
 different methods of item analysis.

On completion of this unit, students will be able to:
 identify threats to reliability; 
 use different ways to increase reliability;

 perform item analyses (item facility, item discrimination, distractor analysis, inter-rater reliability analysis);
 Background reading
Coombe C., Folse K. and Hubley N., 2007. A Practical Guide to Assessing English Language Learners. Ann Arbor: 

University of Michigan Press. pp. xxiii- xxiv, 158-166.
Hughes, A., 2003. Testing for Language Teachers. 2nd ed. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. pp.29 – 43.
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Lecture outline for students
Reliability and item analysis
Type: Interactive lecture based on PowerPoint presentation
Outline:

1. Item analysis
2. Item facility
3. Item discrimination
4. Practical work:
 Item analyses:

1. Calculating IF (item facility)
2. Calculating point biserial
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Detailed notes for lecturers
(3 academic hours)

1. The last workshop looked at how we can estimate the reliability of a test and how we can report information 
that shows users how much confi dence they can have in the accuracy of test scores.

2. Slide 2: This lecture looks at a very important set of techniques that can help us to improve the quality of a 
test by fi nding and eliminating problems with the test material: item analysis.

3. Slide 3: Look at this table presenting the data of a test. If we add up the scores on the test, we can see which 
students did well or badly overall and as we have seen, we can use this information to calculate the reli-
ability for the test and, in turn, a candidate’s true score. However, this does not tell us whether the items are 
performing as we would expect. To fi nd this out, we analyse how students performed on individual items 
to decide whether we can keep items or whether we need to replace/amend them because they are not per-
forming in the way we want them to. 

4. Look at the data. First of all, add up the scores for the individual students. Who performed best and worst? 
Best: Students 1 and 2; worst: students 5 through 10. Now look at each individual item. Did the better 
performing students get the item right and the weaker ones get it wrong? Are there any items where this is 
not the case? Yes: item 7. And what is wrong with it? Students whose overall performance on the test was 
good (students 1 and 2) failed on this item while students with poor performance (5 through 9) got it right. 

5. So we see that it is important to analyze not only the reliability of tests, but also the quality of particular 
items.

6. Slide 4: Item analysis is a procedure that ‘involves the careful analysis of score patterns on each of the test 
items’. (McNamara, 2000:60)

7. Slide 5: When we develop a test, we write a large number of items, and then look at them to make sure they 
match the format specifi ed in the test specifi cation. After that, the item should be piloted using, ideally, a 
group of candidates similar to the target group. If this is not possible, the pilot test is administered as the 
fi rst live administration (though this is not ideal). The results of the items are then analysed using a number 
of different techniques.  The most effective items are selected for further use. The under-performing items 
are then reviewed or replaced (and re-piloted) (Brown, 2003:18 - 20). 

8. Slide 6: We can analyze test items by calculating item facility and item discrimination.
9. Slide 7: ‘Item facility is defi ned simply as the proportion of test takers who answer an item correctly’ 

(Fulcher and Davidson, 2007:102)
10. To calculate this, we add up how many test takers answered each item correctly and divide this number by 

the total number of items. For example, if fi fteen out of twenty test takers have answered the item correctly, 
then it means that 75 per cent of the test takers got the item correct, and so the item diffi culty or item facil-
ity value is 0.75.  

11. Slide 8: So for this test, what would be item facility for item 1? Answer: 0.6
12. For Item 5? Answer: 0.2
13. When the purpose of the test is to make distinctions between test takers, the items cannot be too easy or too 

diffi cult.  If the item is too easy, all test takers will get it right, and differences in their abilities will not be 
revealed.  The same for the items which are too diffi cult – if no one gets the diffi cult item right, the item 
will fail to reveal any differences in ability or knowledge.

14. Slide 9: Ideal item facility should be 0.50 but this target is hard to hit (because this means that we should 
design an item which one half of the test takers get right, and the other half get wrong), so item facilities 
from 0.33 to 0.67 are usually accepted. But at the same time ‘it may be useful to include some [easy items] 
at the beginning of a test in order to ease candidates into the test and to allow them a chance to get over their 
nerves.  It may also be worth including a few rather hard items near the end of the test in order to distinguish 
between the most able candidates, if that information is relevant’ (McNamara, 2000:61).

15. Slide 10:  So item facility describes how diffi cult a particular item is.  Do you think there’s anything else 
we would like to know about particular items?

16. In addition to knowing how easy or diffi cult an item is, we also need to know how well it differentiates 
between the better and the weaker students. This is called Item Discrimination (ID). If an item discriminates 
well, then the better students are likely to get the item right and the weaker students tend to get the item 
wrong. If this is not the case - as we saw with item no. 7 earlier - then we have a problem with the item and 
we need to review it and amend it or remove it accordingly. 

17. Slide 11: Item discrimination ‘allows us to see if individual items are providing information on candidates’ 
abilities consistent with that provided by the other items on the test’ (McNamara, 2000:60).
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18. Slide 12: To calculate item discrimination, we divide the population of test takers into three (approximately 
equal) groups, according to their test scores. We then calculate item facility (IF) for each of the items based 
on the scores of the students in the upper group and then do the same for the lower group. We then subtract 
the lower group’s IF (known as IFlower) from that of the upper group (IFupper). 

19. Slide 13: So for this test, for Item 1 IFupper is 1; IFlower is 0; so Item Discrimination (ID) is 1-0=1
20. For Item 5, IFupper is 0.67, IFlower is 0, so ID is 0.67-0=0.67
21. For Item 7, IFupper is 0, IFlower is 1, so ID is 0-1=-1
22. ID values range between +1.00 (which means that all the students in the top group got the item right and 

all the students in the lower group got it wrong) and  -1.00 (all the students in the lower group got the item 
right and all the students in the upper group got it wrong). However, an ID value of +1.00 is quite rare. Ac-
ceptable values are around +0.4 and above, yet this can depend on the type of test and the population that 
took the test. If the ID value is below +0.4, we need to review the item. Item 7 (see above) has an ID of 
-1.00 so we can see that there is an issue with this item. ‘We knew that already – why did we have to do all 
those calculations?’, I hear you say. Yes, we could tell that from just looking at the fi gures we had here but 
in this case, we only had 10 students. 

23. Slide 14: It would be much more diffi cult to extract that information with just twice as many students and 
35 items, not to speak of 2000 students who may a test like EGE, or IELTS, or TOEFL.     

24. When we review the item, we may fi nd that students interpreted it in a different way to what we expected, 
for example, because it was phrased ambiguously or maybe because two answers were possible, which 
we had not noticed before piloting. In the case of multiple choice items, we may be able to explain a low 
discrimination index by looking at the answers that students selected. For example, students may have 
consistently chosen one of the distractors as the correct answer (i.e. one of the other options) instead of the 
key (the correct answer). (Alderson et al., 1995:82).

25. Slide 15: Finally, we need to be aware that ‘both item facility and measures of discrimination are sensitive 
to the size of the sample used in the calculation, and the range of ability represented in the sample. If the 
sample used in the fi eld trials of items is not large and representative, the statistics could be very mislead-
ing’ (Fulcher and Davidson, 2007:104). 

26. If we have a small number of test takers and if they are all more or less at the same level, the items are less 
likely to discriminate effectively between them. If we have a very large number of test takers including 
some who have very high ability and others who have very low ability, discrimination is likely to appear 
much better. In other words, the statistics refl ect the nature of the people taking the test as well as the quality 
of the test material. This means we have to be aware of who took the test when we try to understand what 
the statistics tell us: ‘out of range’ fi gures do not always mean the material is fl awed. 

27. Now work through the exercises in the lecture handout.
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Lecture handout

Item analysis
While the statistics we have looked at before told us how a complete test or test section works with a set of language 
learners, it is also possible to gather statistical information on how well individual test items perform.
Important considerations include: 

a) how diffi cult (or easy) an item is;
b) how well it ‘fi ts’ with the rest of the test, i.e. how far it is measuring the same things as the other items;
c) for selective response format items, such as a multiple choice or matching, how successful the distractors 

(or incorrect choices) are as alternatives to the key (or correct answer).

Facility index
This is an indication of how easy the item is for the group of test takers.  It is the mean score obtained by the test 
takers on the item and ranges from 0 (nobody got it right) to 1 (they all got it right). It is important to remember that 
item facility always depends on the particular group of test takers - an item with a low facility value for a group of 
beginners may have very high facility for a group of advanced learners.
Open the fi le TESTSTAT1.xls. 
Click on the cell below the fi rst column of responses (B22). Enter this formula
=СРЗНАЧ(B2:B21)

Q.1. What is the result? ____________
Now extend this formula to the other items on the test by clicking the black square at the bottom right of cell B22 
and extending the selected area to cell K22.

