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Preface

Travelers to a different country often buy a guidebook to understand the local
culture, identify the main attractions, and learn a few helpful phrases to get
around more easily. For many teachers of English language learners [ELLs),
assessment 15 like visiting a foreign country. Assessment has its own culture,
traditions, and special language. This guidebook is meant to help classroom
teachers find their way more easily in the world of language assessment. The
authors—experienced teachers and teacher-trainers—are your helpful tour
guides. They will explain the important features of language assessment, point
out essential phrases, and guide you on a journey of discovery as you learn how
to make better use of assessment in your teaching.

Good assessment mirrors good teaching—they go hand in hand. Because
there are such a great variety of English teaching settings, there are also a
great variety of assessment techniques. Some teachers teach English as a second
language [ESL) to adult learners in intensive English programs, in community
colleges, or in adult education programs. Other teachers teach English as a
foreign language (EFL] to children, adults, or both children and edult learners.
Finally, some teachers teach regular conlent such as math or science to
nonnative-speaking students in kindergarien, elementary, middle, or high
schools [i.e., K-12) in English-speaking countries. This group can be referred
to as ESOL (English to speakers of other languages), ELL, or even ESL learners.
Regardless of the setting in which you teach, assessment should be a part of
instruction from the very beginning of class planning.

In each chapter. you will encounter some ways two teachers [composites)
deal with assessment in their classrooms. Ms. Wright, an experienced teacher
well versed in assessment, models best practice while her less-experienced col-
league, Mr. Knott, tries assessment concepts and technigues that are new to
him. Through their experiences, you will:

* understand the cornerstones of all good assessment

¢ learn useful techniques for testing and alternative assessment

* become aware of issues in assessing reading, writing, listen-
ing, and speaking

* discover ways to help your students develop good test-taking
strategies

* hecome familiar with the processes and procedures of
dassessment
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Ms. Wright and Mr. Knott do not represent real individuals. They are compos-
ites of many teachers, all of whom have contributed to this book.

A final chapter focuses on the special needs of K-12 teachers in assessing
English language learners in content areass, a major concern at & time of
increased standardized testing.

The book starts with "Are You Testwise?" So why not start your journey
with this pretest on page ix now?
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Are You Testwise?

Take this short quiz to discover how you'll benefit from reading this assessment
book.

Read each situation and decide which is the best solution. Circle the letter of the best
answer. You will find the answers on page xii. As you read, compare your responses
with the chapter information.

1. It's the beginning of the semester, and you have a mixed-
level class. You wanlt to get an idea of the class's strengths
and weaknesses before you plan your lessons. Which kind of
test would give you the information you need? [You will find
the answer to this question in the Intreduction.)

a. placement
b. diagnostic
¢. proficiency
d. aptitude
2. You've heard the phrase, “Test what you teach and how you
teach it' many times. Which principle of good assessment

does it exemplify? (You will find the answer to this question
in the Introduction.)

a. validity
b. reliability
e, washback
d. practicality

3. Your college department team is planning the assessmentl
strategy for the semester. You want to allocate sufficient
time to each step of the assessment development process.

Which step do most people tend to shortchange? (You will
find the answer to this question in Chapter 1.)

a. scheduling administration
b. identification of outcomes
c. establishing grading criteria
d. analysis and reflection
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4. You are writing a multiple choice exam for vour students.
Which is a potential threat to the reliability of your exam?
{You will find the answer to this question in Chapter 2.)

a. using three options as distractors
b. keeping all common language in the stem
c. providing an answer pattern ABC D, ABC D, etc.
d. avoiding verbatim language from the text
5. Teachers often expand the True/False format to include a
“not enough information” option. This has the advantage of
reducing the guessing factor and requiring more cognitive
processing of information. However, it's not appropriate for
which language skill? (You will find the answer to this ques-
tion in Chapter 2.
a. grammar
bi listening
c. reading

d. vocabulary

6. You are about to assess student writing. What is the best
strategy to ensure high reliability of your grading? [You will
find the answer to this question in Chapter 4.)

a. Require students to write a draft.
b, Give students & very detailed prompt.
c. Use multiple raters and a grading scale.
d. Use free writing instead of guided writing.
7. Your class will soon sit for a high-stakes, standardized exam
such as TOEFL®, PET, or IELTS™, What is the maost helpful

thing you can do to prepare the students? (You will find the
answer to this question in Chapter 7.)

. Coach them in strategies such as time management.

= 2 -

. Give them additienal mock examinations on a daily basis.

(e

. Revise material that appeared on last year's exam.

+ N

. Siress the consequences of failing the examination.
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B. Your last encounter with statistics was years ago at univer-
sity. Now your principal has asked you to do some descrip-
tive statistics on your students’' grades. Which of these
indicates the middle point in the distribution? [You will find
the answer to this question in Chapter 9.)

4. mean
b, mode

c. median

d. standard deviation

9. Your colleagues are using multiple measures to assess stu-
dents in a course. You want to find & Lype of alternative
assessment that demonstrates what students can actually do
as contrasted to what they know about the subject or skill.
What's vour best choice? [You will find the answer to this
guestion in the Introduction.)

a. an objective multiple choice question test
b. a showcase portfolio
¢. reflective journals
d. a project
10. Your institution has a number of campuses with expectations
for common assessments. What is the best way to ensure

that the students on each campus are assessed fairly? |You
will find the answer lo this question in Chapter 1.

a. Write to test specifications.

b. Utilize student-designed tests,
c. Recycle last year's tests,

d. Use exams [rom the textbook.
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Introduction to Issues in Language
Assessment and Terminology

In today’s language classrooms, the term assessment usually evokes images of an
end-of-course paper-and-pencil test designed to tell both teachers and students
how much material the student doesn’t know or hasn't yet mastered. However,
assessment is much more than tests. Assessment includes a broad range of
activities and tasks that teachers use to evaluate student progress and growth
on a daily basis,

Consider a day in the life of Ms. Wright, a typical experienced ESL teacher
in a large urban secondary school in Florida. In addition to her many adminis-
trative responsibilities, she engages in a wide range of assessment-related tasks
on a daily basis. It is now May, two weeks before the end of the school year.
Today, Ms. Wright did the following in her classroom:

» graded and analyzed yesterday's quiz on the irregular past
lense

* decided on topics for tomorrow's review session

* administered a placement test to a new student to gauge the
student's writing ability

* met with the principal to discuss the upcoming statewide
exam

® checked her continuous assessment records to choose stu-
dents to ohserve for speaking today

* improvised a review when it was clear that students were
confused about yesterday's vocabulary lesson

* made arrangements to offer remediation to students who did
poorly on last week's reading practice exam

® after reviewing the final exam that came with the textbook,
decided to revise questions to suit class focus and coverage

* graded students’ first drafts of a travel webquest using check-
lists distributed to students at the start of the project

Each of these tasks was based on & decision Ms. Wright made about her stu-
dents or her class as a whole. Teachers assess their students in a number of
ways and for a variety of purposes because they need to make decisions about
their classrooms and their teaching. Some of these decisions are made on the
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spol, such as the improvised review. Others, like preparing the final exam,
entail long-term planning.

Placing students in the right level of classroom instruction is an essential
purpose of assessment. Normally, new students are given placement exams at
the beginning of the school year, but some new students arrive throughout the
year. By assigning a new student a writing task to gauge her writing ability, Ms,
Wright tried to ensure that the student would benefit from instruction at the
apprupriate level for the remaining weeks of the school year.

Some of the decisions Ms. Wright made today had to do with diagnosing
student problems. One of a teacher's main aims is to identify students’
strengths and weaknesses with a view to carrying out revision or remedial
activities. By making arrangements to offer remediation to students who did
poorly on last week's reading exam, she was engaging in a form of diagnostic
assessment.

Much of what teachers do today in language classrooms is to find out
ahout the language proficiency of their students. In preparing her students
to take the Florida Comprehensive Assessment Test (FCAT), Ms. Wright was
determining whether her students have sufficient language proficiency to com-
plete the exam effectively and meet national benchmarks,

Other activities were carried out with the aim of evaluating academic
performance. In fact, a lot of teacher time is spent gathering information that
will help teachers make decisions about their students’ achievement regarding
course goals and mastery of course content. Ms. Wright uses multiple measures
such as quizzes, tests, projects, and continuous assessment to monitor her stu-
dents' academic performance. To assign speaking grades to her students, she
had to selecl four or five students per day for her continuous assessment
records. These daily speaking scores will later be averaged together with her
students' formal oral interview results for their final speaking grades.

Many of her classroom assessment activities concerned instructional
decision-making. In deciding which material to present next or what to revise,
Ms. Wright was making decisions about her language classroom. When she pre-
pares her lesson plans, she consults the syllabus and the course ohjectives, but
she also makes adjustments to suit the immediate needs of her students.

Some of the assessment activities thal teachers participate in are for
accountability purposes. Teachers must provide educational authorities with
evidence that their intended learning outcomes have been achieved. Ms. Wright
understands that her assessment decisions impact her students, their families,
her school administration, and the community in which she works.



| 9 Introduction —

Evaluation, Assessment, and Testing

To help teachers make effective use of evaluation, assessment, and testing pro-
cedures in the foreign/second [F/SL) language classroom, it is necessary to clar-
ity what these concepts are and explain how they differ from one another.

The term evaluation is all-inclusive and is the widest basis for collecting
information in education. According to Brindley {1989), evaluation is ‘conceptu-
alized as broader in scope, and concerned with the overall program” (p. 3). Eval-
uation involves looking at all factors that influence the learning process, ie.,
syllabus ohjectives, course design, and materials (Harris & McCann, 1994),
Evaluation goes beyond student achievement and language assessment to con-
sider all aspects of teaching and learning and to look at how educational deci-
sions can be informed by the results of alternative forms of assessment
[Genessee, 2001).

Assessment is part of evaluation because it is concerned with the student
and with what the student does [Brindley, 1989). Assessment refers to a variety
of ways of collecting information on a learner's language ability or achieve-
ment. Although testing and assessmen! are often used interchangeably,
assessment is an umbrella term for all types of measures used to evaluate
student progress. Tests are a subcategory of assessment, A test is a formal, sys-
tematic (usually paper-and-pencil] procedure used to gather information
about students’ behavior.

In summary, evaluation includes the whole course or program, and informa-
tion is collected from many sources, including the learner. While assessment is
related to the learner and his or her achievements, testing is part of assessment,
and it measures learner achievement.

Categorizing Assessment Tasks

Different types of tests are administered for different purposes and used at dif-
ferent stages of the course to gather information about students. You as a lan-
guage teacher have the responsibility of deciding on the best option for your
particular group of students in your particular teaching context. It is useful to
categorize assessments by type, purpose, or place within the teaching/learning

process or timing.



_ Introduction

Types of Tests

The most common use of language tests is to identify strengths and weaknesses
in students’ abilities. For example, through testing we might discover that a stu-
dent has excellent oral language abilities but a relatively low level of reading
comprehension. Information gleaned from tests alsc assists us in deciding who
should be allowed to participate in & particular course or program area. Another
common use of tests is to provide information about the effectiveness of pro-
grams of instruction.

Placement Tests

Placement tests assess students' level of language ability so they can be placed in
an appropriate course or class. This type of test indicates the level at which a
student will learn most effectively. The primary aim is to create groups of learn-
ers that are homogeneous in level. In designing a placement test, the test devel-
oper may base the test content either on a theory of general language
proficiency or on learning objectives of the curriculum, Institutions may choose
to use a well-established proficiency test such as the TOEFL®, IELTS™, or
MELAB exam and link it to curricular benchmarks. Alternatively, some place-
ment tests are based on aspects of the syllabus taught at the institution con-
cerned [Alderson, Clapham, & Wall, 1995).

At some institutions, students are placed according to their overall rank in
the test results combined from all skills, At other schools and colleges, students
are placed according to their level in each skill area. Additionally, placement
test scores are used lo determine if a student needs further instruction in the
language or could matriculate directly into an academic program without taking
preparatory language courses.

Aptitude Tests

An aptitude test measures capacity or general sbility to learn a foreign or second
language. Although not commonly used these days, two examples deserve men-
tion: the Modern Language Aptitude Test (MLAT) developed by Carroll and
Sapon in 1958 and the Pimsleur Language Aptitude Battery (PLAB) developed
by Pimsleur in 1966 (Brown, H.D., 2004]. These are used primarily in deciding
to sponsor a person for special training based on language aptitude.

Diagnostic Tests

Dhagnastic tests identify language areas in which a student needs further help.
Harris and McCann {1994) point out that where “other types of tests are based
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on success, diagnostic tests are based on failure” (p. 29). The information gained
from diagnostic tests is crucial for further course activities and providing stu-
dents with remediation, Because diagnostic tests are difficult to write, place-
ment tests often serve a dual function of both placement and diagnosis [Harris
& McCann, 1994; Davies et al., 1999),

Progress Tests

Prograss tests measure the progress that students are making toward defined
course or program goals. They are administered at various stages throughout a
language course to determine what students have learned, usually after certain
segments of instruction have been completed. Progress tests are generally
teacher produced and narrower in focus than achievement tests because they
cover less material and assess fewer objectives.

Achievement Tesls

Achievement tests are similar to progress lests in that they determine what a stu-
dent has learned with regard to stated course outcomes. They are usually
administered at mid- and end-point of the semester or academic year. The con-
tent of achievement tests is generally based on the specific course content or on
the course objectives, Achievement tests are often cumulalive, covering mate-
rial drawn from an entire course or semester.

Proficiency Tests

Proficiency tests, on the other hand, are not based on a particular curriculum or
language program. They assess the overall language abilily of students at vary-
ing levels. They may also tell us how capable a person is in a particular lan-
guage skill area (e.g., reading). In other words, proficiency tests describe what
students are capable of doing in a language.

Proficiency tests are typically developed by external bodies such as exami-
nation boards like Educational Testing Services [ETS), the College Board, or
Cambridge ESOL. Some proficiency tesls have been standardized for interna-
tional use, such as the TOEFL®, which measures the English language profi-
ciency of foreign college students who wish to study in North American
universities or the [ELTS™ which is intended for those who wish to study in
the United Kingdom or Australia (Davies et sl., 1999). Increasingly, North
American universities are accepting IELTS™ as a measure of English language
proficiency.
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Additional Ways of Labeling Tests

Objective versus Subjective Tests

Sometimes tests are distinguished by the manner in which they are scored. An
objective test is scored by comparing a student's responses with an established
set of acceptable/correct responses on an answer key. With objectively scored
tests, the scorer does nol require particular knowledge or training in the exam-
ined area. In contrast, a subjective test, such as wriling an essay, requires scoring
by opinion or personal judgment so the human element is very important.
Tesling formats associated with objective tests are multiple choice questions
(MCOQs), True/False/Not Given (T/F/Ns), and matching. Objectively scored tests
are ideal for computer scanning, Examples of subjectively scored lests are essay
tests, interviews, or comprehension questions, Even experienced scorers or
markers need moderated training sessions to ensure inter-rater reliability.

Criterion-Referenced versus Norm-Referenced
or Standardized Tests

Criterion-referenced tests (CRT5| are usually developed lo measure mastery of
well-defined instructional objectives specific to & particular course or program.
Their purpose is to measure how much learning has occurred. Student perform-
ance is compared only to the amount or percentage of material learned (Brown,
].D., 2005).

True CRT5 are devised before instruction is designed so that the test will
match the teaching objectives. This lessens the possibility that teachers will
“teach to the test." The criterion or cut-off score is set in advance. Student
achievement is measured with respect to the degree of learning or mastery of
the pre-specified content, A primary concern of a CRT is that it be sensitive to
different ability levels.

Narm-referenced tests (NRT) or standardized tests differ from criterion-
referenced tests in a number of ways. NRTS are designed to measure global lan-
guage abilities. Students’ scores are interpreted relative to all other students who
take the exam. The purpose of an NRT is to spread students out along a contin-
uum of scores so that those with low abilities in a certain skill are at one end of
the normal distribution and those with high scores are at the other end, with the
majority of the students falling between the extremes (Brown, ].D., 2005, p. 2).

By definition, an MRT must have been previously administered to a large
sample of people from the target population. Acceptable standards of achieve-
ment are determined after the test has been developed and administered. Test
results are interpreted with reference to the performance of a given group or
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norm. The norm is typically a large group of students who are similar to the
individuals for whom the test is designed.

Summative versus Formative

Tests or tasks administered at the end of the course to determine if students
have achieved the objectives set out in the curriculum are called summative
assessments. They are often used to decide which students move on to a higher
level (Harris & McCann, 1994). Formative assessments, however, are carried out
with the aim of using the results to improve instruction, so they are given dur-
ing a course and feedback is provided to students.

High-Stakes versus Low-Stakes Tests

High-stakes tests are those in which the results are likely to have a major impact
on the lives of large numbers of individuals or on large programs. For example,
the TOEFL® is high stakes in that admission to a university program is often
contingent on receiving a sufficient language proficiency score.

Low-stahes tests are those in which the results have a relatively minor
impact on the lives of the individual or on small programs. In-class progress
tests or short quizzes are examples of low-stakes tests,

Traditional versus Alternative Assessment

One useful way of understanding alternative assessment is to contrast it with
traditional testing. Allernative assessment asks students to show what they can
do; students are evaluated on what they integrate and produce rather than on
what they are able o recall and reproduce (Huerta-Macias, 1995). Competency-
based assessment demonstrates what students can actually do with English.
Alternative assessment differs from traditional testing in that it:

* does not intrude on regular classroom aclivities

* reflects the curriculum ectually being implemented in the
classroom

» provides information on the strengths and weaknesses of
each individual student

* provides multiple indices that can be used to gauge student
progress

* is more multiculturally sensitive and free of the linguistic and
cultural biases found in traditional testing [Huerta-Macias,
1945),
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Types of Alternative Assessment

Several types of alternative assessment can be used with great success in
today's language classrooms:

® Self-assessment

* Portfolio assessment

* Student-designed tests

* Learner-centered assessment
* Projects

* Presentations

Specific types of alternative assessment will be discussed in the skills
chapters.
This chart summarizes common types of language assessment.

Infarmal Fl:rr:r_na‘l

Classroom, "low-stakes” Stendardized, "high-stakes”
Cntencn-referenced Morm-referenced
Achievement Proficiency

Birect Indirect

Subjective Chbijective

Formative Summative

Alternative, authentic Traditional tests

Because language performance depends heavily on the purpose for lan-
guage use and the context in which it is used, it makes sense to provide stu-
dents with assessment opportunities that reflect these practices. Our assessment
practices must reflact the importance of using language both in and out of the lan-
guage classroom.