Q.2. Which item was the easiest? ____________
Q.3. Which was most diffi cult? ____________
It is often useful to reorder the test items so that easy items come fi rst, and diffi cult ones are last. In this way, test 
takers may be encouraged by their success on early parts of the test, and if some less able ones give up as the test 
becomes more diffi cult, they are not likely to miss easy items that might appear at the end of the test.
To reorder the items in order of diffi culty, fi rst select the columns containing response data B–K.
Now choose ‘СОРТИРОВКА’ from the ‘Data’ menu.
In the dialogue box, click on ‘Options’ and choose ‘Sort left to right’



Promoting Sustainable Excellence in Testing and Assessment of English

Financed by the TEMPUS programme of the European Union

177

The facility values are in Row 22, so choose this from the menu.

Click OK, then see how the items should be displayed with the most diffi cult on the left.
Discrimination index
This statistic shows how far the test takers who answered the item correctly were also those who scored higher on 
the test as a whole. If people who got low scores on the test all answered an item correctly, while those who got high 
marks all answered it wrong, we might have serious doubts about whether this item is testing the same skills as the 
rest of the test and so we might remove it completely, or perhaps move it to a different section. 
One useful measure of discrimination, the point biserial correlation, is obtained by correlating the item responses 
with total test scores. This is a little complicated, however, because the correlation formula used by Excel cannot be 
employed when one of the sets of fi gures is binary (and our responses are all either 0s or 1s). It is possible to calculate 
the fi gure yourself (see Henning, 1987), but if you use a testing package like MicroCAT or LXR-test (see below) this 
will be done for you automatically, but it is rather cumbersome to do in Excel.
A simpler, and cruder, alternative involves comparing facility values for the highest scoring third of test takers (ide-
ally 27% if you have more than 50 test takers) and lowest scoring third of test takers (again 27% if you have enough 
cases). The result can range from 1.0 (the highest scorers all answered correctly, the lowest all answered incorrectly) 
to –1.0 (the lowest all answered correctly, the highest all answered incorrectly).
To do this, we will fi rst have to calculate the total score for each student, then place the test takers in order according 
to their scores, with the highest scorers at the top of the page and the lowest at the bottom. If you do not remember 
how to do this, follow the steps from the last Unit.
In cell B23, calculate the facility value for the top third.  As we have just 20 test takers, this is closest to 7 actual 
people, or cells B2:B8.
Enter the formula: =СРЗНАЧ(B2:B8)
In the next cell down, calculate the facility for the lowest 7 test takers.
In B25 subtract the facility for the lowest group from the facility for the highest group by entering the formula: 
=СУММА(B23-B24).
Q.4. What is the discrimination index? ____________________
A good item should discriminate well between high and low scorers, so we would look for high discrimination val-
ues as indicators of good quality items. Generally, a value below 0.3 might make us question the value of the item, 
and we might look at it closely to consider why it is not discriminating so well between levels. A negative value 
shows that the lowest scoring test takers are doing better on this item than the highest scorers. Either this is a poor 
quality item, or it belongs on a different test.
Q.5. Which item on this test has the highest discrimination index? ________________
Q.6. Which item has the lowest discrimination index?  _______________
Answer key for lecture tasks
Q1. What is the result?        0,95
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Q2. Which item was the easiest?        1
Q3. Which was most diffi cult?        0
Q4. What is the discrimination index?        0,285714
Q.5. Which item on this test has the highest discrimination index?        3, 7
Q.6. Which item has the lowest discrimination index?        10
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Workshop outline for students
1. Improving test reliability:

 Test factors
 Administrative factors
 Affective factors

2. Practical activities:
 Distractor analysis
 Criterion referenced item analysis
 Inter-rater reliability
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Workshop – notes for lecturers
1. The lecture looked at how we can fi nd problems in test material. This session looks at how we can minimize 

those problems and create more reliable tests.
2. Slide 3: There are two directions in which we can go to increase test reliability. 
3. Slide 4:  Results on tests may vary for a number of reasons.
4. Coombe et al. 2007:xxiii) defi ne three groups of factors that affect reliability: test factors, administrative 

factors and affective factors.  
5. Test factors: 

a. Tests vary in formats and content of the questions which may affect reliability. Time which is 
given to students to work on a test, or different parts of the test, is also a factor.  The number of 
items on a test also affects reliability. It is believed that generally, the more items we have on the 
test, the more reliable it is (because then we have more samples of students’ performance and 
language ability), and vice versa – shorter quizzes usually are less reliable.

6. Administrative factors: 
a. Administrative factors refer to the manner in which a test is administered. A room where the test 

takes place may be too dark, or too cold, students may be seated too close to each other, the acous-
tics in the room may be poor or the teacher who administers the test may behave differently: all 
these factors affect reliability and should be taken into consideration. 

7. Affective factors: 
a. Affective factors refer to the way individual students respond to a test. Students taking a test may 

be tired or rested, anxious or not, introverted or extroverted (which is particularly important for 
speaking tests), may have different learning styles, etc.

8. Slide 5:  Henning (1987 in Coombe C. et al., 2007:xxiii-xxiv) describes threats to reliability as fl uctuations.  
9. Fluctuations in the Learner:

a. These are changes that may take place within the learner and thus change his/her true score every 
time the learner takes the test. They include additional learning or forgetting that may take place 
between the times the learner takes the test, as well as fatigue, sickness, emotional problems. If 
the learner takes the test several times, we may also expect a practice effect which means that the 
learner improves his/her score merely because the content is familiar. All these may cause the 
learner’s observed score to be lower or higher than the score that refl ects his/her actual ability. 

10. Fluctuations in Scoring:
a. Fluctuations in scoring may be caused by subjectivity in scoring due to low intra-rater or inter-

rater reliability, or some mechanical errors (like misprints). 
11. Fluctuations in Test Administration:

a. These refer to inconsistent administrative procedures and testing conditions (for example, when 
you have several different groups of students who are supposed to take the same test but who are 
tested in different locations on different days). 

12. Slide 6: A reliable test may not be a valid test. For example, a test in which test takers translate 100 items 
into the L2 may be reliable but would not be a valid test of writing as it does not test the range of abilities 
involved in writing – the construct of ‘writing ability’ as it is understood by applied linguists.

13. Slide 7: This picture shows the relationship between reliability and validity. If the person consistently 
hits a certain area of the target, this is a reliable test of her ability. However, it is not valid to say he/she 
is a good archer (see target 1); if the person consistently hits the area all around the target but not actu-
ally the bullseye, then there is low validity and low reliability because the person is at least always in the 
vicinity of the bull but not consistent in their aim (target no. 2). The third target shows a reliable and valid 
result because the archer consistently hits very close to the bullseye and hits the bullseye so this is good 
evidence of their ability as an archer.

14. Slide 8: If you want more reliable scores you need more evidence of candidates’ behaviour. One way to 
solve this problem is to add more items to a test but this can lead to another problem. This is how Hughes 
explains this: ‘For example, if  a reading test asks the question ”Where did the thief hide the jewels?”, 
an additional item following that question in the form ”What was unusual about the hiding place?” will 
contribute little to increasing reliability. For candidates who failed to answer the fi rst question there is no 
additional item in reality. We do not get an additional sample of behaviour, so the reliability of our esti-
mate of his/her ability is not increased’(Hughes,1989:37). Each individual item should represent a fresh 
start for a candidate.

15. The desire to increase the number of items should not result in a very long test because candidates may get 
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so bored or tired that the behaviour that they exhibit becomes unrepresentative of their ability. In contrast, 
while still wishing to meet the requirement of practicality, we should resist a desire to make a test shorter 
than is appropriate. If we want to get accurate information, we need to pay for it (time and effort). A good 
example is from Hughes about Jephthah who killed everybody who could not pronounce ‘sh’.  Among 
those killed were his own men who were killed in error (Hughes, 1989:37).

16. Slide 9: These ways are connected with tests themselves. The fi rst point is mostly concerned with perfor-
mance tests, such as writing and speaking tests. For example, in writing tests candidates are often given a 
choice of questions and then they have too much freedom in answering the questions they chose. This can 
have a negative impact on reliability. The more freedom we give, the more likely it is that we get different 
performances from a candidate on different days (Hughes, 1989:38). Thus, candidates should not be given 
choices. This is how we can restrict possible answers. Compare the tasks (next slide).

17. The instructions, both written and oral, should be clear. Quite often candidates misinterpret instructions 
because they are vague and not clearly worded. To avoid such problems, give your tests to colleagues for 
criticism of instructions (including those that will be spoken). For oral instructions, prepare a text which 
you will read in order to avoid confusion (Hughes, 1989:39).

18. Slide 10: Ask students: ‘Which task is more reliable and why?’  You can see that the tasks get better and 
better (from 1 to 4) because they give more control over what is written. The fourth task is likely to be 
considerably more reliable than the fi rst one because the language elicited from students is likely to be 
more consistent between test takers than in the case of the fi rst task where it is unclear which aspects of 
tourism the writer should focus on.   

19. Slide 11: It is important not to present candidates with items that are not clear or to which there are a 
number of acceptable answers which the test writer has not anticipated. If a candidate might have differ-
ent options for an answer to a question on different occasions it means that the item is not contributing to 
reliability of the test. The best way to produce unambiguous items is to give them to colleagues for peer 
reviewing and critical examination. One more way to avoid ambiguity is to give a pretest to a group of 
people of a similar level to the target group. In this way, many of the problems can be identifi ed before 
the live administration of the test.