It is also important to note that most testers today recommend that teachers
use multiple measures assessment. Mulliple measures assessment comes from the
belief that no single measure of language assessment is enough to tell us all we
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need to know aboul our students’ language abilities. That is, we must employ a
mixture of all the assessment types previously mentioned to obtain an accurate
reading of our students’ progress and level of language proficiency.

Test Purpose

One of the most important first tasks of any test writer is to determine the pur-
pose of the test. Defining the purpose aids in selection of the right type of test.
This table shows the purpose of many of the common test types.

Test Type Main Purpose

Flacement tests Place students at appropriate level of
instruction within program

Diagnostic tests Identify students’ strangths and weaknesses
for remediation

Progress tests or in-Course tasks Provide information about mastery or diffi-

culty with course materials

Achievement tests Prowide information about students” attain-
ment of course outcomes at end of course
or within the program

Standardized tests Provide measure of students’ proficiency
using international benchmarks

Timing of the Test

Tests are commonly categorized by the point in the instructional period at
which they occur. Aptitude, admissions, and general proficiency tests often take
place before or oulside of the program; placement and diagnostic tests often
occur at the start of a program. Progress and achievement tests take place dur-
ing the course of instruction and promotion, while mastery or certification tests
occur at the end of a course of study or program.
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The Cornerstones of Testing

Language testing at any level is a highly complex undertaking that must be
based on theory as well as practice. Although this book focuses on practical
aspects of classroom testing, an understanding of the basic principles of larger-
scale testing is essential. The nine guiding principles thal govern good test
design, development, and analysis are usefulness, validifty, reliability practicality,
washback, authenticity, transparency, and security. Repeated references to these
cornerstones of language testing will be made throughout this book.

Usefulness

For Bachman and Palmer (1996, the most important consideration in designing
and developing a language test is the use for which it is intended: "Test useful-
ness provides a kind of metric by which we can evaluate not only the tests that
we develop and use, but also all aspects of test development and use” (p. 17).
Thus, usefulness is the most important quality or cornerstone of testing. Bach-
man and Palmer's model of test usefulness requires that any language test must
be developed with a specific purpose, a particular group of test-takers, and a
specific language use in mind.

Validity

The term validity refers to the extent to which a test measures what it purports
to measure. In other words, test what you teach and how you teach it! Types of
validity include content, construct, and face validity. For classroom teachers,
conrent validity means that the test assesses the course content and outcomes
using formats familiar to the students. Construct validity refers to the *fit"
between the underlying theories and methodology of language learning and the
type of assessmenl. For example, a communicative language learning approach
must be matched by communicative langnage testing. Face validity means that
the test looks as though it measures what il is supposed to measure. This is an
important factor for both students and administrators. Moreover, a professional-
locking exam has more credibility with students and administrators than a
sloppy one.

It i= important to be clear about what we want to assess and then be certain
that we are assessing that material and not something else. Making sure thal
clear assessment objectives are met is of primary importance in achieving test
validity. The best way to ensure validity is to produce tests to specifications. Sce
Chapter 1 regarding the use of specifications,
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Reliability
Reliabilify refers to the consistency of test scores, which simply means that a
test would offer similar results if it were given at another time. For example, if
the same test were to be administered to the same group of students at two dif-
ferent times in two different settings, it should not make any difference to the
test-taker whether he or she takes the test on one occasion and in one setting or
the other. Similarly, if we develop two forms of a test that are intended to be
used interchangeably, it should not make any difference to the test-taker which
form or version of the test he or she takes. The student should obtain approxi-
mately the same score on either form or version of the test. Versions of exams
that are not equivalent can be a threat to reliability, the use of specifications is
strongly recommended; developing all versions of a test according to specifica-
tions can ensure equivalency across the versions,

Three important factors affect test reliability. Test factors such as the for-
mats and content of the questions and the time given for students to take the
exam must be consistent. For example, testing research shows that longer
exams produce more reliable results than brief quizzes (Bachman, 1990, p. 220).
In general, the more items on a test, the more reliable it is considered to be
because teachers have more samples of students' language ability, Administra-
tive factors are also important for reliability. These include the classroom set-
ting (lighting, seating arrangements, acoustics, lack of intrusive noise, etc.) and
how the teacher manages the administration of the exam. Affective factors in
the response of individual students can also affect reliability, as can fatigue, per-
sonality type, and learning style, Test anxiety can be allayed by coaching stu-
dents in good test-taking strategies,

A fundamental concern in the development and use of language tests is to
identify potential sources of error in a given measure of language ability and to
minimize the effect of these factors on lest reliability. Henning (1987) describes
these threats to test reliability.

* Fluctuations in the Learner. A variety of changes may
take place within the learner that may change a learner’s
true score from test to test. Examples of this type of change
might be additional learning or forgetting. Influences such as
fatigue, sickness, emotional problems, and practice effect
may cause the learner's score to deviate from the score that
reflects his or her actual ability. Practice effect means that a
student's score could improve because he or she has taken
the test 5o many times that the content is familiar.
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* Fluctuations in Scoring, Subjectivity in scoring or mechan-
ical errors in the scoring process may introduce error into
scores and affect the reliability of the test's results. These
kinds of errors usually occur within (intra-rater) or between
(inter-rater) the raters themselves,

* Fluctuations in Test Administration. Inconsistent admin-
istrative procedures and testing conditions will reduce lest
reliability. This problem is most common in institutions
where different groups of students are tested in different
locations on different days,

Reliability is an essential quality of test scores because unless test scores are
relatively consistent, they cannot provide us with information about the abilities
we want to measure. A common theme in the assessment literature is the idea that
reliability and validity are closely interlocked. While reliability focuses on the
empirical aspects of the measurement process, validity focuses on the theoretical
aspects and interweaves these concepts with the empirical ones (Davies et al.,
1999, p. 169). For this reason it is easier to assess reliability than validity.

Practicality

Another important feature of a good test is practicality. Classroom teachers
know all too well the importance of familiar practical issues, but they need to
think of how practical matters relate to testing. For example, a good classroom
test should he “teacher friendly." A teacher should be sble to develop, adminis-
ter, and mark it within the evailable time and with available resources. Class-
room tests are only valuable to students when they are returned promptly and
when the feedback from assessment is understood by the student. In this way,
students can benefit from the test-taking process. Practical issues include the
cost of test development and maintenance, adequate time (for development and
test length|, resources (everything from computer access, copying facilities, and
AV equipment to storage space), ease of marking, availability of suitable/trained
graders, and administrative logistics. For example, teachers know that ideally it
would be good to test speaking one-on-one for up to ten minutes per student.
However, for a class of 25 students, this could take four hours. In addition,
what would the teachers do with the other 24 students during the testing?

Washback

Washbach refers to the effect of testing on teaching and learning. Washback is
generally said to be positive or negative. Unfortunately, students and teachers
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tend to think of the negative effects of testing such as “test-driven” curricula
and only studying and learning “what they need to know for the test.” In con-
strast, positive washback, or whal we prefer to call guided washback, benefits
teachers, students, and administrators because it assumes that testing and cur-
riculum design are both based on clear course outcomes that are known to both
students and teachers/testers. If students perceive that tests are markers of their
progress toward achieving these outcomes, they have a sense of accomplish-
ment.

Authenticity

Langusge learners are motivated to perform when they are faced with tasks
that reflect real-world situations and contexts. Good testing or assessment
strives to use formats and tasks that mirror the types of situations in which stu-
dents would authentically use the target language. Whenever possible, teachers
should attempt to use authentic materials in testing language skills, For K-12
teachers of content courses, the use of authentic materials at the appropriate
language level provides additional exposure to concepts and vocabulary as stu-
dents will encounter them in real-life situations.

Transparency

Transparency refers to the availability of clear, accurate information to students
about testing. Such information should include outcomes to be evaluated, for
mats used, weighting of items and sections, time allowed to complete the test,
and grading criteria. Transparency dispels the myths and mysteries surrounding
testing and the sometimes seemingly adversarial relationship between learning
and assessment. Transparency makes students part of the testing process,

Security

Most teachers feel that security is an issue only in large-scale, high-stakes test-
ing. However, security is part of both reliability and validity for all tests. If a
teacher invests time and energy in developing good tests that accurately reflect
the course outcomes, then it is desirable to be able to recyele the test materials,
Recycling is especially important if analyses show that the items, distractors,
and test sections are valid and discriminating. In some parts of the world, cul-
tural atlitudes toward “collaborative lest-taking” are a threat to test security and
thus to reliability and validity. As a result, there is a trade-off between letting
tests into the public domain and giving students adequate information about
tests,
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Test what has been taught and how it has been taught.

This is the basic concept of content validity. In achievement testing, it Is important
1o only test students on what has been covered in dass and to do this through for-
mats and technigues they are familiar with.

Set tasks in context whenever possible,

This is the basic concept of authenticity. Authenticity is just as important in lan-
quage testing as it 15 in language teaching. Whenever possible, develop assessment
tasks that mirror purposeful real-life situations

. Choose formats that are authentic for tasks and skills.

Although challenging at times, it is better to select formats and technigues that are
purposeful and relevant to reaklife contexts

Specify the material to be tested.

This is the basic cancept of transparency. It is crucial that students have infermation
about how they will be assessed and have access 1o the criteria on which they will
be assessed. This transparency will lower students’ test anxiety

Acquaint students with techniques and formats pricr to testing.

Students should never be exposed to a new format or technique in a testing situa-
tion. Doing 50 could affect the reliability of your test/assessment. Don't avoid new
formats; just introduce them to your classes in a low-stress environment outside
the testing situatian.

Administer the test in uniform, non-distracting conditions.

Anather threat to the reliability of your test is the way in which you administer the
assessment. Make sure your testing conditions and procedures are consistent
among different groups of students.

Provide timely feedback.

Feedback is of no value if it amves n the students’ hands too late to do anything
with it. Provide feedback to students in a tmely manner. Give easily scored objec-
tive tests back during the next class. Aim to return subjective tests that involve
more grading within three class periods

Reflect on the exam without delay,

Often teachers are too tired after marking the exam 1o do anvthing else. Don't
shortchange the last step—that of reflection. Remember, all stakeholders in the
ezam process (that includes you, the teacher) must benelit from tha axam

. Make changes based on analyses and feedback from colleagues and

students.

An Imporant part of the reflection phase 15 the apportunity to revise the exam
when it is still fresh in your mind. This iImportant step will sawe you time later in the
PIOCESS.,

Employ multiple measures assessment in your classes.

Use a variety of types of assessment to determine the language abilities of your
students. Mo one type of assessment can give you all the information you need 1o
accurately assess your students,
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Extension Activity

Cornerstones Case Study

Read this case study about Mr. Knott, a colleague of Ms. Wright's, and ry to
spot the cornerstones violations. What could be done to solve these problems?

Background Information

Mr. Knotl is a high school ESL and Spanish teacher. His current teaching load is
two ESL classes. His students come from many language backgrounds and cul-
tures. In his classes, he uses an integraled-skills textbook that espouses a com-
municative methodology.

His Test

Mr. Knott firmly believes in the KISS philosophy of “keeping it short and sim-
ple.” Most recently he has covered modal verbs in his classes. He decides to
give his students only one question to test their knowledge about modal verbs:
"Write a 300-word essay on the meanings of modal verbs and their stylistic
uses. Give examples and be specific.” Because he was short of time, he distrib-
uted 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 altendance, he told them that the
test could occur anytime during the week. Of his two classes, Mr. Knott has a
preference for his morning class because they are much more well behaved and
hard working so he hinted during the class that modal verbs might be the focus
of the test. His afternoon class received no information on the topic of the test.

Test Administration Procedures

Mr. Knott administered his test to his afternoon class on Monday and to his
morning class on Thursday. Always wanting to practice his Spanish, he clarified
the directions for his Spanish-speaking students in Spanish. During the Monday
administration, his test was interrupted by a fire drill. Since this was the first
time a fire 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.
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Grading Procedures

Mr. Knott didn't tell his students when to expect their results. Due to his busy
schedule, he graded tests over several days during the next week. Students finally
got their tests back ten days later. Because the test grades were extremely low,
Mr. Knott added ten points to everyone's paper to achieve a good curve,

Post-Exam Follow-Up Procedures

Mr. Knott entered grades in his grade book but didn't annotate or analyze them.
Although Mr. Knott announced in class that the exam was worth 15 percent of
the students’ grade, he downgraded it to five percent. Next year he plans to
recycle the same test but will require students to write 400 words.

What's wrong with Mr. Knott's testing procedures? Your chart should look

something like this,

Cornerstone
Violation Mr. Knatt's Problem
Construct validity
violation:
*= He espouses a

communicative language
teaching philosephy but
gives a test that is not
communicative.

Authenticity violation:
+ Writing about verb
functions 15 not an

Practicality viclation:

= Hawas short of time and
distributed a handwritten
test

Face validity violation:

* He distributed a hand-
written prompt on
unlined paper

Security violation:

= He gave the same test last
year, and it's prabably in
the public domain.

authentic use of language.

Mr. Knott should have chasen tasks that
reguired studanta to uas modal verks in
real-lifa situations.

Mr. Enott probably waited until the last
minute and threw something together in
panic mode.

Teste must have 5 professional lock.

If & test was administered veroatim the
previous year, there s a strong
probability That students already have
accese to It Teachers should make svery
effort to produce parallsl forms of tasts
that arg sécure.
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when 10 expect their
resuits.

Reliability violation:

= He graded test papers
over the course of a week
(i.e., there was potential
for intra-rater reliability
problems).

Washback violation:

* Students got their papers
back ten days later so
there was no chance for
remediation,

—
Cornerstons
Violation Mr. Knott's Problem Possible Solution
Information Transparency violation;
Given to * He preferred one class Mr. Enctt needs to provide the same
Students over another (potential type and amount of infarmation to all
bias) and gave them more | students,
information about the test.
Test Security violation:
Administration | = He admirustered the same | Whan administering the same test to
Procedures test 1o both classes three | different classes, an effort should be
days apart. made to administer the testa cloas
= Some students took their | together so as to prevent test leaks.
papers outside during the
fire drill.
* Some students lost their | Mr. Knott should have disallowed this
papers. Tast due o security breachze.
Reliability/transparency
violation:
* His Spanish-speaking The same type and amaunt of
students got directions in | infarmation ahould be aiven to all
Spanish. studesnts,
Grading Transparency violation:
Procedures = Students didn’t know Teachers should return TesT papers

to students no longer than three
class pericds after the test was
adminiaterad.

It would have been better to grade all

The pagers in & shorter period of time
to eneure a gimilar internsal standard

of marking.

Az students were alraady into The
next set of objectives, they had ro
oppartunity to practice material they
did poorly on, Teachers should always
retum papers in & timaiy manner sngd
revisw topics that proved problsmatic
for studente.
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Cornerstone
Vialation Mr. Knott's Problem Possible Solution
Post-Exam Security violation: Oy aood tests should be recysled,
Follow-Up * He plans to recycle the Mr. Krott's students didn't do so well
Procedures test yet again. on this test, and ha had to curve the

drades. This should tell Mr Knott thst
the test nesds to be retired or
eeriously revissad




The Process of
Developing Assessment

We have seen that assessment covers a range of activities from everyday obser-
vation of students' performance in class to large-scale standardized exams.
Some teachers will be involved in a full range of assessment activities, while
others will mainly be responsible for producing informal assessments for their
own classes. However, al one time or another, almost all teachers are con-
sumers of tests prepared by other people, so regardless of their personal
involvement in actually developing assessment, teachers can benefit from
understanding the processes involved. This chapter provides a guide to the
assessment development process.

Assessment includes the phases of planning, development, administration,
analysis, feedback, and reflection. Depending on teaching load and other pro-
fessional responsibilities, a teacher can be working in several different phases
at any one time. Let's look at how this applies in the case of Ms, Wright, an
assessment leader in her high school.

If we were to visit Ms. Wright in early November, halfway through the fall
semester, we would learn that she had already taken these steps toward assess-
ment of her students;

* started planning in August by doing an inventory of her
Grade 12 course, ensuring that outcomes closely matched
assessment specifications

= met with her colleagues to develop a schedule of different
types of assessment spaced throughout the academic year

« ensured that all stakeholders {students, parents, colleagues,
administration) had information about when assessments
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occur, what they entail, and how much each assessment is
worth

¢ administered and analyzed diagnostic exams to her classes in
September and adjusted her instruction to the needs of her
students

* revisited previous midterm and final exams to review results
and select items for recycling based on item analysis con-
ducted after the last test administration

* asked colleagues to prepare new test items well in advance of
exams to allow time for editing

* organized workshops on speaking and writing to ensure
inter-rater reliability

* blocked out time to conduct a preliminary analysis soon after
the midierm exam

¢ scheduled a meeting with administrators to discuss midterm
results

Figure 1: Assessment in the Teaching/Learning Cycle

Approach Program Standards,

“\\‘ Course ﬂ‘hj!l!.'ti'u‘ﬂ
Needs Analysis /

Syllabus
Analysis and o
Feedback
Assessment 2 Materials

!

Teaching
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Assessment is an integral part of the entire curriculum cycle, not something
tacked on as an afterthought to teaching. Therefore, decisions about how to
assess students must be considered from the very beginning of curriculum
design or course planning. Once a needs analysis has established the goals and
approach for an English program, standards are developed that define the over-
all aims for a particular level of instruction, These standards are then converted
to more specific course objectives or outcomes that state what a student can be
expected to achieve or accomplish in a particular course. It is important that the
outcomes are worded in terms of actual student performance because they
form the basis for the development of assessment specifications, which are the
planning documents or “recipes’ for particular assessments such as tests and
projects.

An outcome such as "Students will study present tenses” is too vague to be
transformed into a test specification. If the cutcomes are restated as “Students
will use the simple present to describe facts, routines, and states of being” and
“Students will use the present continuous (progressive| to describe an activity
currently in progress,” then it is much easier to create specifications that check
that a student understands which tense to use in a particular circumstance. You
can then choose whether to test these tenses separately or together, select for-
mats that suit your purpose, and decide whether to have students produce
answers or simply identify correct responses.

Looking again at how assessment fits in with the rest of the curriculum, we
note the importance of analysis and feedback. Administrators are always eager
to get results such as grades from assessments, but it is equally important to
make time for analysis. Thorough analysis can identify constructive changes for
other companents of the program such as syllabus sequencing, textbook choice,
or teaching strategies. Analysis is the basis for helpful feedback to students,
teachers, and administrators. Assessment coupled with analysis can improve
instruction; assessment alone cannot,
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The Assessment Process

The six major steps in the assessment process are: (1) planning, (2) develop-
ment, |3) administration, |4) analysis, (5 feedback, and |6) reflection. In turn,
each step consists of a number of component steps. This flow chart will help
you follow the first stages of the process,

Planning

’ Start planning process l

.

Decide on purpose of assessment:
= WWhat abilibes are you assessing?
— What s your comstruct or modei ol these abilites?
« What &5 the target language use’
& What resources are sailable?
—range of assessment types
— time 1o develop, grade, and analyze
=~ peopie 10 help in process

— physical facilities
I & test the Consider other forms of
e o~ asessment
4« altenative
s continuout
- peer
o .

& self

Decide which kirad of test i best far this punpose

Create specifcatons for
& conent
*  opperations
* techrgues
Gnputioutputh
+  timing

)

[ Crass-check specifications with nuu:nme-a_l

content {1 Inventary course contént and l:lbit‘ﬂiues—l

Use inventory o draw up biueprint for test
structure (sections, types of questions)

Llhe specifications and blusprint i £1art test constraction I
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Planning

Choosing Assessment for Your Needs

Several steps are important in planning for assessment. First, you must consider
why you are assessing and choose a type of assessment that fits your needs,
What is the purpose of this assessment, and what kind of information do you
need to get from it? Is a test the best means of assessment at this point, or
would some form of alternative assessment do the job better? What abilities do
you want to measure, and what kind of mental model, or construct, do you have
of these abilities? For example, do you consider listening to be predominantly a
receplive skill, or is listening so closely paired with speaking in interactive situ-
ations that you must assess the two skills together? For your purposes at this
time, is it important to assess a skill directly by having students produce writ-
ing or is it sufficient to indirectly test some aspects of their writing?

Bachman and Palmer (1996] emphasize the importance of “target language
use [TLU)] domain," which they define as “tasks that the test taker is likely to
encounter outside of the test itself, and to which we want our inferences about
language ability to generalize® (p. 44). They further distinguish “real-life
domains” that resemble communication situations students will encounter in
daily life from "language instruction domains” featured in teaching and learning
situations. For a student planning to work in an office, learning how to take
messages would be an example of the former, while note-taking during lectures
exemplifies the latter. In both cases, teachers need to take the target language
use into account in the initial stages of their assessment planning and choose
assessment tasks that reflect TLU domains in realistic or authentic ways.

If you are assessing progress or achievement in a particular part of the syl-
labus, you need to "map” the content and main objectives of this section of the
course. Remember that you cannot assess everything, so you have lo make
choices about what to assess. Some teachers find it helpful to visualize assess-
ment as an album of student progress that contains photographs and mementos
of a wide range of work. Just as a snapshot captures a single image, a test or
quiz shows a student’s performance at one point in time. The mementos are
samples of other kinds of student performance such as journal entries, reports,
or graphics used in a presentation. All of these together offer a broader picture
of the student’s linguistic ability. Thus, in deciding what to assess, you also
have to decide the best means of assessment for those ohjectives.

As you map the material to be assessed, there are several other factors to be
considered: What weighting do you assign to the objectives? Are they equally
important, or are some more fundamental to the course as a whole? Is this
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assessment focused on recent material, or does it comprehensively include
material from earlier in the course? Which skills do you plan to assess, and will
you test them separately or integrate them? Sometimes time and resources con-
strain the skills that you can practically assess, but it is important to avoid the
trap of choosing ilems or tasks simply because they are easy to create or grade.
As always, testing should reflect teaching and the amount of time spent on
something in the classroom.

Mapping out the course content and objectives is not the only kind of
inventory. At this stage of assessment planning, you must also take stock of
other kinds of resources that may determine your choices. What realistic assess-
ment options do you have in your teaching situation? If all your colleagues use
tests and quizzes, can you opt for portfolios and interviews? How much time do
you have to design, develop, administer, grade, and analyze sssessment? Do you
have the physical facilities to support your choice? For example, if you decide to
have students videotape each other's presentations, is this feasible? How much
lead time do you need to print and collate paper-and-pencil exams? Computer-
based testing may sound great, but do you have the appropriate software, hard-
ware, and technical support? These are a simple handful of important aspects to
consider in determining what your assessment will look like.

Automomy is another factor in planning assessment. Typically, assessment is
coordinated with other colleagues in a department, with teachers using com-
mon tests for midterm and final examinations as well as agreeing on alternative
assessmenl lasks for a course. This arrangement may mean that you have
autonomy for some kinds of classroom assessment but are expected to con-
tribute to the design and grading of assessments done on a larger scale. In other
cases, nolably at the college level, teachers have more autonomy in planning
which kinds of assessment to use for their own classes. It can be a real advan-
tage to work collaboralively as part of an assessment team because each person
benefits from the input and constructive suggestions of other people. If you do
work by yourself, find colleagues who teach similar courses and are willing to
work with you and give feedback. In either a centralized or autonomous situa-
tion, it is useful to develop specifications to ensure continuity and reliability
from one instructor or semester to another,
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Specifications

A specification is a detailed description of exactly what is being assessed and
how it is being done. In large institutions and for standardized public examina-
tions, specifications become official documents that clearly state all the com-
ponents and criteria for assessment. However, for the average classroom
teacher, much simpler specifications provide an opportunity to clarify your
assessment decisions. When several colleagues contribute individual items or
sections to a "home-grown" assessment, specifications provide a common set
of criteria for development and evaluation. By agreeing to use a common
“recipe” or ‘formula,” all contributors share a clear idea of expectations. An
assessment instrument buill on specifications is coherent and cohesive. If a
test has multiple versions, specifications provide & kind of "quality contral® so
that the versions are truly comparable and thus reliable. Moreover, the use of
specifications contributes to transparency and accountability because the
underlying rationale is made very explicit.

Specifications can be simple or complex, depending on the context for
assessment. As a rule, the more formal and higher-stakes the assessment, the
more detailed specificalions need to be to ensure validity and reliability.
There are several excellent language testing books that provide detailed dis-
cussions of specification development. For example, Alderson, Clapham, and
Wall's (1995) chapter on test specifications concludes with a useful checklist
of 21 components [p. 38), while Davidson and Lynch's (2002) entire book is
devoted to wriling and using language test specifications. Davidson and
Lynch define the essential components of specifications. For classroom pur-
poses, far simpler specifications might include:

* a general description of the assessment
* a list of skills to be tested and operations students should be
able to do
* the techniques for assessing those skills
—the formats and tasks to be used
—the types of prompts given for each task
—the expected type of response for each task
—the timing for the task
* the expected level of performance and grading criteria

Examples of specificalions are provided in each of the skills chapters (i.e.,
Chapters 3-6).

In discussing item types and tasks, H. D. Brown (2004) makes a useful
distinction between elicitation and response modes. Elicitation modes refer
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to ways in which responses are prompted, whereas response modes refer to
ways a student can respond to a question. Students listen to an oral prompt
or read a written prompt then respond through speaking or writing (p. 51).
For example, students could listen to a dialogue as an oral prompt and then
write short answers in response. Within each mode, there are many different
options for formats. 1t is important to avoid skill contamination by requiring
too much prompt reading for a listening task or giving a long listening
prompt for a writing task because that tests memory and not listening skills.
The chart that follows makes these combinations of prompts and responses
clearer.

Prompt Oral {listening) I Oral (listening) Written (reading) | Written (reading)

Response | Speaking Writing Speaking Writing

!

Some of the most common item formats and assessment tasks are detailed
in Chapter 2, Sometimes the range of options seems daunting, especially to
teachers without much experience in writing exams. Hughes (2003) makes the
practical suggestion of using professionally designed exams as sources for inspi-
ration (p. 59). Using published materials as models for writing your own ver-
sions is quite different from the practice of adapling or copying exams that
were developed for other circumstances. Teachers who have to produce many
assessments often keep & file of interesting formats or ideas that they modify to
suit their own assessment situations. Make note of topics that appear in text-
books or on standardized exams and collect potential assessment material
related to these topics.

A close inspection of the formats used in standardized examinations can
be beneficial for both students and teachers. As a consequence of the No
Child Left Behind policy, American students now take more high-stakes stan-
dardized exams than in the recent past. The results are used to judge teacher
and school performance as well as that of students, An analysis of how the
exams are organized and how the items are built often clarifies the intent of
the test designers and their priorities. Professional testing organizations
develop their assessments based on specifications. If you can deduce what
these specifications are, you have a better understanding of how high-stakes
exams are constructed, and you can also incorporate some of their features in
your own assessments. This knowledge will benefit your students because
they will be familiar with the operations and types of tasks that they will
encounter later. In their guide to writing specifications, Davidson and Lynch
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[2002] call this analysis of underlying specifications “reverse engineering’ (pp.
41-44,

After you have your specifications well in hand, cross-check them with the
course outcome statements to make sure the things vou have decided to assess
align with the major course objectives. Assessment design is an iterative or
looping process in which you often return to your starting point, all in the inter-
est of ensuring continuity between teaching and assessment.

Previous exams written to the same specifications and thoroughly analyzed
after previous administrations are a tried-and-true source for exam items. If the
exam was administered under secure conditions and kept secure, it is possible
to recycle some items. The most logical candidates for recycling in a short
period of time are discrete grammar or vocabulary items. Items that have fared
well in item analysis can be slightly modified and used again. Exam sections
that depend on long reading texts or listening passages are best kept secure for
several years before recycling.

Although specifications usually refer to the form and content of tests or
examinations (Davidson & Lynch, 2002), they are just as useful for other forms
of assessment. In a multiple measures assessment plan, it is advisable to have
specifications for any assessments that will be used by more than one teacher
o ensure reliability between classes. For example, if 12 teachers have students
working on projects, the expectations for what each project will include and
how it will be graded should be clear to everyone involved.

Constructing the Assessment

Al this point, you have used your specifications for the overall design of the
assessment and to write sections and individual items. If you worked as part of
a team, your colleagues have carefully examined items you wrote as you have
scrutinized theirs, Despite good intentions, all item writers produce some items
that need to be edited or even rejected. A guestion that is very clear to the
writer can be interpreted in a very different way by a fresh reader. For example,
students sometimes produce unanticipated responses for short answers or gap-
fill items or have an entirely different interpretation of the prompt or task. It is
far better to catch ambiguities and misunderstandings al the test construction
stage than later when the test is administered|

The next step is to prepare an answer key and scoring system for writing
and speaking. Specific suggestions for grading will be given in Chapters 3, 4, 5,



---ﬁ. Practical Guide to Assessing English Language Learners ]

and & that focus on skills. The answer key should give any alternative answers
for open-ended questions and specify the degree of accuracy expected in
spelling, for example. The length or duration of production should also be made
clear (e.g., write 250 words, speak for two minutes, etc.). Decide on cut-off points
or acceptable levels of mastery but be prepared to adjust them later. Design the
answer key so that it is clear and ready to use.

Once the assessment s assembled, it is advisable to pilot it. Ideally, the test
should be trialed with a group that is very similar to those who will use it, per-
haps at another school or location. Don't tell students that they are taking the
exam as a trial because that will affect their scores. If a trial with similar stu-
dents is not possible, have colleagues take the test, adjusting the timing to allow
for their level of competency.

Next, compare the answer key and scoring system with the results from the
trial. Were there any unexpected answers that now must be considered? Are
some items unclear or ambiguous? Are there any typographical errors or other
physicalllayout problems? Make any adjustments and finalize plans to repro-
duce the exam. Check that all necessary resources are available or reserved. Do
a final proofread for any problems that may have crept in when you made
changes. Double-check the numbering of items, sections, and pages. Electroni-
cally secure or anchor graphics so they don't "migrate” to unintended pages. No
matter how good you believe your lest is, always try it out on a human being
before administering it to your actual target group. You may be surprised at cer-
tain results.

Be sure to back up the exam both electronically and in hard copies. Print
the answer key or scoring sheet when you produce the exam. Keeping practical-
ity in mind, produce the exam well in advance and store it securely. Nothing is
more [rustrating than a malfunctioning photocopy machine during exam week.
Some textbook publishers now "bundle” computer-based testing (CBT) software
such as ExamView" with their books. Such software is easy to use to create
classroom or online tests. Tutorials typically accompany the software.

Preparing Students

Students need accurate information about assessment, and they need to develop
good lest-taking skills. In our coverage of the assessment process, we will focus
on providing information to students since test-taking skills themselves are
addressed in Chapter 7.

Transparency means that students have accurate information about when
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assessments will occur, what they will cover in terms of skills and material,
how much the assessments are worth, and when students can reasonably get
their results. If at all possible, provide an assessment schedule at the begin-
ning of a school year or semester to hand out with the syllabus. Be clear but
firm about due dates and policies regarding assessments not completed by
those dates. For long-term assessments such as portfolios or projects, break
down due dates into several interim dates instead of having the entire work
due al once.

Many institutions now require students to have outcome statements from the
beginning of a course of study so that they know what is expected of them. As
you work through the syllabus, be sure to draw attention to these outcomes and
clarify what they mean for students and what the consequences are of not meet-
ing them. Point out that assessment tasks are designed to check that students
have achieved the outcomes. Some teachers post outcomes in the classroom as a
reminder of the goals to be achieved. Stress that the goals are achievable, and be
positive about the progress students are making toward these goals.

Assessment in the Larger Cycle

In this book, we devole separate chapters to developing student test-taking
skills (Chapter 7), the administration of assessment (Chapter 8), and techniques
for analyzing exams (Chapter 9). Remember, assessment is part of a larger cycle
50 schedule time for analysis, feedback, and reflection. Administrators typically
understand why we need time to prepare and grade examinations, but they
need to see that we conduct assessment for several reasons that matter to all
involved.

First, we want information about how our students are progressing. We
want to confirm that they are placed at an appropriate level and are moving
forward with their language skills. We want to give them the results of form-
ative assessment as quickly as possible and make helpful suggestions for fur-
ther improvement.

Second, we want to know whether our assessment instruments themselves
are working for us. Do exams assess the skills we purport to teach? For example,
if business students need telephone skills in the workplace, do we use perform-
ance assessment to check their skills? Do our assessment techniques yield useful
information, or do we need to make some changes in how and what we assess?

Third, we want feedback about all aspects of our programs from syllabi 1o
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materials to instruction. Are the outcomes we have developed appropriate for
our students? Are teachers able to cover material in the syllabus? Are the
course materials performing as we had hoped or expected? If we notice that
many students have problems in a particular area, what can we do to compen-
sale? In general, have leaching techniques been effective in helping students to
master material? If not, how could we make improvements? Good assessment
can answer these questions, but only if we take the time to analyze results and
communicate them to colleagues.

Last, assessment gives us & chance to take a big step and rethink our
English program’s current aims and whether they fit the needs of current stu-
dents, Technological innovations push us to consider different goals and dif-
ferent ways of assessment. Twenty years ago, English language learners
mostly dealt with printed texts, but today the Internet has changed all that.
Now we have to consider whether our instruction provides students with the
means to independently access Internet resources and evaluate whether or
not they are germane. English viewed as an international language means that
we no longer focus on native-speaker standards and imparting cultural infor-
mation about places where English is the primary language. Instead, our
focus is on clear communication in a global context. Clearly, assessment is a
useful tool for evaluating program aims.
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Ten Things to Remember about

Developing Assessment

1. Assessment is an integral part of the teaching/learning cyde.
it involves planning, development, administration, analyss, feedback, and reflection.

2. Teachers are often involved with several phases of assessment at the
same time.
It 1s not unusual W be analyzing & previous exam while you are writing new itams.

3. Transparency and accountability are the hallmarks of good assessment.
Be open about your rationale, your procedures, and your resuits

4. Specifications are toals that link learning outcomes with assessment
instruments.
Use specifications to promote validity and reliability

5. Assessment development is a collegial activity.
Banefit from the contributions and feedback from your colleagues. Work together
to review new items and guidelines for alternative assessment. Strive for cansensus
on marking

oh

. Prepare grading criteria and answer keys along with tests,
Thinking through grading issues clarifies ambiguous tasks and items at a stage
when you can still remedy the situation. Den't wait until after giving an examina-
tion to develop answer keys.

7. Professional development in assessment benefits everyone.
sthedule sessions on item wiiting, grading, analysis, and feedback to enhance
skills,

B. The cycle does not stop with obtaining grades. Schedule time for

thorough analysis.
Get the most from your assessments by understanding how tests are performed

9. Provide feedback in a timely and accessible manner,
Tailor your feedback to your audience. Make feedback to students and adminisira-
tors something they can actually use.

10. Plan time for reflection on assessment,
Did your assessment serve its purpase well? Was it part of the students’ learning
experience? What improvements do you plan to make the next time? Write thess
things down so you don't forget them |
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Extension Activity

Read about Mr. Knott's first exam experience and identify areas for impravement this
vear. As you read, circle or highlight problem areas. Then, compare your findings
with those of Mr. Enott's colleague on page 15.

Mpr. Knott's First Exam Experience

Mr. Knott, now in his second year of teaching, found his first year
quite challenging. Last year, he taught in a different school where
assessment did not receive much attention. In coliege, Mr. Knott
took a testing course, but he still felt out of his element with assess-
ment. He worried that if he admitted he didn't understand things
like specifications that he would get a poor evaluation. He avoided
assigning portfolios and projects since he didn't see the point of
multiple measures of assessment. He based students’ grades solely
on the midterm and final exams.

As the date of the midterm exam approached, Mr. Knott still
hadn't checked where he shouwld be in the syllabus because he advo-
cated a “just-in-time approach. He wanted to see what he actually
had covered by the midterm exam date. A few days before the test
date, Mr. Knott put together a midterm exam tonsisting of a read-
ing from a well-known TOEFL® practice book, a written expression
section from a grammar book that he used in college, and a listen-
ing activity from a recent unit in the students’ textbook. He left cut
writing because he thought that the written expression section
would suffice. He didn't want to leak details of the test, so he didn't
supply students with information about the exam. Students were
surprised by several new formats they had never encountered.