20. These are authentic test tasks that represent ambiguous items. In the fi rst task presented on the slide 
students failed to complete some sentences not because they did not know the words, but because they 
failed to guess which word they were expected to use. Some came up with options the test writer did not 
anticipate.  In the second task they found it diffi cult to understand what was required of them, possibly 
because there are so many words used with the word ‘waste’. 

21. It is important to include items of varying diffi culty, otherwise we are likely to obtain behaviour which 
does not fully refl ect a candidate’s ability. In the Listening Comprehension test from the Russian Olim-
piad, which is in a T/F format, many items test the ability to comprehend precise information associated 
with numbers but do not test understanding on the level of sense. Consequently, the evidence we get is 
not indicative of one’s listening ability.

22. Sometimes tests are badly printed, reproduced or handwritten, or have too much text in too small a space, 
or a text has gaps and the box and the second half of the text are on the reverse side of a sheet. As a result, 
candidates have additional diffi culty to cope with and their performance can be affected in a negative way. 
This lowers test reliability.

23. If any aspect of a test is unfamiliar to candidates, they are likely to do less well on a test than otherwise. 
Teachers should do their best to provide candidates with sample tests or past tests to familiarize their 
students with test formats and techniques. 

24. One of the affective factors which can refl ect on reliability is anxiety. It ‘can be allayed by coaching stu-
dents in good test taking strategies’ (Coombe C. et al, 2007:xxiii).

25. Finally, what can have a negative impact on test performance is the conditions of administration of a test. 
The more differences between one administration and another, the more differences are likely to be ex-
pected between a candidate’s performances on two occasions. Timing should be set and observed, lighting 
and acoustic conditions should be similar. There should be no noise or other distraction.  

26. Slide 12: We must not only take steps to avoid the pitfalls before the test administration but also after-
wards to ensure that the scoring is reliable. 

1. MCQs seem to yield objective results. However, MCQs are not always appropriate for testing 
different abilities. What is more, they are very diffi cult to construct. An alternative to MCQ is 
the open-ended item which has a unique, possibly one-word correct response which the candi-
dates produce themselves. This should also ensure objective scoring, but there can be problems 
with such matters as spelling which can make a candidate’s meaning unclear and make scoring 
diffi cult.

2. The second point reinforces the suggestion that candidates should not be given too much free-
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dom of choice. In this way they are limited in their responses. Scoring compositions on one 
topic is more reliable than if the candidates are allowed to choose from six topics.

3. This should specify acceptable answers and assign points for partially correct responses. For 
higher scorer reliability the key should be as detailed as possible. To anticipate all possible 
responses it is advisable to subject the key to group criticism.

4. This is especially important when testing speaking and writing, where scoring is most subjec-
tive. After each administration, patterns of scoring should be analyzed.  Those whose scoring 
deviates markedly and inconsistently from the norm should not be used again in this capacity.  
In writing, archetypical representatives of different levels of ability should be selected. Scorers 
or raters should agree on the scores given. In subjective testing at least two independent scorers 
should score scripts. Neither scorer should know the scores of the other. The scores are to be 
given to a third person to compare and investigate discrepancies.    

27. Slide 13:
a. Designing the rating process. The rating process involves developing the criteria that will be 

applied to the performances. To gather detailed rating information, test developers need to 
design a rating form for their test. The form is usually applied to one examinee at a time. This 
allows the rater to compare a test taker’s performance against the given criteria rather than 
against performances of other test takers. Rating forms should be viewed as a concrete result of 
the design of the rating process and should help to make the process of rating easier and faster.  
(Luoma, 2004:171-172).

b. The results of speaking tests are usually reported as overall grades in terms of numbers and/or 
letters. In a learning-oriented setting it is necessary to set a score for pass or fail, so we need 
a point on a scale below which a performance is considered a fail. This is called setting cut 
scores. In criterion-referenced tests it is known as standard setting. 

28. Slide 16: The major worry about classroom assessment is subjectivity. One of the threats to reliability 
which is usually defi ned as score consistency is ‘intra-rater reliability or internal consistency, which 
means that raters agree with themselves, over a period of a few days, about the ratings that they give’. 
The other concern is inter-rater reliability, which is the extent to which different raters agree on the scores 
they allocate to papers (Luoma, 2004:179). These threats can be eliminated through rater training and 
clear, well-defi ned criteria. If disagreements occur frequently, this may mean that either some raters can 
not apply criteria consistently or that the criteria need to be defi ned better.

29. Slide 15: Increasing the number of items increases reliability. The longer the test is, the more reliable the 
score. Think of this in terms of split-half reliability: when we split a test into two halves, we reduce reli-
ability; hence, we use a special formula to calculate the correlation between the two halves which takes 
into account the fact that we are only using half of the test.

30. Moderate diffi culty level increases reliability: again, we see this in terms of item analysis and the fact that 
item facility should be ideally 0.5 but anywhere between 0.3 and 0.7 is acceptable.

31. Having items measuring similar content increases reliability but we must not forget that we should also 
have a variety of test tasks and be testing a variety of constructs. 

32. Slide 16: These tips are mostly for teachers developing classroom tests and they can help them ensure 
reliability. The tips are from Coombe et al., 2007: 25-35).

33. Slide 20: ‘“Widows” occur when half of a test section or question overlaps onto another page. Make sure 
the matching section on your test is all on the same page’ (Coombe et al., 2007: 32-33). 

34. Now work through the exercises in the workshop handout.
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Workshop Handout
In the lecture we looked at how to carry out item analysis. In this workshop we look at two special cases of item 
analysis: distractor analysis and item analysis for criterion-referenced tests as well as inter-rater reliability.
Distractor analysis
When we use selective response items, we need to know how far our alternative answers are successful in distract-
ing test takers who do not know the correct answer. Effective items will include distractors which are all equally 
attractive: if 70% get the answer to a four-option multiple choice question (A) right, the other 30% should be equally 
divided between the remaining three choices – roughly 10% of the test takers should choose each of options B, C 
and D.
Such analysis is really beyond the basic capabilities of a spreadsheet like Excel, but can be done with specialist 
software. Look at this output (below). Which options functioned well? Which would you want to investigate further?

Item Statistics Alternative Statistics
Scale- Facility Discrim. Point Prop. Endorsing Point

Seq. No. Item Index Index Biserial Alt. Total High Low Biserial Key
1 0-1 .79 .35 .26 1 .16 .28 .06 -.31

2 .04 .11 .00 -.32
3 .01 .02 .00 -.21
4 .79 .59 .94 .26 *
Other .00 .00 .00

2 0-2 .04 -.08 -.22 1 .04 .09 .01 -.22 *
2 .69 .37 .89 .39
3 .05 .15 .01 -.40
4 .22 .39 .09 -.40
Other .00 .00 .00

3 0-3 .94 .17 .46 1 .04 .11 .00 -.46
2 .01 .02 .00 -.21
3 .94 .83 1.00 .46 *
4 .01 .04 .00 -.24
Other    .00    .00    .00

Criterion-referenced item analyses
For norm-referenced tests, we aim to spread students out as much as possible so we want a range of easy and diffi cult 
items. However, for criterion-referenced tests it may be more appropriate to have items of the same level. For this 
and other reasons we need rather different item analysis tools for a criterion-referenced test. A full account of these 
is given in Brown (2005), but let’s look at one here just to explore the difference. 
As criterion-referenced testing is interested in judging mastery of specifi c skills such as those taught on a course, a 
useful statistic compares performance before and after instruction. This is the difference index.
To work this out, we simply calculate the item facility on the test given before the course begins (the pre-test) – 
which you calculated in the last Unit - and subtract this from the facility index obtained on the test given following 
instruction (the post-test). The higher the number, the better the item would seem to refl ect the learning that has taken 
place. Low fi gures could indicate either a poor item, which fails to capture the gains made, or a lack of learning of 
course objectives.
Similarly, the difference index can be used to compare items on tests given to instructed learners and uninstructed 
ones. Again, we would look for high fi gures as evidence of a good item.
Open the fi le TESTSTAT1B.xls. Let’s say the fi rst ten items are taken from a pre-test, and the second ten items are 
the exact same items given to the students again on a post-test administered three months later. The teacher wants to 
know if her students can do better after three months of study.
Q.1. What is the difference index for item 1? 
________________________________
Overall, what conclusions would you draw about the test or the students?
Inter-rater reliability
This kind of item analysis is very useful for objectively scored tests, but it is not applicable when we have tests that 
have to be scored by raters, for example, pieces of extended writing or speaking tasks. In this case, we want to know 
how consistent the raters are. Do they generally judge the same performance in the same way? This is a matter of 
inter-rater reliability.
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To calculate inter-rater reliability fi rst we need two sets of scores from two different raters judging the same set of 
performances. Usually we would ensure that at least some of the compositions or interviews etc. we are scoring are 
double marked and base our estimates of reliability on these.
There are different methods for estimating inter-rater reliability, depending on the kinds of scores being compared 
and how many raters are involved.  Unfortunately, because of the characteristics of the scores (ratings are ordinal, 
not interval scales) we cannot simply correlate them in the way we did for the reliability estimates. The method sug-
gested by Hatch & Lazaraton (1991) and Henning (1987) is rather complicated and involves Fischer Z transforma-
tions (this can be done on Excel if you want to try it).  Bachman (1990) cites Ebel’s solution of using a calculation 
called Cronbach’s α (alpha) which is a whole lot simpler.
Open up TESTSTAT3.xls and we will work through the formula:
We are looking at scores for twenty student performances that have been triple rated (either scored by three different 
people for inter-rater reliability, or they could be by the same person on three occasions for intra-rater reliability).  