Mr. Knatt made all formats objective to make grading easier. He
had students swap papers in classes ta grade some sections. and his
wife helped him grade the rest. He did not use an answer key.
Instead, when many students had difficulty with an item, he gave
everyane full credit.

The scores were high, 5o Mr. Knott concluded that the test was
good. He didn’t do any analysis or reflect on how the test could give
him feedback on his teaching. He was too busy to give students
feedback or make notes about the exam. Besides, why would he
want to change something that worked so well?

One of Mr. Knott's new colleagues had these comments and
suggestions.
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Mr. Sanchez’s comments and suggestions

I was a new teacher not so long ago, and | remember being overwhelmed by
all the things | was supposed to know about but really didn't. Mr. Knott is a
talented teacher and open to constructive feedback, so | hope these sugges-
tions are helpful ta him.

Comments Suggestions
He didn't understand Specifications are really important in our assessment program, so |
speciications. hope he will attend a workshap and get some experience using them,

He didn’t sae the paint of
multiple measures of
assessment and based grades
anly on hwo Biams,

Again, i Our POQTSm we use many types of assessment, not just
tests and quizzes, Feel free 1o ask your colleagues to show you
exnamples of alternative astessment that work for them.

He didn't plan abead or keep
up with the syllabus.

This is a disservice to students because soma will miss out an
important materal In our lesson plans we have to show that we're
o target. W scheduie a whaole range of regular assessments so our
students get regular formative feedback.

He used material intended
for different purposes and
difféerent course outcomes.

Without following specifications or mapping the actual course
material, it is unlikely that these matenaks were relevant.

He used a listening activity
that studants had already
heard and processed.

He didn’t really test listening a5 a skill. Instead, he tested students’
memories.

He left oul assessment of
writing

In cur program, the development of writing skills s very impartant.
However, we assess it in many ways, so he neads 1o consult the
writing specifications for details,

He failed to provide In our department, trangparency i very important, so we inform
information to students who | students about what to expect. We always intraduce new formats in a
were subsequently surprised | teaching context before using them in exarns. Good assessment refiscts
by new formats: actual teaching—both what was taught and how it was taught.

He didn’t prepare an answer | No wonder some items didn't work!

key in advance.

sudents and his wife graded | There are some real secunty and reliability issues hare, mads worse
the exam. by the absance of an answer key,

He didn't conduct analysis

The scores wera inflated because of grading procedures. The students’

bacause of high scores difficulty with certain ems indicated a real need for analysis,
He didn't give students Assessment is part of the teachingdeaming cycle, and studeants
feedback. shauld laam from each assessment experience, They need feedback

presented to tham in a usabla form

He didn’t hawe time for
reflection, nor did he make
any notes about the
expenence

Fartunately, Mr. Knott seems to realize that this was not the way
assessmant should be developed. In our department, we set a time 1o
1alk about what we've karned from major assessments. | hope Mr
Knott will participate




Techniques
for Testing

Constructing tesl items and tasks for any type of assessment is a task filled with
challenges. Why? Test items are the foundation of tests and the backbone of

most assessiment instruments.

With her exam specifications firmly in hand, Ms. Wright starts 1o prepare
her midterm exam. In doing so, she does the following to ensure that her

studenls are assessed fairly,

She balances objective and subjective formats, ensuring that
the ones she uses are familiar to students from classroom
instruction,

She derives the weightings in her exam from the focus in cur-
ricular outcomes.

She strives for authentic use of target language through texts
and communicative tasks with rich content.

She has a colleague moderate her test and uses this to check
liming, allowing three lo four Himes the teacher's rate for
students.

She pilots her exam via a praclice exam with similar rubrics,
formats, content, and weighting.

She plans to use the same basic test for different classes but
randomizes guestions and answers for objective items, and
she writes a parallel prompt for subjective items.

She gives students a clear idea of the number of points per
section and expectations for writing to encourage good time
management.
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Classifying Test Items and Tasks

Test items can be classified in a number of ways. Some testers categorize items
as selection and supply items, With selection items, a student selects the correct
answer from a number of presented options. True/False, matching, and multiple
choice are examples of selection items. With supply items, students must sup-
ply or construct the correct answer. Examples of supply items include short
answer or completion, cloze, gap fill, and essay questions.

Teachers need to be aware of the implications for English language learners
in choosing different test formats. The type of response can impact a student's
ability to demonstrate what she or he actually knows or can do. For example, &
student asked about the plot or sequence of & story might be entirely capable of
selecting an appropriate answer. However, the same student with limited Eng-
lish may not be able to supply or create an answer that indicates that they actu-
ally understand the content of the story. This simple chart may help you decide
what formats to use based on the ability of your students to supply their own
HNSWETS,

Selaction TruefFalse, Multiple Cheice, Matching, Numbering Sequence

Supply Cloze or Gap-Fill (no responses provided), Essay questions
|

Subjective or Objective Questions?

Items can also be classified by the way they are scored. Objective test items can
be scored based only on following an answer key. Scoring objective items
requires no expert judgment, specialist knowledge, or subjectivity on the part of
the marker. Scoring subjective items, on the other hand, requires that the
marker have knowledge of the content area being tested. Marking a subjective
test frequently depends on impression, human judgment, and opinion at the
time of the scoring.

In addition to the differences mentioned, subjective/objective item types
have these characleristics.

Objective items are usually short answer-closed response items. These
types of items test recognition mostly. Although they are usually quick and
easy to grade, objective items are generally difficull to write well. In addition,
if there are enough of them, they are quite reliable. The great majority of the
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workload for teachers who develop these items should take place before the
test administration.

Subjective items usually require students to produce longer, more open-
ended responses. The emphasis here is on production, as students are generally
required to come up with an answer rather than select it from a list of alterna-
tives. Subjective questions are generally easier to write than objective ques-
tions, but difficult and time consuming to mark. Objective items have relatively
few response options while subjective items are open-ended so a lot of variation
is possible in the responses. Reliability of subjective items can sometimes be
problematic because these items require human scoring. Issues with inter-rater
reliability are sometimes present in subjective-item types. For teachers who
routinely use subjective items to test their students, the workload takes place
alter the test has been administered,

Objective test items are very popular with language teachers and test devel-
opers for two reasons. First, these items are easy and quick to mark. Second,
they are flexible in that objective test items can be used to test both global and
detailed understanding of & text or focus on specific areas of language like
grammar and vocabulary. This chapter describes some of the most commonly
used objective test items in English language testing, namely multiple choice
questions (MCQ), True/False statements [T/F), and the matching format,

Multiple Choice Questions

Multiple choice questions [MCQs) are probably the most commonly used for-
mat in professionally developed tests. Teachers all over the world are familiar
with the format from their own learning experience, and they understand how
it works. Moreover, MCQs are widely used in textbooks as well as on high-
profile English language proficiency exams. They are widely used to assess
learning at the recall and comprehension levels. Although they are more diffi-
cult to write than True/False questions, the job becomes easier with the correct
training and a little practice.

MCOQs take many forms, but their basic structure is the stem and response.
It is the test-taker's task to identify the correct or most appropriate choice. The
stem is usually writlen as a question (i.e., Where did John go?) or an incomplete
statement (i.e., John to the store]. The response options of an MCQ are
the choices given to the test-taker. Typically, there are four choices when testing
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reading, vocabulary, and grammar, but just three with listehing. Only three
response options are recommended for listening assessment because students
hear the input listening passage only once or twice. Four options put too much
load on memory as well as require more reading when we are testing listening,
The response options are most commonly expressed as A, B, C, and D. One of
these response options is the key or correct answer. The others are referred to
as distractors or incorrect response options. The purpose of distractors is to
move students’ attention away from the key if they do not know the correct
answer, thus determining students’ knowledge or skill.

The popularity of MCOQs is based on several advantages associated with this
format. First, if they are written well, they are very reliable because there is
anly one answer possible. Second, they can be useful at various educational lev-
els—they are used lo assess language at the elementary level and content asso-
ciated with graduate-level language education. Third, assessment is not affected
by test-takers' writing abililies because they are only required to circle the cor-
rect response, pencil in a bubble on a sheet, or click on the right answer option.
In addition, MCQs are well liked by administrators as being a cost-
effective formal because they can be scored by compuler if the institution has
the correct equipment, which makes them quite easy to analyze, Last, students
everywhere are familiar with this format.

However, there are some distinct disadvantages to using MCQs. The one
most cited by teachers is that MCQs do not lend themselves to the testing of
productive language skills or language as communication. Since they are often
used to test recognition, teachers forget that they can also be used to assess
higher-order thinking skills. Another disadvantage is that MCQs encourage
guessing, which can have an effect on exam results. A fourth disadvantage, one
that most teachers do not appreciate, is that it is challenging and time consum-
ing to write plausible distracters and produce good items.
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Common MCQ Item Violations

In presenting examples of the most common MCQ item violations, we suggest
ways te repair them.

* Grammatical inconsistency
A common mistake when developing MCQs is grammatical inconsis-
tency between the stem and the response options. Almost always, the
stem and the key are grammatically consistent, but distractors some-
times do not mesh properly with the stem.

Jane spent most of the day at the mall, but she anything.

A, didn't buy
B. bought

C. not buy

D. many shops

In this item, of course, A is the key or answer. Distractor D is gram-
matically inconsistent with the other response options as it is a noun
clause while the others are all verb forms, To fix this item, distractor
D should be changed to a verb form like buying.

* Extraneous cues or clues
Cueing can occur in two places on a test: within an item or within
the test, An extraneous clue thaet occurs within the test is one where
students can find the answer to a question somewhere else on the
test paper in another section of the test. Consider the following cue-
ing violation within an item:

After I've had a big lunch, I only want an for dinner.

A. pot of soup
B. apple

C. big steak
D. candy bar

The key here is B because it is the only distractor that takes the arti-
cle an in the stem. In this item, a student only needs to know the
grammatical rules concerning a and an to figure out the correct
response. To fix this item, consider putling a/an in the stem.
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* 3 far 1 split
This item viclation occurs when three distractors are parallel and one
is not. It is sometimes called odd man out. This item violation varies
in the degree of seriousness. It is a serious violation if the unparallel
option is the key.

The company was in desperate need for more workers, so they
an expensive ad in the newspaper,

A. placing

B. to place
C. placement
D). placed

[n this item, D is the key. The 3 for 1 split is three verb forms
{A, B, and D) and 1 noun (C). (As 3 for 1 splits go, this is not a
terrible one because the key is not the odd man out, but often
the odd man is the key.)

* Impure ilems
Impure items are those that test more than one thing.

1 didn't see

A, had the students gone
B. the students had gone
C. have the students gone
D. that students have gone

This item tests both verb tense and word order. Remember that good
items should only test one concept or point.

* Apples and oranges
An apples-and-oranges violation is one where two response options
have no relation to the other two. This is often referred to as a 2 for
2 split. There are instances where 2 for 2 splits are acceptable [i.e.,
the case of opposites or affirmative/negative).

According to the reading passage, people use mobile phones

A, frequently

B. seldom

C. in their cars

D. for emergency purposes
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Distractors A and B are adverbs and C and D are prepositional
phrases. This item would be better if all the response options were
cither adverbs or prepositional phrases and only one was clearly the
key. Without reference to the reading passage, all four options are
potential keys,

* Subsuming response options
In this item violation, the intended answer and a very good distractor
could both be correct. Consider this sample listening item.

Mary: We need to buy some new lawn furniture so we can sil on
the patio.

Steve: Okay. I'll go to the mall tonight, Any special kind you're
looking for?

Mary: Something cheap and comfortable. Just don't get anything
made of metal, please.

What will Steve buy?

A, outdoor furniture
B. comfortable chairs
C. steel furnishings

Although the key is B, it can be argued that A is correct on a higher
level because comfortable chairs are part of outdoor furniture, It is a
sign of a poor test item when two response options can be considered
correct.

* Unparaliel options
This item violation occurs when the response options are not parallel
either in length or in grammatical consistency.

How do students in the suburbs usually travel to school?

A. by bus
B. they go by taxi
C. most of them either take the bus or get a lift from their

parents
D. walk

This item is not parallel in either grammar or in length. Distractor C
is the key, and it is by far the longest response option. All response
options should be the same part of speech and approximately the
same length.
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* Gender bias in language
Particular care should be taken when using vocabulary that relates to
gender. For example:

My cousin works as a male nurse General Hospital.

A. over
B. on
C. from
D at

The term nurse refers to both men and women who work in this pro-
fession. We don't say “female teacher,” so why the need to say “male
nurse”*?

* Sensitivity
Materials that have a negative emotional impact on students should

be avoided. Similarly, test item content that could be upsetting or
shocking to students is not advisable,

The disaster of 2004 was the December 26t tsunami
that struck southeast Asia.

A. mosl waorst
B. haddest
C. very bad
D. worst

For a group of ESL students from Mexico, this item is not a problem.
However, for students who might be from a country hit by the
tsunami, this item could be very upsetting. Test-taking is a very scary
experience for most students, so it is important that the content they
encounter on tests not add to that fear.

* Double answer or key
This item violation is the most commonly made among teachers. Tt
occurs when more than one response option is correct.

The teacher waited in her office until her students

A, came
B would come
C. come

D. had come

Many would argue that both A and D are correct responses.
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* No answer
This is a commeon item violation made by teachers. It occurs when
the author of the test item forgets to include the key among the list of
response options. This most often occurs when the item has under-
gone various revisions and rewrites.

This is the restaurant ___ 1 told you about yesterday.

A. what
B. where
C. why
D. how

* Giveaway distractors
This violation occurs when test-takers are able to improve their
scores by eliminating absurd or giveaway distractors.

According to the text, the author of the article comes from

A. Dubai
B. France
C. Buenos Aires

D. Disneyland

Students can easily eliminate D so it is not an effective distractor. It
adds nothing to this question.
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Tips for Writing Good Multiple Choice Questions

Multiple choice questions are the hardest type of objective question to
write for classroom teachers. Teachers should keep the following guid-
ing principles in mind when writing MCQs.

¢ The question or task should be clear from the stem of the
MCQ.
Write MCOQOs that test only one concepl.

* Take background knowledge into account.
The selection of the correct or best answer should involve interpreta-
tion of the passage/stem, not merely the activation of background
knowledge.

* Provide as much context as possible.
The MCQ farmat is often criticized for its lack of authenticity, When-
ever possible, set items in context,

* Keep sensitivity and fairness issues in mind.
It is important to wrile items that do not unfairly advantage or disad-
vantage certain groups of students, It is also crucial to avoid item
content that could be offensive or upsetting.

* Standardize the number of response options.
The optimum number of response options for foreign/second lan-
guage testing is four for grammar, vocabulary, and reading, and three
for listening. However, some testers feel that three response options
are acceptable for classroom or progress testing. Although there is no
psychometric advantage to having a uniform number (Frary, 1995), it
is better to be consistent within a test.

* One response option should be an unambiguous correct or
best answer.
The three remaining options function as distractors. Distractors
should attract students who are unsure of the answer.

* All response options should be similar in length and level of
difficulty.
Response oplions should be consistent with the stem and parallel in
length and grammar with each other. Some teachers inadvertently
make the answer longer and more detailed than the distractors




simply because they add information to make it unambiguously cor-
rect. Testwise students often spot this practice,

Avoid using distractors like none of the above. or a, b, and
sometimes ¢, but never d options.

Avoid these because they test more than one thing at a time. The dis-
tractor all of the above is still acceptable in certain cases, but its use
remains controversial. Those who are not in favor of it state that the
recagnition of two right options identifies it as the answer. Addition-
ally, most teachers use it as the correct answer to almost every item
containing it as a response option, and the test-wise student soon [ig-
ures this out. Therefore, proponents of all of the above recommend
using it as an incorrect answer as many times as a correct answer.

Correct answers should appear equally in all positions.
Randomly assign correct answers. Don't unconsciously introduce a
pattern into the test that will help the students who are guessing or
who do not know the answer to get the correct answer. Although it
may make grading easier, it is a threat to reliability. Don't neglect
placing the answer in the A position. Research has shown that this is
the most neglected position because teachers want students to read
through all response options before responding lo the guestion, so
teachers unconsciously place the actual answer further down in the
list of response options. One way to randomize answers is to alpha-
betize them. By doing so, the correct answer will automatically vary
in the A, B, C, or D position.

Move recurring information in response options to the stem.
Ii the same words appear in all response options, take these words
out of the response options and put them in the stem.

Avoid writing absurd or giveaway distractors.
Do not waste space by including funny or implausible distractors in
your items. All distractors should appear for a valid pedagogical reason.

Avoid extraneous clues.

Avoid unintentional grammatical, phonological, or morphological
clues that assist students in answering an item without having the
requisite knowledge or skill being tested.
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= Make the stem positive.
Writing the stem in the affirmative tends to make the question more
understandable. Introducing negatives increases the difficulty and
discrimination of the question. However, if you must make it nega-
tive, place the negative near the end of the statement (i.e., Which of
the following is NOT . . . . . , or All of the follawing are

except, ... .).

* Make sure all questions are independent of one another.
Avoid sequential items where the successful completion of one ques-
tion presupposes a correct answer to the preceding question. This
presents students with a double jeopardy situation. If they answer
the first question incorrectly, they automatically miss the second
question, thereby penalizing them twice.

* Use statistics to help you understand your MCQs,
Statistics like item analysis can assist you in your decisions about
items. Use statistics to help you decide whether to accept, discard, or
revise MCQs. [See Chapter 9 for information on item analysis.)

True/False Format

True/False questions are second only to multiple choice guestions in frequency
of use in professionally produced tests and perhaps one of the most popular for-
mats for teacher-produced tests. Basically, they are a specialized form of the
MCQ format in which there are only two possible alternatives and where stu-
dents must classify their answers into one of two response categories. The com-
mon response calegories are: True/False, yes/no, correct/incorrect, right/wrong, or
fact/opinion. Because True/False is the most common response category, these
questions are generally referred to as True/False questions.

True/False questions are typically written as statements, and the students’
task is to decide whether they are True or False. They are attractive to many
test developers because they offer several advantages. First, when you use this
question type, you can test large amounts of content. Additionally, because
True/False questions are shorter than most other item types they typically
require less time for students to respond to them. Consequently, more items
can be incorporated into tests than is possible with other item types, which
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increases reliability. Another big advantage is that scoring is quick and reliable
and can be accomplished efficiently and accurately.

Despite their advantages, True/False gquestions have several disadvantages,
One is that there is a 50 percent guessing factor that the choice will be correct.
With only two possible answers, there is always the danger that guessing may
distort or inflate the final mark., To overcome this disadvantage, it is recom-
mended that teachers use a third response category called Not Given or Not
Enough Information. By doing so, the guessing factor goes from 50 percent to a
more acceptable 33.3 percent. Yet another way to alleviate this problem is to
ask students to correct false statements or to find statements in the text that
support either a true or a false response. These two methods increase the diag-
nostic value of True/False questions. A second disadvantage of True/False items
is that for them to be reliable, you need to include a sufficient numker of them
on the fest.

Teacup Dogs
Teacup dogs are the latest must-have Hollpwood fashion accessory. They get their
name because these tiny dogs fit rather nicely into a teacup. The latest Hollywood
trend weighs less than three pounds. You only need to flip through the pages of
celebrity magazines to see these adorable dogs peeking out of designer handbags
on the streets of New York and Hollywood. A trend originally started by Paris
Hilton's Chihuahua, Tinkerbell, now other celebrities proudly sport tiny dogs as
fashion accessories.

Animal cruelty activists, however, state that this fashion statement has gone
too far. They point out that due 1o increased pressure from buyers, breeders are
attempting to downsize these doags still further. Because of these breeding prac-
tices, these darling dogs are often unhealthy creatures, Veterinanans peint out that
teacup dog owners have to cope with high medical bills as teacup dogs are prone
to genetic diseases like water on the brain, heart problems, knee problems, and
dental disease. Even more sadly, this wide range of medical problems causes them
to have a shorter life span than nermal dogs.

S0 are teacup dogs the latest fashion statement or an example of cruelty to
amimals? You decide
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Answer the following questions.

Foor TIF question: Teatup dogs weigh lass than three pounds.

Setter T/F question; Teacup dogs are rouch smaller than normal dogs.

The first guestion is more or less 3 werbatim matching from the text. The latter option is bet-
ter as it paraphrases the infermation,

Paor TiF question. Teacup dogs are only found in Mew York and Hollywood.

The word only in the first option is an absoluteness clue to this sentence being false as you
only need one exception (in this case one other teacup dog in anather dity) te make it false

Poor T/F guestion: The author of this article is probably a proponent of teacup
dogs.
Better TIF guestion: The author of this article probably fikes teacup dogs.

The word proponent in the first option makes this question very difficult, An easier synonym
like supporter is less difficult but still assesses the same principle. Simplifying vocabulary
ensures that you are testing a target concept, not the confounding vecabulary in the ques-
tion itself. Thus attention to potentially problematic vocabulary is especially important to
K-12 audiences

B i L T L e e TP o e S 1= S |
Tips for Writing Good True/False Questions

The following tips can help you write effective True/False queslions.

* Write items that test meaning rather than trivial detail.
True/False items are said to test gist or intensive understanding very
well.

¢ Questions should be written at a lower level of language diffi-
culty than the text.
This is important because you want to ensure that comprehension is
based on understanding of the text and not understanding of the
question itself. (This is important for lower-proficiency learners,
especially K-12 learners.)

* Consider the effects of background knowledge.
Successful completion of True/False/Not Given items should depend
on the students’ reading of the text, not on background knowledge.
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* Questions should appear in the same order as the answers
appear in the text.
By mixing the order of True/False questions in reading and listening,
you increase the difficulty of these questions significantly.

* Make sure you paraphrase questions in simple, clear language.
It is better to paraphrase questions rather than take them verbatim
from the text. The latter only requires students to locate the relevant
statements in the text to be able to answer them. Paraphrase by using
vocabulary and grammar from course materials. The language of the
question should be simple and clear yet have sufficient information
to allow its truthfulness to be judged.

* Avoid absoluteness clues.
Do not use specific determiners like all, none, always, and never.
Questions with these determiners are easy because the answer is
most always false. Similarly, avoid determiners like sometimes and
some as they tend to appear in statements that are true.

* Focus each item on a single idea from the text.
Items that require students to deal with the possible truth or falsity
of two or more ideas at once increase the difficulty of the guestion
substantially.

* Avoid answer patterns,
Don't be tempted to write questions with a specific answer pattern
like TTFFTTFFTT to facilitate your grading. Students will soon catch
on to these tactics. Answer patterns in your questions should not be
discernable.

* Include enough questions.
True/False questions are a reliable way of testing students’ compre-
hension if there are enough items. It is recommended that teachers
include a minimum of seven to ten questions on their tests when
using this format.

* Add a third option to decrease the guessing factor,
The True/False format has a high guessing factor. By adding a third
response calegory (Mot Given or Not Enough Information), teachers
can decrease this guessing factor. It should be noted that the NG/NI
oplion is appropriate for students at the intermediate level and
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higher and should not be used in the assessment of listening compre-
hension. In reading comprehension, students have unlimited oppor-
tunities to go back to the text to determine if content is not given, but
in listening comprehension, students hear the source text only once
or twice. Including an NG option would tax students’ memory.

* Have students circle T. F, or N on the test paper or answer
sheet.
By doing so, you will avoid getting those Ts that suspiciously look
like Fs. This will substantially facilitate your marking.

Matching Format

Another common objective format is matching. Matching is an extended form
of MCQ that draws on the student's ability to make connections among ideas,
vocabulary, and structure. Matching questions present the students with two
columns of information. Students must find the matches between the two
columns. Items in the left-hand column are called premises or stems, and the
items in the right-hand column are called options. The advantage of matching
questions over MCQs is that the student has more distractors per item. Addi-
tionally, writing items in the matching format is somewhat easier for teachers
than either MCQs or True/False/Not Given.
Consider this example assessing proverbs.

Poor Matching Question Set:

1. better late A. wear it

2. if the shoe fits, B. keeps the doctor away
3. an apple a day C. is not gold

4. the early bird D. catches the worm

5. all that glitters E. than never

Both the options and the premises have an equal number of choices. Therefore
if students miss one, they miss at least two automatically, Similarly, if they get
four correct, they get the last one correct by default. When formatting matching
questions, it is better to draw a line before the numbers so that students can
write “the letter of the correct answer in the space provided.” With no blanks,
in order to answer students will have to draw lines from option to premise,
making grading very difficult.
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Consider this better example that asks students to malch useful expressions
with context of their use.

1. when you are introduced to someone new A, I'm sorry.

__ 2 to apologize lo someone B. Stop it
— 3. you don't know the answer to a question C. Nice to meet you.
_ 4. when you are joking with someone D. I've got it.
E. I'm just kidding.
E. 1 give up.

In this example, there are two more options than premises which function as
distractors. To answer the questions, students have space to write the answer in
the space provided thus facilitating the grading process for teachers.

Tips for Writing Matching Items

These are some important points to bear in mind when writing match-
ing questions;

* Give more options than premises.
Never write items that rely on direct 1-on-1 matching. The conse-
quence of 1-on-1 matching is that if a student gets one item wrong, al
least two (but potentially many more) are wrong by default. By con-
trast, if the student gets all previous items right; the last item is a
process of elimination “freebie.”

* Number the premises and letter the options.
To facilitate marking, number the premise column and letter the
option column. Then have students write the latter of the correct
answer in the space provided,

* Make options shorter than premises.
When developing matching questions, write options that are rela-
tively short. This will reduce the reading load on the part of
students.

* Options and premises should be related to one central theme,
Relating the information in both columns to one central theme will
make for a more coherent test section.
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* Avoid widows,
"Widows" occur when half of a test section or question overlaps onto
another page. Make sure the matching section (and all other sections)
on your test is all on the same page. Students might fail to see any
answer items that continue on another page.

¢ Make it clear to students if they can use options more than
once.
Be sure to explicitly state in the rubric whether options can be used
more than once. If this is not permitted, you might advise students to
cross out options they have already used.

* Ask students to write the letter of the correct answer in a
blank provided.
Failure to include this in the rubric will force students to draw lines
between options and premises making them next to impossible to
grade.

Cloze/Gap-Fill Items

This section discusses common subjective items used on language tests: cloze
and gap fill, short answer and completion items, and essay questions. Many
teachers don't distinguish between gap fill and cloze tests. However, there are
some important differences between the two. In gap-fill questions, we nor-
mally choose the words that we delete, whereas in cloze, we delete the words
systemalically.

Cloze testing originated in the 1950s as a test of reading comprehension.
Conventional cloze lests involve the removal of words at regular intervals, usu-
ally every six to eight words and normally not less than every five. The stu-
dent's task is to complete the gaps with appropriate fillers. To do this, students
have to read around the gap. More specifically, they must refer to the text on
either side of the gap, taking into account meaning and structure to process the
answer. Although they remain primarily a test of reading, cloze formats can test
a wide variety of language areas.

In gap-fill items, a word or phrase is replaced by a blank in a sentence. The
student’s task is to fill in the missing word or phrase. Harrison {1983) identifies
two types of gap fills: function gaps such as prepositions, articles, conjunctions)
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that have only one correct filler, and semantic gaps (such as nouns, adjectives,
verbs, and adverbs] that can be filled with a number of different alternatives (p.
40). Rational deletion cloze is similar to gap fill in that specific categories of
words have been deleted for assessment purposes. See an example in Chapter 3
on page 53.

Tips for Writing Cloze/Gap-Fill Items

* Ensure that answers are concise.
The response that goes in the blank should not be overly long. Make
sure there is enough room in the blank to comfortably write the
response.

* Provide enough context.
There needs to be sufficient context present for students to surmise
whal goes in the blank.

* Blanks should be of equal length.
When putting blanks in your paragraph/text, make sure they are the
same length. Providing blanks that differ in length implies responses
of varying lengths. The main body of the question should precede
the blank.

* Develop and allow for a list of acceptable responses.
When grading cloze/gap fill items, be sure to allow for the possibility
of more than one answer.

= Don't put a gap in the first sentence of a paragraph or text.
Normally the initial sentence in a paragraph or text is used to set the
context for the reading to follow. Including questions in this part of
the text can be problematic for students.

Short Answer/Completion Items

Short answer or sentence completion items ask students to answer in a few
words, phrases, or sentences. These items offer a number of advantages. First,
they encourage students to learn and know the answer rather than just recog-
nize it. Second, because students must produce the answer, there is less guess-
ing. Third, they are easy to construct. Fourth, they are especially good for
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checking gist, intensive understanding of a text, and who, what, where, and when
content. Finally, these question types can test higher-order thinking skills.

Teachers also point out a number of disadvantages to short answer/sentence
completion items. One disadvantage is that responses may take the student
longer, which reduces the possible number of items on a test. Second, the stu-
dent has to produce language to respond, and this may discourage the rote
memorization of facts. Issues having to do with scoring are perhaps the most
cited disadvantage with this item format. Because there is often a significant
amount of language to assess, scoring may take longer. Since the scoring is sub-
jective, it has the potential to be unreliable through inter-rater and intra-rater
reliability issues. Inter-rater reliability refers to the consistency between two or
more graders. Intra-rater reliability refers to one grader's inner consistency
between one marking session and another.

Tips for Writing Short Answer/Completion ltems

®= There should be only one short, concise answer.
Responses that are short and concise are easier to grade. Teachers
should specify the number of words if there is a limit.

* Allow for partial credit.
Teachers should consider the issue of partial credit for answers that
have varying degrees of correctness. A major goal of tesling/assess-
ment is giving students credit for what they know.

Essay Questions

Essay questions offer students the greatest opportunity to construct their own
responses. With this question type, il is the student who decides how to
approach the guestion, which ideas to include, how to organize these points,
and which conclusions to make. Essay questions are the mos! useful farmat for
assessing higher-order cognitive processes such as analyzing, evaluating, sum-
marizing, and synthesizing.

Despite these advantages, essay questions are time consuming for students
to answer, thereby allowing for the testing of only a limited amount of student
learning. Essay questions not only assess content knowledge, they place a pre-
mium on writing ability. Since essay questions are scored subjectively, there is
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the potential for reliability problems. For teachers the scoring workload is the
biggest disadvantage to using the essay question formal.

Tips for Writing Essay Questions

* Make all questions similar in level of difficulty.
This is especially important if students are given a selection of essay
questions and have to choose the ones they answer. If the questions
vary in difficulty, students will go for the easier ones.

* Write questions that force students to use higher-order think-
ing skills.
Use essay questions to their best advantage by requiring students to
use higher-order cognitive processes such as analyzing, evaluating,
summarizing, and synthesizing by using verbs such as compare and
contrast, defend, support, and predict.

* Allow students enough space to write their answer.
Leave sufficient space (preferably lined) for students to plan and
write their answer. Have extra lined paper on hand during the exam
in case students need to continue or double space their answers.

* Be specific in the amount or type of information you want in
the answer.
If you want students to include specific information in their answers,
tell them in the prompt. If a specific number of paraphrases or pages
is required, include that information as well. Be clear about the num-
ber of examples you require or if students are expected to give their
W Opinion.

* Assess content selectively.
Sometimes content is better suited to another format. Assess only
content that is appropriate with this format.

* Share the scoring rubric with students prior to the exam.
Develop a specified scoring rubric and then share and discuss this
rubric with your students before (or even during] the exam. Trans-
parency will help decrease student anxiety.




e ; e _Z _1'54_:r'.r1|quﬁ__r_:_'-r_h!§'. r.g—

Ten Things to Remember about

Testing Techniques

1. Design tests and assessment tasks based on blueprints or test specifications.
It i3 easier to create parallel emsftasks if test developers follow a blueprint or test
specification. If you don't have a test specification but do have an assessment task
that works, analyze what the task entails and write a spedfication to fit it.

2. Ensure the format remains the same within one section of the exam,
It is confusing 1o mix formats within the same section of a test.

3. Make sure the item format Is correctly matched to the test purpose and
course content.
Test iterns should relate to curricular objectives, Teachers should think about what
they are trying to test and match their purpose with the item format that most
closely resernbles it

4. include items of varying levels of difficulty,
Present items of differant levels of difficulty throughout the test from easy o diffi-
cult, We recommend the 3040/30 principle. When constructinig a test, try to direct
30 percent of the questions to the below average students in the class, 40 percent of
the guestions 1o those who have mid-range abilities, and the remaining 30 perent
af the guestions should be directed toward those students who are above average in
their language ability. In this way, everyone in the class, no matter what their ability
level, will have access 10 some of the questions

5. Start with an easy guestion first.
if you follow the 30030 principle mentioned, start the exam with one of the ques-
ticns from the easy aroup. This will relax students, which will lower their anuety levels

6. Avoid ambiguous items, negatives, and especially double negatives.
Linless your purpose as a tester is 1o test ambiguity, avaid ambiguous ilems. Sometimes
ambiguous anguage causes students 10 answer incomectly even when they know the
answer. Negatives and double negatives are extremely confusing and should be avoided,
if the intention is 1o test negatives, only relevant infarmation should be presented.

7. Avoid race, gender, and ethnic background bias.
Somehimes test content unfairly biases certain groups. To avold this, examing your
items carefully. Make sure that at least one other colleague has looked over your
items to check for bias,

8. Prepare answer keys in advance of test administration.
Develop keys and model answers atl the same time you develop the 1est or assess
ment task

9. Employ items that test all levels of thinking.
Avoid fifting items verbatim from test stimulus: This does not require a great deal of
processing from our students, Try to include itemshasks of varving degrees of sophisti-
cation and levels of thinking. Remamber the six kevels in Blooms Taxcnomy (19845
Krnowledge, Comprehension, Application, Analyss, Synthesis; and Evaluation
10. Give clear instructions.

When we assess our students, we want 1o know i they comprehend the guestions
we are asking them. Direchions that are too elaborate, for example, could impede
student comprehension, thereby skewing test resuits
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Extension Activity

Mr. Knott has just developed his midterm English exam for his integrated skills
ESL class. Look at the grammar and vocabulary section and decide which
aspects of his lest are good. What could be done to improve the test? Compare
your comments to what some colleagues had to say about Mr. Knott's test
(pages 40-42].

English Midterm Grammar Exam

Directions: Questions 1-10 are in complete sentences. Choose the best word
or phrase to complete each sentence, Indicate the correct letter (10 points
total; 1 point aach),

1. Obet lives in Detroit.
a. her
b. he
¢. him
d. she

works in the auto industry,

2. My sister as an air hostess,
a. working
b, works
c. she works
d. job

3. Tuesday and Wednesday come before Thursday but after

Sunday

Saturday

Monday

Friday

None of the abave

o Bon Fom

4. I'm hungry. 1 think I'll eat an
d. orange juice

b fork

c. éclair

d. automohile
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. The answer to question three is the
a. first

b, forth

c. three

d. fifth

day of the week.

. T usually participate in the regatta
a. from

b. on

c. at

d to

June.

. Juan is a lazy person. He usually takes a siesta the
weekend.

a. on

b. during

c.oat

d. throughout

. Although the proposal has some disadvantages, they are
outweighed by the

a. advantages

b. negatives

¢. drawbacks

d. problem

. While my mother prepared the
watched television,

a. kitchen

b. children

c. chicken

d. cartoon

for dinner, I

. An architect is a person who does not
a. design automobiles

b design buildings

c. design houses

d. design offices

_—

. Can you lype on a computer?
a. typing

b. totype

c. typed

d. type
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Mr. Knott's Grammar and Vocabulary Test—
A Critical Review

Good Things:

* [irections aren't too bad.
* Folint values for the section and sach question are indicated

FProblem Areas:

* Directions:

—Typo: should read incomplete (one word) instead of in complete.

—indizate the correct letter Is not precise encugh; should state how
students will indicate it. Po they circle the letter of the correct
arnswer, write the letter of the correct answer on the answer shast
provided, ar write the lstter of tha corract answer in the blankd

—Thare are, in fact, 1 questione, not 10. The extra question could be
=n issue. Do we add & point for the section or delete one of the
questions? If a0, which question should we delste?

* Test items:
—{luestion 1

» 18 Obeat a male or a female? When testing gendar-specific subject
pronouns, It |s better to uss a nama that all studants are famil-
iar with.

1 Since the blank Is in sentence inftial position, all reaponae
cptichs nead to bagin with & capital lstter,

—Guestion 2:

v 3-for-1 split item viokation {3 = working, works she works:
1=job).

' Inappropriste terminalpay [tem violaticn: The tarm gir hoatasa iz
datad, and some would argus that it ie politically Incorreet; &
better term here would be flight attandant,

» Reaponse optlon ¢ 18 & commonly mads mistake among several
languase groups (e, Arab speakers, etc); In hetercaenecusly
drouped classes where there are several differsnt langusge
drolps represented, this could be viewed as entrapmant,

—{uzstion 3

*This |2 a confusing way to Bsscee days of the week and
ssquencing.