1. In column E, add the columns of scores together (‘СУММА’).
2. Calculate the variance (in Excel we use the formula ‘ДИСП’ (‘ДИСПЕРСИЯ’) for the two sets of scores 

and the totals; in cell B22 enter =ДИСП(B2:B21) etc.

3. Divide the number of raters (k) by the number of raters less one 
1k

k .  Here we have three raters so we 

calculate 
13

3


 to get 1.5.
4. In cell F22, add the variance for the three raters =СУММА(B22:D22).
5. In cell G22, divide this by the variance for the summed ratings and subtract the result from 1 =СУММА(1-

(F22/E22))
6. Multiply the result of step 5 by the result of step 3; =СУММА(1.5*G22) to get Cronbach’s a.

Q.2. What is the value of Cronbach’s a for this test?  ______
What is the effect if you change some of the values in the three columns to increase or decrease the agreement be-
tween raters? _________________________________________
Again, as with other reliability fi gures, the higher the value of a, the more reliable the test. A minimum acceptable 
fi gure would be around 0.8, depending on the stakes of the decision.  Reliability is enhanced by having more raters 
and more test takers.
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Answer key for workshop activities
Criterion referenced item analyses
Q.1. What is the difference index for item 1?  0,25
Overall, what conclusions would you draw about the test or the students?

They performed better on the second test than on the fi rst – but not on Item 7. This may be a poor item, or 
it may be that something about the language being tested has caused confusion. The teacher will need to 
follow this up.

Q.2. What is the value of Cronbach’s a for this test?  0,894 (0,893484)
What is the effect if you change some of the values in the three columns to increase or decrease the agreement be-
tween raters? Answers will vary depending on how students change the values.
Extension activities

1. Make a list of unwanted infl uences that might affect observed test scores on any particular administration 
of a test (Fulcher and Davidson, 2007:105)

2. What could you do to reduce the effects of each of these infl uences?
3. Using a task from a text book, ask a group of students to write a letter or essay. Have two teachers mark their 

responses using a rating scale. Collect the scores from the two teachers. Calculate the inter-rater reliability.
4. How could you improve the inter-rater reliability for this task?

Extension reading
Bachman, L.F., 2004. Statistical Analyses for Language Assessment. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
Brown, J.D., 2005. Testing in language programs: A comprehensive guide to English language assessment. Colum-

bus, OH: McGraw-Hill.
Carr, N.T., 2011. Designing and Analyzing Language Tests. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Pope, G., 2009. ‘Psychometrics 101: How do I know if an assessment is reliable? (Part 3). On: Questionmark…getting results. 
[Online.] Available at: http://blog.questionmark.com/psychometrics-101-how-do-i-know-if-an-assessment-is-reliable-
part-3
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Module 2 Unit 5 Washback, feedback and consequences
Prepared by Natalya Milyavskaya, Tatiana Sadovskaya, Olga Mironova, Anzhelika Kalinina

Content elements of the unit Contact 
hours

Independent 
study

1. Background reading 2
2.   Lecture: slides and notes

 Notes for students

 Notes for lecturers

2

3. Workshops activities

 Workshop materials

 Workshop notes for lecturers

3

4. Extension reading and activities 2
Total 5 4

Aims and objectives 

On completion of the unit, students will know about:

 washback intensity, variability and direction;

 key issues in washback research;

 target task characteristics and test design characteristics;

 overlap between test and curriculum.

On completion of the unit, students will be able to:

 distinguish aspects of washback;

 connect likely effects to features of test design;

 use test preparation to help learners develop skills they need;

 identify effective feedback practices.

Background reading

Green, A., 2013. Exploring Language Assessment and Testing. Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge. Chapter 4. pp. 85-94.

Hughes, A., 2003. Testing for Language Teachers. 2nd ed. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. Chapter 6.

McNamara, T., 2000. Language Testing. Oxford: Oxford University Press. Chapter 7.
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Lecture outline for students
Washback, feedback and consequences

Type: Interactive lecture based on PowerPoint presentation

Outline:

1. Washback and consequences

2. How washback works

3. A model of washback

4. Designing tests for positive washback

5. Researching washback

6. Feedback

7. Harmonizing teaching and testing

References

Alderson, J. C., 2004. ‘Foreword’ in Cheng, L., Watanabe, Y. and Curtis, A. (eds.). Washback in language testing: Research 
contexts and methods. London: Lawrence Erlbaum.

Green, A., 2007. Studies in Language Testing 25: IELTS Washback in Context: Preparation for academic writing in higher edu-
cation. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Hughes, A., 1989. Testing for language teachers. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

McNamara, T., 2000. Language Testing. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Messick, S., 1996. ‘Validity and washback in language testing’. Language Testing, 13(3). pp. 241-256.
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Detailed notes for lecturers
(2 academic hours)

1. Slide 2: Tests can have different kinds of effect on teaching and learning. Sometimes tests give teachers useful di-
agnostic information. Learners do badly on questions that test reading for global understanding so the teacher then 
spends a few lessons concentrating on reading strategies. 

2. Washback is a different kind of consequence. It is what people do in preparing for a test. Messick (1996) makes the 
point that things that are done in the classroom can only be thought of as washback if there is clear evidence that they 
happen because of the test.

3. Slide 3: People have always thought that tests infl uence teaching – usually in bad ways – such as forcing teachers to 
focus on trivial points. In the 1930s they thought the answer was to make tests completely separate from teaching. 
Multiple choice tests were supposed to be better than essays and oral tests because answers could not be memorised 
in the same way. By the 1970s, they had led to ‘multiple-choice teaching’ and preparation programs that taught stu-
dents how to guess answers. Communicative language teachers wanted to use test tasks that were more like real life 
language use. By the 1990s, test researchers decided evidence was needed about whether tests do infl uence teaching. 
The research that was done shows that different teachers (and different learners) react to tests in different ways.

4. Slide 4: Tests can affect people involved in education (participants), for example, by making them feel nervous. They 
can affect the things that those people do (processes). For example, an essay test can encourage teachers to give 
students practice essay questions in class. And they can affect products – such as the kinds of abilities developed by 
learners.

5. Slide 5: We can also think about different kinds of washback effects. 

6. Effects of testing can be good (positive) – students study harder and learn more because the test is coming up – or bad 
(negative) – students memorise essays instead of learning skilful writing/ learners spend lessons learning how to guess 
answers to multiple choice questions.

7. Effects are variable: some students do study harder for the test, others do not. Some teachers use one tactic while oth-
ers use a different approach to prepare for the same test.

8. Some tests have stronger effects than others. Students may work harder for the EGE, but not for the class test written 
by the teacher.

9. Slide 6: All washback starts from the design of the test. If the kinds of material used in the test are different to the 
materials in the curriculum, teaching for the test will probably be different to the kind of teaching intended. Even if 
the materials are similar, if the mental processes used in answering test questions are not the same as the processes the 
curriculum is supposed to develop, the test may encourage unintended forms of teaching and learning.

10. Slides 7-9: If the test is completely different to the curriculum, washback can only be negative. For example, if we 
want students to learn how to have a conversation in English, but only teach them how to translate written text, stu-
dents may prepare without ever speaking a word of English.

11. More often, there are aspects of the test that do involve skills covered by the curriculum, but elements of the test are 
not like real life language use. For example, listening tests generally involve reading questions and writing answers, 
but in real life we do not generally read and listen at the same time. Therefore, to do well on the test we learn to do 
something that is not needed in real language use.

12. Of course even the ideal test cannot cover every aspect of language use. A test has to be carried out in a limited time 
and cannot include all of the language that might occur in real life. 

13. Slide 10: Adopters are teachers or learners who understand and accept the test and try to work according to its prin-
ciples. Adapters accept aspects of the test, but may not like or understand some of what is intended: they pick and 
choose the washback they will promote. Resisters are the ones who either do not believe that the test represents the 
skills they want to teach or do not understand what is intended. They resist the intended washback effects. Even if the 
test is great, if the teachers and learners are all resisters, the washback will not be positive.

14. Slide 11: This model brings together the ideas from the previous slides. Positive washback involves good test design, 
shared understanding of, and belief in, what should be tested. For intense effects, the test must be important to teachers 
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and learners and seem neither too diffi cult for learners (they may give up) nor too easy (they do not need to try hard 
to succeed).

15. Slide 12: In principle a useful, valid test should require learners to develop the right skills – teaching for the test should 
involve teaching useful language abilities. 