» Impure Item as it teata both days of the week and szquencing.
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» Mare than one resporee option s keysble.

»Use of five response opticns is not conslstent with other
queaTions,

s The first day of the week In many countrias s Manday, Howaver,
In the Arab werld, the firet day of the week s Sunday,

» Use of None of the above ehould be avoided.

—Question 4:

v Extrancous clug item violation: the use of an in the stem is &
clue that only three response options work,

»Response option D (automobile) i a giveaway distracton

If students know that juice is something you drink, they can
easlly sliminate A as an answer.

» Ag such, students can figure out that C (éclair) is the key with-
out really knowing what It maana,

» Surely there is another more high-frequency noun that could be
used In place of éciair

—Quesaticn B:

» B-for-1 eplit item violation (3 ordinal rumbars = first, fourth,
fifth; 1 roman numeral = chraa).

» Presupposed knowiedge item violstion: The successful completion
of this question Is linked to the successful completion of Quas-
tion 3. Therefore, i the student has missed G5, then he/shs
automaticaslly misses Q5. This Is known as a double Jeopardy.

> Typa: farth should be written as fourth,

—Cusstian &

*No key item viclation: Key is not among the list of response
options.

*The term regatts Is a word asscciated with afflusnt peopls.
Perhape a term like boat race would be more acceseible to the
average student.

—Guestion T:

» Double key itam viclation: Both on and at (British English) the
weekend are acceptable. One could alsc argue that during and
throughout are possible.

» Stersotype item viclation: The asscciation of a Hispanic name
with taking a siesta promotes a stereotype.

—Cuestion &
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» B-for-1 split item viglations: (3 plurals/! singular or 3 negative
words and 1 pasitive). The latter is the most ssrious type of
3-for-1 split because the odd man out (advantages) is the key.

* There is & collocation between advantages and disadvantages,
which could b2 counted ss an extrangous glue,

—Question S

* Muitiple key viclations: Arguably, A, B, and C could fit and mske

sgngs,
—uestion 10

» Use of the word ot increases the difficulty on this question sc
much that it is even difficult for native speakers.

*We don't often define a person/profession by what he or she
does not do.

» The ward dealagn should be moved to the stem,

—CGlueation 1:
» Answer type has been left in the stem.

* Test ss a whole:
* Grammar and vocabulary should be tested in separate sections,
» Grammar questions outnumber vocabulary Itams,
* Mo real senee of cohesion as to what the main grammar pointa
are.
> For mare reliable resubts, more than 10 questions should be
included.



Assessing
Reading

It is difficult to assess an invisible skill, but that is exactly the dilemma lan-
guage teachers face when they test their students’ abilities in reading (and lis-
tening). We cannot actually see what is going on in students’ minds when they
read (or listen), so we design assessment based on constructs or models of recep-
tive skills that include a variely of subskills. This chapter examines current
ideas aboul reading—including its subskills and strategies—before exploring
techniques for assessment,

How important is reading in your school's assessment of your learners?

{(4) Intensive English {8) Conversation Classes, | () K-12: Reading is the
Program, Community Non-academic backbone of most
College, University Programs, Survival overall assassments,
(-Bound) Program: Classes: Reading is not including statewide

Reading is fundamental
to academic success and

important and is rarely
tested. Howewer, learners

assessments, that all
K-12 students must

ts @ major component of
any type of assessment.
Because reading is
Crucial 1o post-secondary
academic success, the
TOEFL® (Test of English
as a Foreign Language),
which is required for
admission to most North
American colleges and
universities, gives heavy
wieight to reading

need a certan level of
reading ability to take
whatever exams the
program may have,

take, Teachers need lo
consider how certain
guestion types may
negatively impact ELLs
scores regardless of their
language proficiency. In
addition, they should
make an extra effort to
familiarize their learners
with the formal and
directions of the
examination.
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Reading is a key skill for Ms. Wright's English language learners. Her
school is eager lo improve reading results on state and national examinations,
so administrators asked for a report of what Ms. Wright does to assess her slu-
dents' reading abilities. Some of the things she does to ensure valid and reliable

reading assessment are:

* She covers a range of reading skills from gist comprehension to
scanning for detail and inferencing for implied information.

¢ She chooses different text topics and types and uses several
passages per lest.

¢ She employs a range of different task types but ensures that
students are familiar with them.

¢ She expects students to distinguish between main ideas and
supporting details.

* She asks students to infer the meaning of unfamiliar words
from context.

» She treats grammar as an important part of reading
comprehension.

» She tests discourse-level aspects of texts including text types
and discourse markers,

* She asks students to recognize the purposes and audiences of
lexts.

* She encourages critical-thinking skills such as dislinguishing
fact from opinion.

Approaches to Reading

What exactly is reading? In daily life, we certainly encounter a wide range of
reading material and tasks, yel it is difficult to define exactly what we mean by
reading. Is reading mainly taking in new information, or is it a process of syn-
thesizing new information with what we already know? Is reading a matter of
decoding symbols to form words and sentences, or is it understanding how
arguments are presented and recognizing typical texts used for certain pur-
poses, such as a narrative story or assembly instructions for a bookease? In fact,
when we think of texts, do we think of prose passazes, or do we consider adver-
tisements, maps, graphs, and cartoons as texts, too?

Today, most English language teachers would agree that reading includes
both bottom-up skills—recognizing and making sense of letters, words, and
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sentences—and top-down processing that deals with whole texts. They would
also agree that text applies to both linear passages of prose as well as a wide
variety of non-linear sources of information such as maps and pie charts. Read-
ing is widely regarded as an interactive skill in which the background knowl-
edge or schemata that the reader brings to the task is constantly interwoven
with the new material. There are many processes involved in reading, but also
important are products or results of reading.

With a skill as complex as reading, it is challenging to choose what to
assess, [n his comprehensive overview of reading assessment, Alderson (2000)
argues that the place to start is the target skills we want our students to
develop. In a particular teaching setting, what kind of reading do students need
to do, and what subskills and strategies are important in that context? If you are
teaching ELLs in K-12, what reading skills do your students need? Alderson
sees the construct of reading as a mental model that translates more abstract
theories of reading ability into tasks that can be operationalized in assessment
(p- 117). Once we have defined the construct of reading that applies to our
teaching situation and its curricular outcomes, we can then move on to design-
ing reading specifications for assessment.

Reading Subskills

Most language teachers assess reading through the component subskills. Since
it is not possible to observe reading behavior directly, we can only get an idea
of how students actually process texts through techniques such as think-aloud
protocols. For classroom assessment, we normally focus on certain important
skills that can be divided into major and minor (or contributing) reading skills.
These categories are based on whether the skills pertain to large segments of
the text or focus on local structural or lexical points.
Major reading skills include:

* reading quickly to skim for gist, scan for specific details, and
establish overall organization of the passage

* reading carefully for main ideas, supporting details, author's
argument and purpose, relationship of paragraphs, and fact
Versus opinion

¢ information transfer from nonlinear texts

* drawing inferences from both stated and implied content
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Minor or enabling reading skills include:

* understanding at the sentence level
—vocabulary, syntax, cohesive markers
* understanding at inter-sentence level
—identifying what pronouns refer to, recognizing discourse
markers
* understanding components of nonlinear texts
—the meaning of graph or chart labels, keys, and the ability
to find and interpret intersection points

Vocabulary and Grammar

Increasingly, grammar and vocabulary are contextualized as part of reading pas-
sages instead of being assessed separately in a discrete point fashion. For exam-
ple, older versions of the TOEFL® examination contained a grammar editing
section where the students had to idenlify grammar errors. In the most recent
version of the TOEFL® (iBT), language skills are integrated, and grammar is
subsumed within other skills. Similarly, vocabulary is tested within context in
each of the skills. In other words, a student’s skills in these areas are assessed
as they produce written and spoken responses.

However, there are times when it is appropriate o assess structure and
vocabulary separately. Some testers such as Hughes (2003, p. 138) advocate sep-
arate testing of grammar and vocabulary because of the washback effect on
learning if these underlying skills themselves are not tested (pp. 172-179),
Remember, washback is the influence of testing on teaching and learning. If
you stress something in teaching, but you do not assess it, students get a mixed
message about its importance. Vocabulary research has shown that language
learners benefit from both explicit instruction and incidental learning [Folse,
2004|, so if your program includes an explicit vocabulary-building component,
it clearly makes sense to assess it separately.

Considerations in Designing Tasks

Reading tests use many of the formals discussed in Chapter 2. Recognition or
selective-response formats include multiple choice questions [MCQs),
true/false/not given (T/F/NGs), and matching and cloze—all formats where the
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student selects from a range of provided answers. When we move to gap-fill or
short answer formats, students must produce an answer, With these limited
production formats, remember that the emphasis is generally on meaning. If it
is clear that the student understood the task, mechanical mistakes such as
spelling that do not interfere with meaning should not be graded as wrong.
However, for authentic tasks such as reading directions for filling in a form,
accuracy is important,

Increasingly, commercial examinations like TOEFL® or the Cambridge
ESOL exams such as FCE (First Certificate in English) use formats that require
students to deal with the text as a whole. In some cases, students are asked to
insert missing sentences into appropriate places in the text. In other cases, they
are asked to order chunks of texts or paragraphs to demonstrate their under-
standing of sequence or text organization. Some integrative exams require stu-
dents to write a summary or response to texts they have read.

Specifications

Specifications help teachers and administrators establish a clear link between
the overall objectives for the program and the design of particular assessment
instruments. Specifications are especially useful for ensuring even coverage of
the main skills and course content as well as developing tests that are compara-
ble to one another because they are based on the same guidelines. Some typical
features of specifications are:

* content
* conditions

* grading criteria

Content

* What material will the test cover? What aspects of this mate-
rial? For example, if you teach a content-based course, will
the material cover topics similar to those that students have
already encountered? Will it recycle vocabulary that students
know as well as test unknown vocabulary in context?

¢ What does the student have to be able to do? Will students
demonsirate prediction or other prereading skills? You may
decide that it is important to spend class time developing cer-
tain reading skills or strategies but impractical to assess all of
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them. You must decide what to prioritize in terms of your
curriculum and the needs of your students,

* Specifications often state the type and number of texts [prose
or non-linear), the number of words in the passage, and read-
ability level.

Conditions

* Specifications usually provide information about the struc-
ture of the examination and the component parts. For exam-
ple, a reading examination may include five subsections that
use different formats and texts to test different subskills.

* Specific formats or a range of formats are usually given in
specifications in addition to the number of questions for each
format or section. It is strongly advisahle to have four to ten
items for each format because changing formats too fre-
quently can be disruptive,

¢ Decide whether students will have access to the text(s| as
they answer questions. Under some circumstances, such as
skimming for gist comprehension, you might lay out the test
so that students quickly read the text, then turn a page and
answer comprehension questions,

* Timing is another condition that is included in specifications.
The time may be given for the entire test or each individual
subsection. For example, you can place time-dependent skills
such as skimming and scanning in separately timed sections, or
you can place them at the end of a longer reading test where
students typically read faster to finish within the allocated time.

Grading Criteria

* Specifications indicate how the assessment instrument will be
marked. For instance, the relative importance of marks for
communication contrasted to those for mechanics [spelling,
punctuation, capitalization) should reflect the overall approach
and objectives of the instructional program. Similarly, if some
skills are deemed more important or require more processing
than others, they may be weighted more heavily.

Some sample specifications for two reading tasks based on the same text,
one using MCQs and the other using the T/F/ING format are provided.
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Sample Specifications

Sample Reading Specifications
Total Marks: 50

Time: 30 MINUTES
Part1

Text Type TEXT A
Descriptive or narrative text, authentic or modified

Advanced Level | Text length: S00 words

English for Flesch-Kincaid Grade Level 10-11

Academic

Purposes (EAP)

Topic Based on topics covered in course materials (so students have

background knowledge and familiarity with vocabulary)

Skills Gist comprehensicn, main ideas, supporting detaiks, reference,
vocabulary in context, text coherence

Task 5 Multiple Choice items wath 4 options each, one of which s the
key, auestions within this section will appear in order of the text
with the exception of the placement item. Ensure that there are
two distractors in the text for sach item

Skill Focus of The items should be written as follows:

Individual Items a, item requires finding factual information in the text at the
sentence kevel.

b. ltem asks studenits to identify across-sentence boundaries,
the referent of a subject, object or possessive pronoun
{highlighted or paragraph given).

¢ Item about the meaning of an unkrown word In cortext
{fword highlighted or line given).

d. item requires identification of a main idea at either the
paragraph or whole text level (title, 1opic for paragraph,
etc.).

e, htem requires choice of appropnate sentence for placement
at A symbal. Distractor sentences should sample the entire
text, and the question should appear at end of section,

Marking & marks per item, no partial scores, students circle letter of answer,
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Part 2
Text Type Use TEXT A (see Part 1)
Level See Part 1
Topic See Part 1
Skills Reading comprehensien requiring higher-order thinking skills than
required in Part 1. Kams should require that students:
a. process information beyond the sentence level
b. understand paraphrased waording
c. understand the difference between accurate and inaccurate
infarmation and information not provided by the text itself
d. recognize the purpose, bias, or intended audience of the
author
Task 5 True/FakeMot Given items where students circle answer.
Wording of the statements must be positive.
Skill Focus of The five T/AMNG items must test the following abilities:

Individual Items

a. connect informatian in different parts of a paragraph

b. connect informaticn in different parts of the text

c. identify paraphrased ideas from the text

d. recognize what information is actually given in the text and
differentiate it from background knowledge

e. identify the attitude, opinion, or purpose of the writer

MNote: There must be at least one T, F, and NG as the correct responses. but
only ong NG ftem per section.
Marking 5 miarks per item, no partial scores, students circle letter of answers
Texts

There are many sources for reading texts. Texts can be purpose written, taken
directly from authentic material, or adapted. The best way lo develop good
reading assessments is to constantly watch for appropriate material. Keep a file

of authentic material from newspapers, magazines, brochures, instruction
guides—any suitable source of real texts. You can find material on particular
topics in an encyclopedia written at an appropriate readability level or use an
Internet search engine. Whatever source you use, cile it properly on the exam

paper s a model for students. An exception would be when you have a
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question about the source of the text, such as, Where would you find this reading?
with supplied responses such as an encyclopedia, a dictionary, a telephone book, a
guidebook, etc. Another exception would be if the information is publicly avail-
able in many sources.

Reading texts include both prose passages and non-linear texts such as
tables, graphs, schedules, maps, advertisements, and diagrams, Whenever possi-
ble, present them in a realistic manner. For instance, a scanning task might
involve reading six or seven short advertisements similar to those in the classi-
fied section of a newspaper. Be sure that all texts are clear and legible.

Avoid texts with controversial or biased material. For example, do not use a
paragraph on religion, abortion, or international disputes, Although such texts
might generate enthusiastic classroom discussions, they are not suitable for
assessment because they can upsel students and affect the reliability of test
results. Remember that texts should be as culturally neutral as possible to avoid
offense. To this end, people in a passage should not be drinking alcohol, dating,
or discussing any taboo subjects.

You should check the language of your reading texts. This can be done quite
easily with Microsoft® Word, which provides word counts and readability sta-
tistics. First, highlight the passage, then select Word Count from the Tools
menu. To access readability information, go to Options under the Tools menu,
choose the Spelling and Grammar tab, and check Show Readability Statistics.
Readabhility is based on word and sentence length as well as use of the passive
voice. You can raise or lower the level by changing these, You can also add line
numbers and other special features to texts. This is very useful if you wish to
refer to a word in a particular line. Ninety percent of the vocabulary in a prose
passage should already be known to the students for good comprehension
{Nation, 1990).

Questions

Make sure that your questions are written at a slightly lower level than the
reading passages. Reading comprehension questions should be in the same
order as the material in the passage itself. Mixing up the order of questions sub-
stantially increases the difficulty level. If you have two types of questions or
two formats based on one text, go through the text with different colored mark-
ers o check that you have evenly covered the material in sequence.

For objective formats such as MCQ and T/F/NG, make all statements pos-
itive. If you phrase a statement negatively and an option is negative as well,
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students have to deal with the logical problems of double negatives. When-
ever possible, rephrase material using synonyms to avoid students scanning
for verbatim matches. Paraphrasing encourages vocabulary growth as positive
washback.

Formats

Al the most basic levels of second language literacy, it may be important to
focus on decoding skills and the ability to recognize letters and words. H. D.
Brown (2004) points out that this is a special concern for immigrants whose
first language uses a different script or who may not have been literate in that
language (p. 190). Assessment of early literacy is best accomplished with the
simplest formats that involve minimal instructions to read, ideally using picture
cues whenever feasible. The focus should be on the content, not on the com-
plexities of the task. The same holds true for testing very young learners, espe-
cially those who lack literacy in their first language,

Although much maligned, the standard objective formats such as MCQ,
T/FING, and matching have a valuable place in reading assessment if they are
carefully constructed. As Alderson (2000, p. 218) notes, these formats can be
used in sophisticated ways. One of the keys to effective use is to embed items
in rich context whenever possible. After all, in real life we seldom encounter
discourse that wildly jumps from one topic to another. Context is especially
important if your focus is on grammar or vocabulary since structures and
words do not occur in a vacuum. A paragraph that tests structural items or
vocabulary is far more valid because the items appear in context. Moreover, in
contextualized gap fills, students can attend to the surrounding words to choose
appropriate collocations. Here is an example of contextualized multiple choice
cloze focusing on certain grammar points such as articles, prepositions, pro-
nouns, verb tense, and agreement. It is an example of a rational deletion where
certain words have been omitted in order to test specified points.
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Example of Rational Deletion Cloze
for Grammar in Context

Read the paragraph, and decide which words from the chart are best far the spaces,

fark Twain was one of the most popular writers in Amernica. His real name was
Samuel Langhorne Clemens, and he was born '3 1835 in the state af Missouri,
For most of his life, he _(2)_near the great Mississippi River, _(3)_ when he was
thirty, he traveled to California. He became famous the following year when he
wrote a short story called "The Celebrated Jumping Frog of Calaveras County.”
After that, he traveled _(4) the world and continued _(5) writing career. Twain's
_@-_ known book was The Adventures of Huckieberry Finn, a story of a young
boy's fife on the Mississippi River. By the 1880s. Twain had become 2

important name in U.5. literature. Even today. long after his death, Mark Twain
@ famous for his skill at writing the same way people talk.

Circle the ward that is best for each spare.

space number choice a choice b chaice ¢

1 an at in

2 lived lives lving

3 because or but

4 upon around into

5 her his its

6 better best bigger
7 an the 8

g was is be

Sowrce: Adapted from K. 8. Folse, Intermediate Aeading Practices: Building Reading and Vacabulary
Skills (3 ed.) Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2004, p. 27,
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Multiple Choice Format

A wide variety of reading subskills are tested using MCQs, but the format is
well-suited for testing the ability to distinguish between main ideas and sup-
porting details. Reading experts believe that recognizing levels of generality is
crucial to comprehending the interrelationship of ideas in a reading text. A
standard technique is to have response options correspond to different levels of
specificity in these ways:

* JR (just right). This option should be the correct or best
ANSWET.

* TG [too generall. This distractor relates to an option that is
too broad.

* TS (too specific). This distractor focuses on one detail within
the text or paragraph.

* OT |(off topic). Depending on the level of the students, this
distractor is written so that it reflects an idea that is not
developed in the paragraph or text. For more advanced stu-
dents, the idea would be related in some way, but does not
represent the main idea.

Alternatively, MCOs can be used to directly check on the main idea for a par-
ticular section of the lext (such as a paragraph) or for the text as a whole, often
done through choosing the best title.

As testing boards shifl some of their emphasis to comprehension above the
sentence level, MCOQs are used to assess reference, discourse markers. and
insertion points for missing sentences. It is important to check the guidelines
for good item writing as tasks become more complex.

True/False/Not Given Format

[nitially, T/F/NGs seem easier to write than MCQs with all their pitfalls, How-
ever, there are several points to keep in mind. First, you can use the NG option
for reading as long as students can refer to the text so you do not test memory.
This is standard practice with many standardized exams, including computer
versions, where students have access to the text until they have completed the
relevant section or time is up.

Second, as previously noted, phrase all statements affirmatively and avoid
extremes such as always or never because they tip off students that the answer
is false. Provide answers for students to mark instead of expecting them to
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write in letters because it is sometimes difficult to tell the difference between a
student’s T and an FI

Have several texts within any reading assessment to avoid problems that
may occur if some students respond poorly to & topic or the associated vocabu-
lary. Practical considerations such as limited time to develop texts sometimes
result in using the same passage for different question formats. If you
encounter this situation, make sure that your specifications clearly state how
each format is to be used so that target skills and items don't overlap. Examine
this section of a reading assessment that uses a single text for both MCQ and
T/FING formats. The following text and questions are based on the earlier spec-
ifications and illustrate technical points in writing items for reading assessment.

Example of Two Formats Using One Text
Read the text, and then answer the questions.

e e i T e e ot ST
Diamonds

They are just tiny pieces of carban, like coal. However, diamonds ara the hard-
est substances in nature and are extremely valuable Why are diamonds 50 special,
how did they get here, and why are they warth 50 much maney?

Diamands are famous for two qualities. their extreme hardness and their
brilliance at changing white light into a rainbow of colors. Their strength is impor-
tant in inchustry where diamonds are used to cut, drill, engrave, and polish other
materials. Their brilliance makes them valuable as gemstones for jewelry.

Diamonds formed billions of years ago in the Earth's mantle, one hundred
miles below the surface, under conditions of great pressure and high temperatures.
Much later, deep volcanic eruptions brought them to the surface. Magma, very hot
liquid rock, carried diamonds to the Earths surface in pipes, carrot-shaped tubes
made up of other kinds of rocks. As the rock approached the Earth's surface, huge
explosions occurred. A When the pipes cocled, they contained small amounts of
diamonds. Usually, diamonds are mined from the pipes, but at other times, pecple
collect them where they have eroded into rivers or ocean beaches

Historical records show that people in India about 2,500 years ago thought
diamonds came from the gods. They were used in religious ceremonies, Later,

diamonds got their name from the Greek word adamas which meant invincible or
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too strong to defeat. The Roman writer Pliny (23-79 CE) noted that diamonds
were both beautiful and very useful to engravers, people who scratch designs on
other hard metals. Then, for about 1,000 years, nobody paid much attention to
diamonds.

in the Middle Ages, European and Asian royalty used diamonds in their
crowns. French King Lows the Ninth (1214-70) believed that diaronds were so
special only kings should have them. Later, though, other wealthy people used
diamond jewelry. Up to this point, most diamonds still came from India.

In 1726, diamonds were found in Brazil and a hundred years later. mines in
Africa started producing diamonds. Now half of the world's diamonds still come
from Africa, but places such as Canada, Siberia, and Australia also produce them.
The stone waste surrounding diamonds is about 99 percent, so diamonds are guite
rare. About BO percent of all diamonds are used in industry and only 20 percent
become jewelry The rough gemstone diamonds get cut, polished, and shaped in
Antwerp and Amsterdam, Mew York, Tel Aviv, and in Surat, India. Today, mast small
diamonds are processed in Surat.

The DeBeers Company controls the production and sales of diamonds
throughout the world, In the 1930s, they started an advertising campaign to
convince Americans that they should buy diamond engagement rings. The idea
caught on, and most couples spend a lot of money on diamand rings. The jewelry
Is often overpriced to make more profit for the company. Today. there is a concern
that some African diamond producers sell stones to buy guns to support warfare
and other criminal activities. in 2002, many nations signed the Kimberly Agreement
to stop this iliegal trade in diamonds.

Source: hetp:flen wikipedic. orghwikiDiarmond



Part 1: Circle the letter of the best answer,

1.

. An engraver uses diamonds

Where did diamonds develop?

A. billions of years ago

B. along rivers and beaches

C. deep in the Earth's mantle

D. from pressure and high temperatures

. In the fourth paragraph, what does they refer to?

A. historical records
B. diamonds

C. Indian people

D. the gods

A. as a tool to make designs
B. by creating crowns for kings
C. to be strong in battles

D. for religious ceremonies

The main idea of the sixth paragraph is

3: .ﬁgﬁaleislng Ri.-ading-

A. Canads and Siberia are cold places

B. diamond production and processing

C. the use of diamonds in industry

D. 50 percent of diamonds come from Africa

. Which sentence fits best at the A mark in the third paragraph?

A. You can see these crowns at the Tower of London.

B. Diamonds are mostly colorless, but some have colors.

C. These stolen stones are often called conflict diamonds.

D. The blasts were caused by hot magma hitting water.



—A Practical Guide ta Assessing English I_anguan_je- Learners

FPart 2: Decide if the statement is true (T), faise [FJ, or not given (NG, and circle
VOUT answear

T F NG 6. The most important quality of diamond jewelry
is its extreme hardness.

T F NG 7. Industry uses carbon to make valuable diamonds,

T F NG & Water causes diamonds to move from volcanic
tubes to the ocean.

T F NG 9 About 80 percent of American women wear
diamond engagement rings.

T F NG 10. The author thinks that people buy diamond
jewelry because of advertising,

Short Answer Format

Scanning for information in charts, tables, or advertisements is a real-life task
and lends itself well to the short answer format. As previously discussed, con-
sider the type of task when making decisions about the degree of accuracy
expected in terms of spelling, capitalization, ete. All too often, short answer
items focus on details, but they can be used to assess other reading skills. For
example, students may supply an appropriate title for a chart or diagram to
check their grasp of main ideas. If chart, map, or graph reading is important in
your program, frame short answer items so students have to demonstrate they
understand how these graphics work. For example, what do the axes on a graph
represent, what trends can they discern, what information is at the intersection
of certain columns and rows? You can also ask for short answers about sym-
bols, sources, and dates of scanned material. This task demonstrates some of

these points,
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Example of Short Answer Scanning Task

Scan the following chart on the World's Longest Rivers and answer each
question with three words or less.

1. Which river is longer than 4,000 miles?

2. How many of the longest rivers are in Asia?

3. How many rivers start in mountainous areas?

4. Which river is really two rivers together?

5. Which rivers are not important for shipping?

6. Did the information come from the Internet or a book?

7. Which rivers flow north?

8. Which river has the most water in it?

The World's Longest Rivers

Direction | Length in
of Flow Miles

Mile Africa Lake Mediterra- | North 4180 o
Victoria nean 523

Name | Continent | Startsin Ends in Navigation

Amazon®* | South Andes Atlantic East 3912
Armerica Mountains | Ocean
Mississippi | Morth Rocky Atlantic South kBl Lo il
(including | America Mountains | Ocean
Missour
River)
Yangtze Asia Tibet Pacific East 3,602 .

Plateau Ccean

Chb Asia Akal Arctic North 3,459
Mountains | Ocean

* = grealest amount of water flow
~m, = important for shipping

Source: wow adveniuralandtravel comiLargestRivers hitm
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Sequencing Tasks

There are many ways to check students’ understanding of the organization of a
text, but sequencing is especially useful in reading a narrative, following steps
in instructions or a recipe, or understanding biographical or historical events.
Just as jumbled or jigsaw texts are useful teaching tools, re-ordering sentences
or paragraphs can be used for assessment providing that students have already
encountered them in classroom instruction. Cognitively, these tasks are closely
related to text insertion tasks because they focus on seeing how the parts of a
text fit together to form a coherent whole. When you design these tasks, it is
important to create logical linkages between each component so that it is clear
how they fit together. You can do this by repeating certain key words or names,
by chronological sequencing, or by logical connections. It is also good practice
to indicate the starting point and "anchor” several other points, Examine this
example for some of these techniques.

Example of Sequencing Task

Number the paragraphs in the correct order to make a reading passage about Amelia
Earhart's hfe. Paragraphs 1, 5, and 7 are dona for you.

POV R T T LIS T LR AT SR

7 After these successes, Earhart decided to try 1o fly around the world. She
started cut from Flonda in June, 1927, As she flew eastward, she stopped
to rest and refuel. At each stop, she wrote about her experiences in her
diary and sent her writings to her husband. Cn July 2, her plane disap-

peared over the Pacific Ocean. Searchers never found her or her plane.

Earhart left univarsity to serve as a nurse in World War 1. Whan the war
ended, Earhart took her first sirplane ride in 1920. She loved flying and
started taking lessons immediately. Six months later, she bought her own
small airplane, named The Canary because it was bright vellow.

During the 1920s, Earhart practiced flying The Canary. Wemen pilots were
unusual then, but Chares Lindbergh became very famous by becoming
the first pilot to fly across the Atlantic in 1927,

__After his wite disappeared, Putnam published her diary entries, but no one
has ever solved the mystery of what happened to Amelia Earhart.
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1 The aviator Amelia Earhart’s story is one of success, achievement, and
miystery because no one knows how it ended,

The year after her marriage, Earhart became the first woman to fly alone

across the Atlantic. She won awards trom President Hoover and Cangress
for her achievement. Later she set other records such as the first woman
to tly across the United States alone and the first pilot to fly from Hawaii

ta California

Earhart was born in Atchison, Kansas in 1897. A good student, she was
educated at Columbia University and also attended Harvard,

—3  In 1928, Amelia Earhart became the first woman passenger o make the
trans-Atiantic flight by air. Her trip was organized by George Putnam, a
New York publisher. He and Amelia fell in love and married in 1931,

R E S SRR s R L I ]

Combination Tasks

Some tasks combine formats for particular purposes. Earlier, we saw a gap-fill
task used o assess grammar in context. In that case, students had to select the
appropriate supplied answer. Sometimes, however, we want to have students
produce quite a bit of language to demonstrate their understanding of both the
meaning and the structure of the reading passage. Some testers favor fixed-ratio
cloze for this, a format where every seventh word is deleted. Others go further
with C-tests in which halfl of every other word is missing.

There is, however, a middle-ground possibility where students supply key
terms as a cloze summary of a long text or demonstrate their understanding of
details from a graphic. The following example uses a model that is common in
the social sciences, one that appears in many first-year university courses in
sociology or geography. Each gap requires the student to demonstrate under-
standing of how the model works. In this case, il is possible for students to use
several different words with similar meanings such as decline, drop, or
decrease, and the teacher would have to consider them equally correct.
Another approach is to supply the words in a base form in alphabetical order
with several logical distractors included.
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Example of Information Transfer from Graphic to Gapped Text

Read the diagram of the Demographic Transition and then compiete the text with
appropriate waords.

Crude birth and death reles (per 1,000

Stage 1 Staga 2 Stage 3 Stage 4
3
Al \‘
a0
2
30 &
od e \
1
S [
U AAAASAALNA \
Law growth High growth Dacraasing growth Low growth

Matural inorsass rabe (%)

The demographic transition is 3 model that social scientists use to explain how
populations change over time. The model has four 1. or sections. Each
one shows a differant situation with birth and 2. rates that rasults in a
particular pattern of natural 3.

In the first stage, both birth and death rates are relatively high, but they cancel

each other out so that the result is 4. growth. This is encugh for the
population to continue, but it does not 5.

In the next stage, birth rates continue ta be relatively 6. , but death
ratesstart o 7. . In developing socdieties, this has happened as the result
ofbetter 8. care, nutrthon and 9. to fight disease. Overall,
more people survive, resulting ina 10, rateof 11, increase.

In the third stage, 12, birth and death rates 13, , 5o the
rate of natural increase 94._ declines. At the beginning of the third stage
it is still 15. but by the end of the stage, people have 16,




children and the rate draops. However, there are still more 17. than

14. . 5o there is a 19 rate of natural Increase,

The final or fourth stage is characterized by 20 birth and death rates,
As hirth rates 21. to the 22, of death rates, the rate of

23 24, also falls, In fact, it can 25. to below the
rate of replacement of the population. Some contemporary societies that have

reached this point are concerned about what their population levels will be in a
few decades,

e R e A R AN L S, o

Given the importance of reading for general and academic purposes, a vari-
ety of assessment techniques is available to teachers, yet we have only sampled
some of the most common ones. In thinking about reading assessment for your
class, be sure to check what skills, techniques, and formats are used on stan-
dardized tests that your students must take. Analyze publicly available material
[i.e., official released items), and then try writing practice tests. As vour stu-
dents use them, discuss how they work and what they are testing. You will be
developing good reading as well as test-taking skills.

3. Assessing ﬂeadﬂ_
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Ten Things to Remember about

Reading Assessment

i =

10.

Make sure your assessmentl matches your reading program.
Test the skills you teach, and consider the target situation of your leamers when
developing reading assessment

Sample a range of reading subskills with different task types.
Vanety is good, but use four to ten items for each task type 1o avoid students’
scores being affected by constant adjustment to different tasks.

. Choose a range of text types appropriate to your program.

Consider students’ background knowledge and interests in selecting teals. Some
familiarity with the topic or vocabulary aids comprehension However, students
should actually have to read the text and not simply rely on prior knowledge in
rasponding 10 questions. Never use texts that students have already read|

. Use both prose and non-linear texts.

Don't forgat that many daily reading tasks use non-linear texts such as diagrams
graphs, maps, and schedules. If you teach students to read non-linear teats, then
by all means include them in assessment. Remember: Good assessment mirrors
actual teaching.

Use authentic or adapted texts whenever possible,
Check the texts for readability levels and vocabulary, Be certain that copied authen-
tic materials are legible! Cradit your sources,

Exploit the entire text.
Vary whole-text questions with those that focus on specific sectons, Questions
shauld cover all sections of a text.

include grammar and vocabulary in context.
Emphasize the importance of structure and votabulary o reading comprehension
by including these contributing skills in your assessment

There is a place for separate assessment of grammar and vocabulary.
Sometimes you will want to focus classroom assessment on recently covered gram-
mar paints or vocabulary.

Assess inferencing and critical thinking.

It is easy 1o ask guestions shout specific, stated details, but much more challenging
1o create fems that require students to think beyord the printed text Include
questions that require students ta think beyond what they see in print

Consider timing to assess skimming and scanning.

Since these reading strategles need to be performed quickly, think about theair
placernent in your assessment. If you cannoct time separate sechons, place SCAMNINGg
tasks at the end
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Extension Activity

Mr. Knott uses reading texts from the news because he wants to make his students
mare aware of current events. He gave this reading test to his ninth grade classes, Sea
if you can identify some areas for improvement,

Mr. Knott's Reading Test

Grade 9 Reading Test
Name: Date: Class:

Read the passage and answer the questions.

Alligators are part of nature in Florida, but when three women die from alliga-
tor attacks in one week, people become worried. Floridz has about twa millicn alli-
gators and for 5B years until now, there have anly been 17 fatal attacks on
humans. Why are there suddenly more fatal alligator attacks?

Wildlife experts say that we can learn from locking at the three recent attacks
and understanding more about the habits of alligators. Alligators can grow 1o 14
feet long, and they can move very quickly, up to 30 miles per hour. They prefer
fresh water with lots of plants in it, and they are most active from sunset to sun-
rise. The three deaths happened in different parts of the state, but they have some
things in common. Two of the recent deaths occurred when wamen were walking
ar sitting near a canal, something like a man-made river that carries fresh water
from one place 1o another. It is believed that they weren't paying close attention to
things arcund them. The third woman died when she was snorkeling in a lake in
Dcala National Forest late in the afternoon. Perhaps the women didn'l realize how
strang alligators are and how fast they can move when they are hungry.

Years ago, laws were passed to protect alligators, but now autharities such as
police and wildlife managers get more than 18,000 telephone calls a year about
“nuisance alligatars” that cause problems. Wildlife officers can trap and kill prob-
lerm animals more than four feet long. They say that it 1s harder for people and alli-
gators to co-exist or live together nowadays. For one thing, Florida is a popular
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place o live because cf its warm climate, and people like 1o live near the water
Some residents like to keep alligators as pets or feed them so they can take photo-
graphs close-up. They even pick them up and touch them, This is dangercus and
against the law. Other people are careless and dan't watch young children or pet
dogs near the water. They should never be left alone near the water

Other authorities give two natural reasons for the attacks in May. First, the dry
weather this year has created very low water levels and alligators travel to find
desper water. That means they are in canals, swimming pools, and golf course
ponds where pecple do not expect to find them. Secondly, alligators mate in the
warm manths. The males are most active from April to lune, and then the females
protect their babies from June to August. Wildlife experts say people have to think

about all these things to prevent mare alligator attacks.

1. What word in Paragraph 2 means "water like a river'?

2. How many people have died from alligator attacks?
A. 58
B. 14
. 17
D. 20

Write T ftrue/, F (false), or DK [don’t know| niext to the statements.