16. Slides 13-17: These slides describe a research study that looked at how the design of the IELTS writing test affected 
what happened in lessons. The test is supposed to predict how well learners will be able to write academic essays in 
English when studying at university. There are many similarities between the content of the test and writing at a uni-
versity and between the writing process involved in the test and the writing involved in academic assignments. On the 
other hand, there are also obvious differences. What causes these differences? 

17. At this point, students might look at an IELTS essay task taken from sample materials and compare this with an as-
signment from a university course such as business studies. What differences do they notice?

18. The research compared courses that involved preparing for the test (IELTS preparation) with courses (‘presessional 
English’) that universities offer with the demands of university study in mind.

19. The two IELTS writing tasks and IELTS scoring criteria all seem to be relevant to academic writing (slides 15 and 
16). On the other hand, there are many aspects of academic writing that are not (perhaps cannot) be captured in a one 
hour test.

20. Topics and objects of enquiry: IELTS topics are of general interest and ‘phenomenal’: things in the world like ‘televi-
sion’, ‘traffi c’, ‘schools’. Academic writing is more usually specialist and about theories: Chomsky vs. Skinner, Piaget 
vs. Bruner etc.

21. Rhetorical task: IELTS involves personal judgements and persuading the reader (hortation) whereas academic writing 
usually involves demonstrating understanding and applying arguments made by others.

22. Writing from sources: Academic writing in many subject areas involves the use of source material: text books and 
articles. Quoting, accurately paraphrasing and commenting on the ideas of others are both important and diffi cult for 
students. IELTS involves writing from personal experience and does not require any use of sources.

23. IELTS writing requires just 150 words and 250 words (tasks one and two respectively) in 60 minutes. Most academic 
writing is much longer. IELTS is written for an examiner who is focussing mainly on language, yet in academic writ-
ing the essential objective is to communicate understanding of the subject. 

24. These differences were refl ected in the kinds of lessons given by teachers. IELTS classes involved writing a lot of short 
essays on many different general topics. They did not include writing from sources, researching topics or producing 
extended work.

25. Slides 18-20:

26. In classroom situations, the usefulness of teacher assessment practices depends on the quality of the feedback they 
give students. Slide 19 outlines the purpose of feedback. Can students think of other advantages? Are there any dis-
advantages?

27. The list on slide 20 is from Green (2013). Go through the list and ask students to explain each item. What are the op-
posite (negative) feedback practices? Often learners receive only scores or grades. How helpful are these in informing 
or improving learning? Should teachers avoid awarding grades?

28. Slide 21: This slide can lead into a discussion about the relationship between assessment and teaching. Is test prepara-
tion generally damaging to learning? Have tests helped them or hindered them in their own learning of languages? Are 
there better ways to prepare for a test than just practising test-like tasks? Have students changed their views about how 
teaching and assessment can or should be connected? 
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 Lecture handout

A model of washback (Green, 2007)
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Workshop outline for students
1. Language tests in Russia and their potential for positive or negative washback

2. Preparing learners to take public examinations

3. Using test questions as a basis for feedback
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Workshop – notes for lecturers
Task 1 (45 minutes)

Younger trainees may not be familiar with the old examinations system and may need to do some background reading before the 
workshop. In-service teachers may skip the initial discussion.

It may also be necessary to quickly recap the features of the EGE before dividing into groups to discuss the issues.

Students should be encouraged to consider both the possible advantages and disadvantages of the two systems. What might be 
done to help reduce the risk of negative washback?

Task 2 (45 minutes)

Before the workshop you may wish to download information from www.fepo.ru to distribute to the groups. Each group could fo-
cus on a different skill area. Of course, feedback can be provided on any kind of performance. The nature of the feedback should 
refl ect the qualities listed in the lecture.

Task 3 (1 hour)

You may choose tests yourself or ask students to fi nd tests themselves from websites you recommend.

Choose sample tests relevant to the group you are lecturing to. Some possible sources for test samples include TOEFL or TOEIC 
at www.ets.org (USA), the range of tests produced by Cambridge English at www.cambridgeenglish.org (UK) or the Pearson 
tests (UK) at www.pearsonpte.com

Note: The answers to the workshop tasks will vary so no answer key is provided. Workshop handout

Task 1 

What do you know about the old format for school examinations in Russia? How is it different to the format of examinations 
used today?

Discuss in groups of 3-4 the key advantages and disadvantages of the old format.

Consider the following issues:

 testing language skills;

 practicality and reliability of the administration and scoring procedures;

 test taker anxiety, fairness and social impacts.

Report the results of your discussion to the whole class.

Now analyze the unifi ed state examination (EGE) format along the same lines. 

Compare the old examination format and the new one (EGE) using the points above. Are the effects of the EGE different to those 
of the old format? What are the differences?

Task 2 

Discuss the following issues with a partner or small group and report your results to the class:

Analyze the FEPO documents at www.fepo.ru and answer the following questions:

 What is the purpose of the test?

 What is the target test taking population?

 What does the test measure?
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How do you believe the Russian national examination RSE has infl uenced the process of both learning and teaching?

How has the RSE infl uenced the participants?

How do you think the RSE has infl uenced:

 courses?

 curriculum development?

 skills development?

Could this test be used to give feedback to learners? What kinds of feedback could be given?

Task 3 

Find samples of two international language tests from the internet.

What is the purpose of each test?

How do you think teachers might prepare students to take each test? 

Is this what the test designers would want to encourage?

Which of the tests do you think would have more positive washback on teaching and learning? Why?

Choose one task from one of the tests. 

What do test takers need to do to succeed on this task? What diffi culties do you think they might experience?

Design a classroom activity that you think would help students to perform well on this test task.

Exchange your ideas with another pair or group. Can you suggest any improvements?

Will this activity help students to improve their real-life language abilities?

 

Extension reading and weblinks

Cheng, L., Watanabe, Y., and Curtis, A., 2004. Washback in language testing:  Research contexts and methods.  Mahwah, NJ: 
Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.  

Green, A., 2007. Studies in Language Testing 25: IELTS Washback in Context: Preparation for academic writing in higher edu-
cation.  Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
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Module 2 Unit 6 Standard Setting
Prepared by Ludmila Kozhevnikova, Viktoria Levchenko

Content elements of the unit Contact 
hours

Independent 
study

1. Background reading 2
2. Lecture: slides and notes

 Notes for students

 Notes for lecturers

2

3. Workshop activities

 Workshop materials

 Workshop notes for lecturer

2

4. Extension reading and activities 2 1
Total 6 3

Aims and objectives

On completion of this unit students will know about:

 the concept of standard setting in language assessment;

 quality standards for assessment;

 standard setting and the Common European Framework of Reference (CEFR);

 standard setting methodologies.

On completion of the unit, students will be able to:

 analyze different types of rating scales;

 apply the basket method to sample materials;

 provide evidence of the relationship between examinations/ tests and the CEFR.

Background reading

Bejar, I., 2008 ‘Standard Setting: What is it? Why is it important?’ On: ETS R&D Connections 7. [Online.] Available at: http://
www.ets.org/Media/Research/pdf/RD_Connections7.pdf

Fulcher, G., 2010. Practical Language Testing. Hodder Education. Chapter 8: Aligning tests to standards. pp.  225-249.

Gottlieb, M., 2012. ‘An overview of language standards for language learners’. In: Coombe, C., Davidson, P., O’Sullivan, B., and 
Stoynoff, S. The Cambridge Guide to Second Language Assessment Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. Chapter 7. 

Green, A., 2013. Exploring Language Assessment and Testing. Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge. pp. 119-122; 160-161.
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Lecture outline for students
Standard Setting

Type: Interactive lecture based on PowerPoint presentation

Outline:

1. Standards in language testing

2. Issues involved in setting standards for language assessments

3. Standards for tests/testers/test takers

4. CEFR: principles and issues

5. The standard-setting process: the notion of a cut score

6. Standard setting and the CEFR (stages, methods, concerns)

References

Council of Europe, 2001. Common European Framework of Reference for Languages: learning, teaching, assessment. Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press.

Council of Europe, 2005. Relating Language Examinations to the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages: 
learning, teaching, assessment - Reading and Listening Tasks: Pilot samples. CD Rom. 

Council of Europe, 2009. Manual for Relating Language Examinations to the Common European Framework of Reference 
for Languages: Learning, Teaching, Assessment (CEFR) [Online.] Available at: http://www.coe.int/t/DG4/Portfolio/docu-
ments/Manual%20Revision%20-%20proofread%20-%20FINAL.pdf

CRESST, n.d. ‘Assessment Glossary’. On: CRESST – National Center for Research on Evaluation, Standards and Student Test-
ing. [Online.] Available at: http://www.cse.ucla.edu/products/glossary.php 

Crowley, T., 2003. Standard English and the politics of language. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan.

Davis, A., Brown, A., Elder, C., Hill, K., Lumley, T., McNamara,T., 1999. Studies in Language Testing 7: Dictionary of Lan-
guage Testing.  Cambridge: UCLES/Cambridge University Press.

Kaftandjieva, F., 2004. Reference Supplement to the Preliminary Pilot Version of the Manual for Relating Language Examina-
tions to the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages: learning, teaching, assessment, Section B: Stan-
dard Setting. [Online.] Available at: http://www.coe.int/t/dg4/linguistic/CEF-refSupp-SectionB.pdf 

 McNamara, T. and Roever, C., 2006. Language Testing: The Social Dimension. Oxford: Blackwell.
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Detailed notes for lecturers (with answers to tasks)
(2 academic hours)

1. Slides 2–5: The lecturer starts with the aims and the outcomes of the presentation and gives defi nitions to the term ‘standard’ 
(Answers are on slide 5). 

2. Slide 6: The lecturer explains that Tony Crowley in his book Standard English and the politics of language explores the dif-
ferent meanings of the word ‘standard’ and stresses that the word ‘standard’ involves ‘questions of authority, commonality 
and evaluation’ (Crowley, 2003:78). He also raises the issue of a standard language and refers to one of Bakhtin’s central 
arguments, saying  that ‘language is stratifi ed in a number of ways and in fact he [Bakhtin] goes so far as to say that what 
has so far counted as a language is a fi ction which can only appear as a result of an active process of repression’ (Ibid: 6). 
In other words, the distinctions we make between ‘Russian’ and ‘English’ are often quite artifi cial and do not refl ect the 
reality of language use.

3. Slide 7: The issue of standard language is one of the most important in testing because we should understand what language 
we are going to test. In other words, what should be considered to be ‘standard English’ that is going to be tested. On the 
other hand, tests themselves impose ‘correct’ standards, i.e. the language that should be taught and learned. The question 
arises ‘Who should decide which language to test?’ Why is one person’s form of language ‘better’ than another’s?

4. Slide 8: Next the lecturer gives an overview of the major European and American standards that ensure the quality of tests 
and examinations and raises further questions connected with the standards for tests and testers. 

5. Slide 9: The lecturer explains that there are also standards for test takers in terms of their performance. Performance 
standards are ‘explicit defi nitions of what students must do to demonstrate profi ciency at a specifi c level on the content 
standards’ (CRESST, n.d.) and answers the question: How good is good enough? The lecturer refers to the Reference 
Supplement to the Preliminary Pilot Version of the Manual for  Relating Language examinations to the Common Euro-
pean Framework of Reference for Languages: learning, teaching, assessment, Section B: Standard Setting (Kaftandjieva, 
2004:2), and defi nes ‘performance standards as a system including performance levels, performance descriptors, exemplars 
of student work at each level, and cut-off scores that separate the adjacent levels of performance’, with the cut off score 
being defi ned as ‘… an operational version of the corresponding performance standard’. 

6. Slides 10–17: Next, the lecturer tells about the CEFR and comments on its main features. An explanation of the assessment 
pyramid is given. On slide 14, ask students to order the three statements according to their diffi culty for language learners. 
Which CEFR level does each represent? Do students all agree? Then show slide 15 which gives the answer to the task in 
Slide 14.

7. Slide 16 introduces the problem of terminology: can everyone agree on exactly what is meant by these terms? The conclu-
sion is that short descriptions are necessarily vague and open to different interpretations.

8. Slide 17 presents an ‘assessment pyramid’ (McNamara and Roever, 2006:217) showing how clearer and more specifi c 
information about what learners can do in clearly described situations can be tied to the relatively vague descriptions of 
levels. We can only really know what a ‘Can Do’ statement means when we see learners performing specifi c tasks based 
on those statements.

9. Slides 18–19: The lecturer explains that the Common European Framework of Reference (CEFR) enables different exami-
nations to be related to the shared framework without implying any claim that two examinations are exactly equivalent. The 
Manual for Relating Language Examinations to the Common European Framework of Reference specifi es necessary steps 
to ensure validity of this linkage. The lecturer explains that many well-known EFL examinations have already been mapped 
to the CEFR, e.g. Cambridge Exams, IELTS, TOEFL, etc.

10. Slide 19: The Manual identifi es the stages in the process of relating language exams to the CEFR. The fi gure on slide 20 
illustrates how linking an exam or a test ‘can be seen as the development of a line of argument, making claims about dif-
ferent aspects of linkage and providing collaborating evidence of their validity as the process unfolds (Council of Europe, 
2009:15) 

11. While showing slide 21 the lecturer quickly explains what the different stages in the process of relating exams to the CEFR 
are, so that the students get some general idea of the whole process. The students are supposed to be familiar with the CEFR, 
as they have been exposed to some descriptors in Module 1. Otherwise, they could be given a copy of skill level summaries 
to analyse. 

12. Slides 22–23: The lecturer explains what a specifi cation is and may choose to hand out Form A10 from the Manual and a 
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text for the students to assign a CEFR level to. Note: the lecturer can use a text or recording from any exam. 

13. Slide 24: The lecturer should draw the students’ attention to the cognitive processes test takers are expected to use while 
answering test items and should explain that item writers and test developers need to take these cognitive processes into 
consideration when developing tests. They should keep in mind the question: ‘Are the processes used in responding to the 
test similar to those used in real-life?’

14. Slides 25: The lecturer explains to the students that ‘Standardisation involves achieving and implementing a common 
understanding of the meaning of the CEFR levels. It is vital that this understanding is itself linked to the interpretation of 
language professionals in other sectors, regions and countries. In practice, this involves using expert judgment as evidence 
for the validation process, (Council of Europe, 2009).The Standardisation process follows a fl ow chart involving documen-
tation, involving the Specifi cation and Exam scores on one side, and Familiarisation, Training/Standardisation and Stan-
dard setting/Benchmarking of performance samples on the other (Ibid:8). This will assure that judgments made in rating 
performances refl ect the constructs described in the CEFR.  

15. Slide 26: The lecturer focuses on benchmarking of local samples and stresses that ‘if the result of the benchmarking pro-
cess is that performance samples from the test are successfully benchmarked to the levels that were intended in designing 
the test, this corroborates a claim based on Specifi cation’ (Council of Europe, 2009: 11). The lecturer reminds the students 
of the process of analysing samples of spoken interaction and production in Module 1, and asks them to rate a sample of 
spoken/written interaction of the Russian State exam/GIA (available from the www.fi pi.ru site). 

16. Slide 27: The lecturer goes on to explain the process of standard setting and deciding how to allocate students to a CEFR 
level on the basis of their performance. ‘The crucial point in the process of linking an examination to the CEFR is the estab-
lishment of the decision rule to allocate students to one of the CEFR levels on the basis of their performance in the examina-
tion. Usually this takes the form of deciding on cut-off scores, borderline performances’ (Council of Europe, 2009:11). The 
process of reaching a cut-off score is referred to as standard setting. In the case of receptive skills (reading and listening) 
or competences (grammar, vocabulary), cut-off scores need to be decided upon. A cut-off score is the border between the 
lowest acceptable score on a test to be assigned the relevant CEFR-level and the highest score on that test to fail that level. 
For example, a cut-off score of 30 in indirect tests says that a score of 30 or more on the tests grants a level of a particular 
level (e.g. B1) or higher, while a lower score points to a level lower than the level of the cut-off score (in our example, B1). 

17. Slide 28: The lecturer explains to the students that panel-based standard setting procedures may take several days. After 
suitable training, panel members complete the test paper made up by the items under consideration and answer the ques-
tions, e.g. ‘How will the minimally competent candidate – e.g. the marginally B1 reader/listener – perform on the tasks 
in the test?’ They may have to give their judgment in two or three rounds. In the sessions between the rounds they are 
given two kinds of feedback. After the fi rst round they receive information about their judgments (normative information), 
showing that some members give very outlying judgments. This feedback helps to detect and eliminate misunderstanding 
of instruction. After the second round, the panel members are given impact information which shows ‘the proportion of 
students who would have reached or failed to reach each standard based on the provisional cut-offs determined by the result 
of the previous round’ (Council of Europe, 2009:59). The judges discuss the results trying to fi nd a rational and reasonable 
compromise between divergent views. 

18. Slide 29: The lecturer briefl y explains who the panellists/experts might be and why these groups should be represented (to 
refl ect groups with an interest in test results). 

19. Slides 30–39: Standard-setting methods are divided into test-centered and examinee (learner)-centered methods. Slides 31-
39 introduce the students to some test-based methods.

20. Slide 32: The students are given the concept of the ‘minimally competent candidate’, also referred to sometimes as the 
‘minimally acceptable person’, ‘borderline person’ or person ‘just barely passing’. A ‘minimally competent’ B1 student has 
just enough competence to be labelled a B1 student but if their level dropped even slightly, then they would fall below this 
level. Panellists keep the level of this student in mind as they make their judgment for each item. Panellists are required to 
state how many of these ‘minimally competent’ candidates they believe will get the answer right. The experts’ estimates 
are summed to obtain the passing score, and the average across experts becomes the panel’s recommended passing score. 
Alternatively, they state the probability of such a student being able to answer a given item correctly. In this case, the cut 
score is estimated as the sum of those probabilities and is expressed as a percentage (Council of Europe, 2009:61). 

21. Slide 33: Criticisms of the Angoff method are given in this slide.

22. Slides 34–35: The lecturer explains the Yes-No Method, in which the panel members assign ‘1’ (saying ‘Yes’) or ‘0’ (saying 
‘No’) and explains why this method is more popular with experts: it is quicker to implement and feedback is not necessarily 
needed.
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23. Slides 36–38: The lecturer explains the Bookmark method. An Ordered Item Booklet is given to panel members. Items or 
tasks are presented in increasing order of diffi culty. The experts are to decide for an item/task if a ‘Minimally Competent 
Candidate (MCC)’ has mastered the item/task or not. Mastery is defi ned in probabilistic terms and in many cases is set as 
2/3, 50% or 80%. This mastery criterion is referred to as the Response Probability (RP). For RP=2/3 this means that the 
experts have to decide ‘whether the MCC will give the correct answer in at least two of the three cases’ (Council of Europe, 
2009:78). The experts start with the easiest items and they place their bookmark at a transition point where the majority of 
items change from ‘yes’ to ’no’. As a rule, there are several rounds of setting a bookmark. Between the rounds the experts 
discuss the results, with the data not being shared until the second or third round.

24. Slides 39–41 deal with some learner-based methods. Learner-based methods differ from test-based methods in the sense 
that the  s base their judgments on the performances of real students on the test. There are two basic requirements: (a) the 
sample of students should be representative of the target population, (b) the students must be well-known  by at least one of 
the panel members. Thus, the panel consists of the teachers of the sampled students and each student is well-known by one 
of the panel members. [Manual, 2009:67] 

25. Slide 40: The lecturer explains the Basket Method (which is going to be used during the workshop) and how the panellists’ 
judgments are converted to cut-off scores. As the experts are supposed to set minimum requirements for each level, the sum 
of items assigned to the relevant level or below is interpreted as the cut-off score. The following example from the Manual 
can be given: ‘Suppose that for a 50 item test, two items are placed in Basket A1, seven in Basket A2 and twelve in Basket 
B1, then it follows that according to this panel member, any one who is at Level B1 or higher will respond correctly to 
2+7+12=21 items. This number, the minimum requirement, is interpreted as the cut-off score’ (Ibid:76).

26. Slide 41: The lecturer analyses the Contrasting Groups Method and the Borderline Group Method. In the former method, 
‘the panel group members assign each student to one of two categories (in the case of a single cut-off score), and if the 
purpose of the standard setting is to establish, e.g. the standard for B1/B2, every student is categorized by the panellists as 
either B1 (or lower) or B2 (or higher)’. In the Borderline Group Method, the panellists should identify those students ‘who 
can be conceived as being borderline cases at the intended standard’ (Ibid: 68-69). The lecturer stresses that teachers should 
also use alternative judgments of learner level, e.g. self-assessment, and compare the test results with alternative judgments.

27. Slide 42: The lecturer points out that there are many other methods of setting standards, but all of them share a similar 
feature: they provide a structured and reasoned approach to identifying (a) cut points or cut-off scores defi ning the passing 
score on the test, (b) ranges of probable values: indicating the range of values that might plausibly represent the standard, 
(c) procedural validity evidence: showing how the decision on the cut points has been reached.

28. Slide 43–44: The lecturer fi nishes the presentation with the issues of validity and quality. We should always keep in mind 
the following questions: ‘How do we know that the cut point agreed is really the most appropriate cut point? Can we be 
confi dent that the test is of suffi cient quality for the cut point to be meaningful?’ It is important to check that each step in 
linking exams to CEFR is justifi ed and successful.
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Workshop outline for students
Aligning language examinations to the CEFR

1. Familiarisation activities – analyzing and comparing the salient features of each of the CEFR levels.

2. Specifi cation activities – analyzing the DIALANG self-assessment statements for reading to understand the prin-
ciples of text and task selection for reading tests.

3. Standardisation – training in judging the diffi culty of test items in relation to CEFR  illustrative items. 

4. Standard setting: Basket method – refl ecting on the method, its pros and cons.



Promoting Sustainable Excellence in Testing and Assessment of English

Financed by the TEMPUS programme of the European Union

200

Workshop – notes for lecturers
Materials: 

Note: To carry out some of the some tasks you will need to order the CD ROM: Relating language examinations to the Common 
European Framework of Reference for Languages: learning, teaching, assessment - Reading and Listening Tasks: Pilot samples 
(2005). 

You can order this CD from the Council of Europe. Language Policy Division by emailing a request to DECS-LANG@coe.int 

Worksheets, handouts with CEFR scales and sample test tasks are taken from the Manual for Relating Language Examinations 
to the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages: learning, teaching, assessment (CEFR), (Council of Europe, 
2009) (hereafter referred to as the “Manual”) and the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages: learning, 
teaching, assessment (Council of Europe, 2001), referred to as CEFR, 2001. 

Both of these are available for download from the Council of Europe website: http://www.coe.int/t/dg4/linguistic/cadre1_en.asp 

Handouts:

– Handouts with tasks

– Table A1 (Manual, 2009:123)

– Cut up versions of CEFR Table A1 to make sets of jumbled descriptors. N.B. All level references should be removed! 
(one set per envelope, one envelope for each pair of students)

–  CEFR Table 2 - Self Assessment Grid (CEFR, 2001:26-27)

– Cut up versions of CEFR Table 2 for group work. N.B. All level references should be removed! (one set per envelope, 
one envelope per group of fi ve students)

– DIALANG self-assessment statements for reading from the CEFR, (2001:231)

– Sample text and tasks from the Council of Europe CD ROM: Relating Language Examinations to the Common Eu-
ropean Framework of Reference for Languages: learning, teaching, assessment. Reading and Listening Tasks: Pilot 
samples (Council of Europe, 2005). Texts 1–2: DIALANG A2, p13; B1, p5. Text 3. University of Cambridge ESOL 
Examinations. KET– Reading, pp. 10. 

– Sample Blank Grid for a reading test (Manual, 2009:157)

General Notes:

The whole procedure is described in the Manual. It is strongly recommended that the lecturer should read the relevant chapters 
of the Manual carefully. 2–3 weeks before the workshop, the lecturer should ask the students to read Section 3.6 in the CEFR 
(2001:33-42) in English to understand the salient features of all the six levels.

Slide 2: After welcoming the students, the lecturer explains the stages of the workshop and what students are going to do at each 
stage.

1. Familiarization

a. The aim of the fi rst activity is to relate the workshop to the work the students did before the workshop. The lecturer 
hands out jumbled descriptors from Table A1 (Manual, 2009:123). The task is: ‘Read the 10 descriptors carefully and 
assign them to levels A1–C2. After the students have fi nished the task, the lecturer hands out the full Table A1 for 
them to check the results. 

b. The students are asked to read Table A1 carefully and highlight key elements in colour. In pairs, they discuss the 
salient features of each of the CEFR levels. 

c. Students work as a group (fi ve students). The lecturer hands out the CEFR Self-Assessment Grid (CEFR, 2001:26-
27) for (1) Listening, (2) Reading, (3) Spoken Interaction, (4) Spoken production, (5) Writing, with empty cells for 
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levels A1 – C2 and the descriptors for Reading in an envelope (one envelope per group). Students sort out the Reading 
descriptors for levels A1- C2 and place the descriptors into the correct cells of the CEFR Self-Assessment Grid. The 
lecturer hands out a copy of the completed Grid so that students can check their answers.

d. Students are asked to self-assess their own language level in English (or in any other foreign language they can speak) 
with the Grid and discuss this with peers. The aim of this activity is two-fold: students better understand their own 
level of profi ciency and become aware of the existence of uneven language profi les; students better understand the 
Reading descriptors which prepare them for the standard-setting tasks.

e. The lecturer asks the students to discuss in pairs the following questions: Is the Self-Assessment Grid a user-/asses-
sor-/constructor-oriented scale? Are the descriptors easy to understand and use? Can you use them to record progress 
in the profi ciency of your students? Are there any gaps in the scales? 

2. Specifi cation

a. The lecturer hands out the DIALANG self-assessment statements for Reading and asks the students to highlight the 
information dealing with (1) text characteristics (e.g. length), reading activities (e.g. reading and following instruc-
tions), readers’ goals (reading for gist). In pairs, students discuss their ideas.

b. Slide 3: In groups, the students discuss the following questions dealing with the cognitive processes involved in read-
ing: What do test takers have to do to arrive at an answer? Read slowly and carefully? Read quickly and selectively? 
Understand a single word? A phrase? A sentence? Several sentences? An entire text? Is the necessary information 
explicitly provided for them? 

c. The lecturer hands out ‘Blank Grid for a Reading Text’ (Manual, 2009:157) and discusses row headings so that the 
students understand how they are supposed to fi ll in the table. Answer: Text source (can be elicited from the DIAL-
ANG scales), e.g. announcements, notices, labeling, packaging, etc (levels A1/A2), advertising, personal letters, 
recipes, textbooks, readers, etc (levels A2/B1), business letters, dictionaries, articles, novels, reports, etc (B1/B2), 
abstracts, contracts, manuals, reference books, etc (C1/C2). Discourse type: descriptive, narrative, expository (defi -
nitions, explanations, outlines, summaries, interpretations, e.g. book review), instructive, argumentative. Domain: 
personal, public, occupational, educational. Topic (see CEFR, 2001:52). Nature of content: only concrete (A1/A2), 
mostly concrete (A2/B1), fairly abstract (B1/B2), mainly abstract (C1/C2). Vocabulary: only frequent (A1/A2), most-
ly frequent (A2/B1), rather extended (B1/B2), extended (C1/C2). Grammar structure: only simple (A1/A2), mainly 
simple (A2/B1), limited range (B1/B2), wide range (C1/C2)

3. Standardisation

1. The lecturer produces a DIALANG A2 level text (COE CD ROM, Council of Europe, 2005:13) and a B1 level text 
(Ibid: 5) and asks the students to do the tasks in their handouts and assign a CEFR level to sample texts using the DIAL-
ANG scale. They fi ll in the ‘Blank Grid for a Reading Text’ for texts 1 and 2. In pairs, the students compare their results 
using the defi ned criteria to justify their judgments. 

2. The lecturer asks the students to analyse item characteristics: their type (constructed/selected, MC, matching, etc), and 
the operations necessary to get the item right (recognize and retrieve, evaluate, etc., understand main idea/gist/details/
opinion, etc, understand implicit/explicit information) 

4. Standard Setting: Basket Method

Slides 4-5: After the familiarization, specifi cation and standardisation  activities, the lecturer reminds the students about 
the main principles of the Basket Method and asks the students to apply this method to a sample text (a suitable text might 
be the example provided by the COE CD ROM KET Reading. ‘Chinese Music in an English Village’ (Council of Europe, 
2005:10). 

Task 1. 

a. The students fi rst do the tasks individually, then compare their results.

b. They analyse the text and fi ll in the ‘Blank Grid for a Reading Text’. 

c. The students are invited to refl ect on each item and answer the question ‘At what CEFR level can a test taker 
already answer the item correctly?’ They assign each item to one of the CEFR levels (in other words, ‘put each 
item in a basket corresponding to one of the CEFR levels’ Council of Europe, 2009:75). They discuss their 
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results (whole class discussion) and the teacher gives the ‘right’ answers as provided by the Council of Europe. 

Task 2 

The lecturer reminds the students how the judgments are converted to cut-off scores and asks them to establish the cut-off 
score for the test. 

Slides 6-7: The lecturer invites the students to refl ect on the procedure and answer some questions about the training and 
practice. These are open-ended questions, so there can be a variety of answers.

The students may then be given the list of books for further reading and the follow-up task (project work). 
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Workshop handout
1. Familiarisation activities. 

a. A sorting exercise: Work with your partner. Try to match levels A1- C2 to their salient characteristics (Handout: jumbled 
descriptors from Table A1: Salient Characteristics of CERF Levels, Chapter 1. Manual (CEFR, 2001:123)

b. Read Table A1 carefully and highlight key elements in colour. Share with your partner your views on the salient features 
of each of the CEFR levels.

c. Work as a group (fi ve students). You have the CEFR Self-Assessment Grid for (1) Listening, (2) Reading, (3) Spoken 
Interaction, (4) Spoken production, (5) Writing. The cells for levels A1 – C2 are empty. 

The descriptors for these skills are in your envelope. Among yourselves, decide who will take which skill (1-5) to sort out 
the descriptors for levels A1- C2 (for example, student X will take ‘Listening’ and fi nd all the descriptors for levels A1-C2, 
student Y  will take ‘Reading’, etc).

Each student must place his/her descriptors into the correct cells of the CEFR Self-Assessment Grid.

d. Read the CEFR Self-Assessment Grid carefully and try to assess your own language level in English or in any other for-
eign language you can speak.

e. Discuss the following questions with your partner: Is it a holistic or an analytic scale? Is it a user-/assessor-/constructor-
oriented scale? Are the descriptors easy to understand and use? Could you use them to record the progress in profi ciency 
of your students? Are there any aspects of language ability that are not included on the scales?

2. Specifi cation activities

a. Carefully study the DIALANG self-assessment statements for reading and highlight the information dealing with (1) text 
characteristics (e.g. length), reading activities (e.g. reading and following instructions), readers’ goals (reading for gist)? 
Discuss your ideas with your partner.

b. Discuss in groups the following questions dealing with the cognitive processes involved in reading: 

 What do test takers have to do to arrive at an answer? Read slowly and carefully? Read quickly and selectively? 
Understand a single word? A phrase? A sentence? Several sentences? An entire text? 

 Is the necessary information explicitly provided for them? 

 How does this vary by CEFR level?

3. Standardisation training. 

1. Read the DIALANG texts, do the tasks, and analyse the texts features. Fill in the ‘Blank Grid for a Reading Text’ for Text 
1 and Text 2 (use the prompts given in the table below). Get ready to answer the following questions: 

 At which CEFR level do you think a learner could read this text understanding most of the details?

 What features make this text easy or diffi cult to read? 

Text source sign/advert/newspaper/article/book/report, etc.
Authenticity genuine/adapted or simplifi ed/pedagogic
Discourse type mainly descriptive; mainly narrative; mainly instructive; mainly argumentative, 

mainly expository, i.e. a text written to explain,  describe,  present information, or 
persuade

Domain personal/public/professional/educational
Topic E.g. personal identifi cation, sports, health, travel, free time, home, education, shop-

ping, food and drink, services, places, language, weather, environment, relations 
with other people.
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Nature of content only concrete, mostly concrete, fairly abstract, mostly abstract
Text length (number of 
words)
Vocabulary only frequent vocabulary, mostly frequent, rather extended, extended
Grammar only simple, mostly simple, limited range of complex structures, wide range of 

complex structures

2.  Analyse the test items. 

What do test takers have to do to get the right answer? 

Use the following table to answer these questions

What cognitive operations are involved in each task?

What minimum CEFR level does one need to master this item?

Assign a CEFR level to each item.

Recognize and retrieve

Make inferences

Evaluate

Main idea/gist

Detail

Opinion

Speaker’s/Writer’s attitude/mood

Conclusion

Communicative purpose

Text structure/connections between parts

From explicit information

From implicit information

4. Standard Setting: Basket Method. 

Task 1

a. Read Text 3 and do the tasks.  

b. Analyse the text and fi ll in the ‘Blank Grid for a Reading Text’. 

c. Refl ect on each item and answer the question ‘At what CEFR level can a test taker already answer the item correctly?’. 
Identify the level and assign each item to one of the CEFR levels (in other words, ‘put each item in a basket corresponding 
to one of the CEFR levels’ (Council of Europe, 2009:75). If an  item is ‘put in basket B1, this means that a person at that 
level should be able to give a correct response to this item ’ (Ibid: 76)

Task 2 

Establish a cut score: sum of items placed in the relevant ‘basket’ or at levels below.
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Answer key for workshop activities
1. Familiarisation.

a. Table A1 (Manual)

b. The salient features are given in bold or in italics in Table A1.

c. CEFR Self-assessment Grid (CEFR, 2001:231)

d. Open-ended

e. The Grid is a user-oriented scale. It can be used to record progress in the language profi ciency of students (from 
one level to another). There are gaps in the scales, for example, one cannot assess one’s linguistic range, gram-
matical accuracy, fl uency, etc. 

2. Specifi cation activities 

a. Students are supposed to notice different text features, e.g. informational texts, descriptions, straightforward 
tests, specialized articles, literary and non literary writings, short, long simple, standard, etc). They should also 
identify the different reader’s goals (fi nd/specify specifi c information, locate specifi c information, identify con-
clusions, etc.). The lecturer can use the tables from the handout for ‘Standardisation training’ to guide the stu-
dents in their analysis.

b. The necessary information is not always explicitly provided to the questions posed to students. 

3. Standardisation 

Answers to the tasks: A2 text – option A, B1 text – option C.

Suggested answers to these tasks are provided in the Council of Europe CD ROM, DIALANG and Cambridge ESOL KET 
(Council of Europe, 2005:14 and 11)

4. Standard setting: Basket method.

Task 1

a. Answers to the tasks are provided in the Council of Europe CD ROM: see KET Reading (Council of Europe, 2005:12-
13)

Task 2

The cut score will equal the sum of items placed in the relevant ‘basket’ and at the levels below.

Extension activities 

Group project (3-4 people) OR Individual project

Use the Dutch CEFR Grid to judge the diffi culty of your local tests/test items in relation to the CEFR.

Extension reading and weblinks

Council of Europe, 2001. Common European Framework of Reference for Languages: learning, teaching, assessment. Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press.

Council of Europe, 2009. Manual for Relating Language Examinations to the Common European Framework of Reference for 
Languages: Learning, Teaching, Assessment (CEFR). [Online.] Available at:  http://www.coe.int/t/dg4/linguistic/Source/
ManualRevision-proofread-FINAL_en.pdfGreen, A., 2013. Exploring Language Assessment and Testing. Abingdon, 
Oxon: Routledge. Chapter 7.
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bridge University Press, 2011.
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Cambridge University Press. 
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