3. ____ Alligators are most active during the day.

4. You can run away because alligators cannot move
quickly.

5. ____ The weather this year has been wetter than usual.

6. __ It's okay to feed your pet alligator,

7. In the third paragraph, what does they refer to?
A, pet dogs
B. young children
C. residents
D. police
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8. Which place are you Jeast likely to find alligators?
A. swimming pools
E. the ocean
C. canals
D. golf course ponds

9. What does co-exist mean?

10. Which is the best title for this reading?
A. Alligator Behavior
B. Alligator Attacks
C. Ocala National Forest
D. Wildlife Protection

Critical Thinking Section
Fut a check [v) next to all the things that help prevent alligator attacks.
— Swim during the day in salt water or swimming pools.
— Let your children play near the water alone.
_ Feed alligaters if they come near your house.
— 'Take photographs of alligators from a distance only,
_ Beware of alligators during their mating season.
—_ Call the police about "nuisance alligators.”
— Sit and relax by canals with your feel in the water.
Which sentence means the same thing as, *Wildlife officers can trap and kill
problem animals over 4 feet long'?

1. Wildlife officers enjoy killing large alligators.

2. Authorities protect young alligators under four feet in
length.

3. Traps are too small for large alligators.

4. Tt is too difficult to locate small alligators underwater.
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Ms. Wright’s Comments on Mr. Knott's Reading Test

Firat, while | applaud Mr. Knott's attempt to maks his students mare aware
of current. eventa, he resds to be more selective about the topic. A text about
slligator atiacks s certain 1o ralse some amdety among atudents In Floridal Mo
doubt Mr. Enott intended to provide & public safety message, but this taxt
wauld have been more appropriats for a clase discussion whers students could
be reassured about the astual dangers,

That sid, [d like to commend Mr. Knott for attempting to sssess a wide
range of reading subskills and not just focus on specific details, which s so
often the case, He evenly uses most sections of the text and asks questions
about both grammar and vocabulary In context. | appreciate his focus on critical
thinking, both ir the lsbeled section and In other questions based on Inferencing
skills. However, | wonder if it is advisable to label these 38 something specisl?
Ideally, all guastions would utilize critical thinking.

My main concerns have to do with teat and item construction. Although Mr.
Knott did follow the specifications with regard to subskills to be covered, the
organization of his test is quite chaotic, In & resding or listening exam, it is
important to stick To ane format for subsections of the exam so that students
don't constantly have to adjust to task changsa Within aach subsection, the
guestions should occur in the same order as the content of the passage Next
time, Mr. Knott should mark up the text so he can clearly see the progression of
testable pointa

There are slso technical problems with his test. Thare Is no clear indication
of how many pointe each question or section |s worth. Some sactlans have
instructions while others don't. Everl those with instructions have problems. For
example, what does Mr. Knott intand by “DR—don't krow™? Ferhap2 he has con-
fused it with "NG.” meaning that information is not given In the passage. On the
other hand, maybe he meane that the qusstion is unsnewerable by the student.
itam 4 in that saction is espacislly problematic because of the implied double
negative with “cannot™ and a negative response. Mr. Knott could alsc be more
consistent with the farmatting of his MCGs,

In several places there are problems with keys, the intended answers. In
question 2, elther 17 or 20 would e correct glnce he doesnt specify the time
frame. In question 7, all of the answers are plausible since it s not clear which
they he Intends to reference in paragrsph 3. Faraphrasing is an important resd-
ing skill, and It is good that Mr. Knott chose o test it However, in item 2, wil
studsnts undarstand the meaning of “fatal® in the Text and relate it to “died’¥
In item &, will they understand “least™? In addition, some distractors could be
eliminated without studente even reading the text. Lastly, Mr Rnott fomgot to
credit his sources.



Assessing
Writing

How important is writing in your school’s assessment of your learners?

(4] Intensive English
Program,
Community College,
University
(-Bound) Program:
Writing is
fundamental to
academic success and
is certainly a major
component of any
type ot assessment
Many post-secondary
PIOgranms requine a
writing sample before
admission. The TOEFL
requires several
writing samples from
sludents.

(B) Conversation Classes,

Non-academic
Programs, Survival
Classes: Writing is not
impartant and is rarely
tested. However,
learners may need a
certain level of writing
ability for certain short
answer or shart essay
[uestions.

(C) K-12: Along with reading,

writing is considered one of
the most important acadsmic
skills that all students are
expectad to master. Test
scorers nead to realize that a
certain number of language
errrs will persist for some
time with ELLs, namely errors
with articles, prepositions, and
verb tenses. Thase errors are
peculiar to ELLs and should
not be graded as harshly as
material that was taught to
everyone such as spelling or
punctuation. Teachers should
b aware of the importance
of a clear, pasy-to-understand,
culturalbh-nedtral prompt for
the exam, Content area
teachers from science and
social studies should realize
that any essay question will
aimost always produce a
lower score from ELLs because
of their language problems
even when they know the
content material well,
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The field of writing assessment has developed considerably over the past 50
years. Teachers ask their students to write on a variety of topics and then assess
them on the message contained in the writing sample, the clarity and organiza-
tion of the message, and the mechanics (spelling, capitalization, and punctua-
tion] utilized (O'Malley & Valdez Pierce, 1996). This chapter explores the
practical issues thal teachers face when evaluating the writing work of their
students.

Assessing writing skills is important because good writing ability is highly
sought by higher education institutions and employers. To this end, Ms. Wright
spends a lot of time ensuring that her writing assessment practices are valid
and reliable. She knows that any type of assessment should reflect the course
goals, so she starts the test development process by reviewing the course out-
comes and the specifications. Some of the things she does to ensure valid and
reliable writing assessment are:

e She avoids a "snapshot” approach of assessing writing ability
by giving students plenty of opportunities to practice a vari-
ety of writing skills,

* She practices multiple-measures writing assessment by using
tasks that focus both on product (midterm and final essays)
and process (writing portfolio).

* She gives frequent writing assessments because she knows
that assessment is more reliable when there are more sam-
ples to assess.

* She doesn't give students a choice of writing topic on impar-
tant exams like midterm and final because the marking will
be more difficult to standardize if she does.

* She avoids using a red pen to mark her students’ papers as
she feels it does more harm than good. When papers are
submitted electronically, she uses computerized marking
programs.

= Before marking begins, she identifies benchmark papers and
later shows them to students during instruction,

= She uses a well-established analytic marking scale at midterm
because several inexperienced teachers will be helping grade
papers.

* She makes sure that at least two teachers mark every writing
test,
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Approaches to Writing Assessment

Two major approaches te wriling assessment have been identified in the
literature—indirect and direct.

Indiract measures of writing assessmen! assess correct usage in sentence-level
constructions and assess spelling and punctuation via objective formats like
multiple choice and cloze tests. These measures are supposed to determine a
student’s knowledge of writing sub-skills such as grammar and sentence con-
struction, which are assumed to constitule components of writing ability, Indi-
rect writing assessmenl measures are more concerned with accuracy than
communication. In the past, tests such as TOEFL® used indirect writing assess-
ment where four sections of a sentence were underlined and marked as “A,*
‘B," "C," and "D." One of these contained an error, and students had to identify
the error.

Drirect measures of writing assessment assess a student's ability to communi-
cale through the written mode based on the actual production of written texts.
This type of writing assessment requires the student to produce the content:
find a way to organize the ideas; and use appropriate vocabulary, grammatical
conventions, and syntax. Direct writing assessment integrates all elements of
writing,.

Considerations in Designing Writing
Assessment Tasks

According to Hyland (2003), the design of good writing assessment tests and
tasks involves four basic elements:

* Rubric: the instructions

* Prompt: the task

* Expected response: what the teacher intends students to do
with the task

¢ Post-task evaluation: assessing the effectiveness of the writing
task.

The first element of a good writing assessment is the rubric, the instructions
for carrying out the writing task. A rubric can also mean the set of criteria on
which a piece of work, such as a project, is evaluated, and it is used in this
sense in elementary education. Good writing instructions or rubrics should:
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* specify a particular rhetorical pattern, length of writing
desired, and amount of time allowed to complete the task

* indicate the resources students will have available at their
disposal (dictionaries, spell/grammar checker, elc.), and the
delivery method of the assessment (i.e, paper and pencil,
laptop, PC)

* indicate whether a draft or an outline is required

* include the overall weighting of the writing task as compared
to other parts of the exam

Most of the information in the rubric should come from the test specifica-
tion. Test specifications for a writing test should provide the test writer with
details on the range of topics, the rhetorical pattern to be tested, the intended
audience, how much information should be included in the rubric, the number
of words the student is expected to preduce, and overall weighting [Davidson &
Lloyd, 2005). Here is an example related to an essay on travel.

Sample Writing Test Specification
Topic Related to the theme of travel
Text Typa Compara/conlrast
Length 250 words

Areas 10 be assessed | Content, arganization, vocabulary, language use, mechanics

Timing 30 minutes
Waighting 10 percent of midterm exam grade
Fass level Similar 1o JELTS™ band 5.5

The second essential part of any test of writing is the writing prompt.
Hyland [2003) defines the prompt as “the stimulus the student must respond to”
[p. 221). Kroll and Reid (1994) identify three main prompt formats: base,
framed, and text-based (p. 233). The first two are the most common in
second/foreign language writing assessment. Base prompts state the entire task
in direct and simple terms, whereas framed prompts present the writer with a
situation that acts as a frame for the interpretation of the task. Text-based
prompts present writers with a text to which they must respond or utilize in
their writing. Consider these examples,



Base Prompts
* Do you faver or oppose a complete ban on smoking? Why?
Why not?
* Discuss the view that women are better drivers than men.
* Many say that “Money is the root of all evil." Do you agree or
disagree with this statement?

Framed Prompts

* On a recent flight back home to the UAE, Emirates Airlines
lost your baggage. Write a complaint letter to Mr, Al-Ahli, the
General Manager, telling him about your problem. Be sure to
include the following:
—vyour flight details
—a description of the baggage lost and its contents
—what you would like Mr. Al-Ahli to do for you

* An announcement has been made by the Academy on this
year's nominations for the Oscar swards. You and most of
your friends have not heard of the films nominated for the
Best Picture award. Write a letter to the head of the Acad-
emy Awards aboul Lhis, and suggest and support alternalive

Nominees,

Text-Based Prompis

* You have been asked by a youth travel magazine to write an
article about things to see and do in your hometown. Using
the attached set of pictures, write a one-page article on this
topic.

* You have been put in charge of selecting an appropriate
restaurant for your senior class party. Use the restaurant
reviews to select an appropriate venue, and then write an
invitation letter to your fellow classmates persuading them to
join you there,
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Criteria of Good Writing Prompls
Each prompt you use in the assessment of writing should meet the fol-
lowing criteria:

* generate the desired type of writing, genre, or rhetorical
pattern

get students involved in thinking and problem-solving

be accessible, interesting, and challenging to students
address topics that are meaningful, relevant, and motivating
not require specialist background knowledge

use appropriate signpost verbs

be fair and provide equal opportunities for all students to
respond

= be clear, authentic, focused, and unambiguous

* specify an audience, a purpose, and a context

& & ® & a

Source: Davidson, B, &k Lloyd, D, [2005). Guidelines for developing a reading test. In D. Lloyd, P
Davidson, & C. Coombe (Eds.), The fundomentals of languape assessment: A practicel guide for teachers
in the Gulf [pp. 53-63). Dubai: TESOL Arabia Publications.

Developing a good writing prompt requires that you use the appropriate
signpost term to match the rhetorical pattern you are using. Some of the most
common signpost terms are:

Describe:  give a detailed account

Discuss! argue a thesis, identifying pros and cons

Explain: state and interpret

Compare:  show similarities between two things

Contrast:  show the differences between two things

Analyze: identify main points and evaluaie them

Define: provide the definition and exemplify

Summarize: produce a concise account of the main ideas,
omilling details and examples

Outline: provide a summary of main points and
sub-headings

Bvaluate:  appraise the worth or value of something

A third essential element of good writing assessment is the expected
response, a description of what the teacher intends students to do with the writ-
ing task. Before communicating information on the expected response to stu-
dents, the teacher must have a clear picture of the lype of response the
assessment task should generate.
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Finally, whatever way you choose to assess writing, evaluate the effectiveness
of your writing tasks/tests. According to Hyland (2003), good writing tasks are
likely to produce positive responses to the following questions:

* Did the prompl discriminate well among my students?

* Were the essays easy to read and evaluate?

= Were students able to write to their potential and show what
they knew?

Issues in Writing Assessment
Time Allocation

Teachers often ask how much time students should be given to complete writing
tasks. Although timing would depend on whether you are assessing process or
product, a good rule of thumb is provided by Jacobs, Zinkgraf, Wormuth,
Hartfiel, & Hughey, et al. (1981]. In their research on the Michigan Compaosition
Test, they state that allowing 30 minutes is probably sufficient time for most stu-
dents to produce an adequate sample of writing [p. 19). With process-oriented
writing or portfolios, much more time should be allocaled for assessment tasks,

Process versus Product

In recent years, there has been a shift toward the process of writing rather than
on the written product. Some writing tests assess the whole writing process,
from brainstorming activities to the final draft or finished product. In using this
process approach, students usually have to submit their work in a portfolio that
includes all draft material. A more traditional way to assess writing is through
a product approach. This is usually accomplished through a timed essay at the
middle and end-point of the semester. It is recommended that teachers use a
combination of the two approaches in their writing assessment, but the
approach ultimately depends on the course objectives.

Use of Technology

Technology has the potential to affect writing assessment. Students writing on
compiters regularly use spell and grammar checker, a thesaurus, or online dic-
tionaries as lools.

As writing assessment increasingly takes place electronically, access to
these tools becomes an issue. If students using computers have access to spell



- A Practical Guide to Assessing English Language Learners ' |

and grammar checkers, does this put those who write by hand at a distinct dis-
advantage? The issue of skill contamination must also be considered as elec-
tronic writing assessment is also a test of keyboarding and computer skills.
Whatever delivery mode you use for your writing assessments, it is important
to be consistent with all students,

Topic Restriction

Topic restriction, the belief that all students should be asked to write on the
same topic with no alternatives allowed, is a controversial issue in writing
assessmenl. Some teachers believe that students perform better when they have
the opportunity to select the prompt from a variety of alternatives. When given
a choice, students often select a topic that interests them and one for which
they have background knowledge. The obvious benefit of providing students
with a list of alternatives is that if they do not understand a particular prompt,
they will be able to select another, thus reducing student anxiety.

On the other hand, the major disadvantage of providing more than one
prompl is that it is difficult to write prompts that are at the same level of diffi-
culty, thus creating variance in scores. Moreover, marker consistency may be
reduced if all papers read at a single writing calibration session are not on the
same topic. It is the consensus within the language testing community that all
students should write on the same topic and preferably on more than one topic.
However, research results are mixed on whether students write better with sin-
gle or multiple prompts (Hamp-Lyons, 1990b). It is thought that the perform-
ance of students who are given multiple prompts may be lower than expected
because students often waste time selecting a topic instead of writing. If you
decide to allow students to select a topic from a variety of alternatives, make
sure your alternative topics are the same genre and rhetorical pattern. This
practice will make it easier for you to achieve inter-rater reliability.

Techniques for Assessing Writing

The ESL/EFL literature generally addresses two types of writing—free writing
and guided writing. Free writing requires students to read a prompt that poses
a situation and write a planned response based on a combination of background
knowledge and knowledge learned from the course, Guided writing, in con-
trast, requires studenls to manipulate content that is provided in the prompt,
usually in the form of a chart or diagram.
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Guided Writing

Guided wriling is a bridge between objective and subjective formats. This task
requires teachers to be clear about what they expect students to do. Decide in
advance whether mechanical issues such as spelling, punctuation, and capital-

ization matter when the task focuses on comprehension. Some important points
to keep in mind for guided writing are:

* Be clear about the expected form and length of response [e.g.,
one paragraph, a 250-word essay, a letter).

= If you want particular information included, clearly specify it
in the prompt (e.g., three causes and effects, two supporting
details).

* Similarly, specify the discourse pattern|s) the students are
expected to use (e.g., compare and contrast, cause and effect,
description).

¢ Since guided writing depends on the students' manipulation
of the information provided, ask them to provide something
beyond the prompt such as an opinion, an inference, or a
prediction.

* Be amenable to revising the anticipated answer even as vou
grade,

Free-Writing

All of these suggestions are particularly germane to free-writing. The goal for
teachers is to elicit comparable products from students of different ability lev-
els. Some important points to keep in mind for free-writing are:

* The use of mulliple raters is especially important in evaluat-
ing free-writing. Agree on grading criteria in advance and cal-
ibrate before the actual grading session.

* Decide whether to use holistic, analytical, or a combination
of the two as a rating scale for marking.

® If using a band or rating scale (see pages 82-83 for an exam-
ple), adjust it to the task.

* Acquaint students with the marking scheme in advance by
using it for teaching, grading homework and providing feed-
back. (Bemember: in ell cases, good assessment mirrors
actual classroom instruction.)
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* Teach good writing strategies by providing students with
enough space for an outline, a draft, and the finished product.

* In ESL/EFL classrooms, be aware of cultural differences and
sensitivities. Avoid contentious issues that might offend or
disadvantage students.

Authentic Writing Assessment

Student-Teacher Conferences

Teachers can learn a lot about their students’ writing habits through student-
teacher conferences, which can also provide important assessment opportuni-
ties. The questions teachers might ask during conferences include:

* How did you select this topic?

* What did you do to generate content for this writing?

* Before you started writing, did you make a plan or an outline?

* During the editing phase, what types of errors did you find in
your wriling?

* What do you feel are your strengths in writing?

= What do you find difficult in writing?

¢ What would you like to improve about your writing?

Self-Assessment

Two self-assessment techniques can be used in writing assessment—dialogue
journals and learning logs. Dialogue jowrnals require students to regularly make
entries addressed to the teacher on topics of their choice. The teacher writes
back, modeling appropriate language use but not correcting the students’ lan-
guage. Dialogue journals can be in a paper/pencil or electronic format. Students
typically write in class for a five- to ten-minute period at the beginning or end
of the class. If you want to use dialogue journals in your classes, don't assess
students on language accuracy. Instead, Peyton and Reed [1990) recommend
that you assess students on areas like topic initiation, elaboration, variety, use
of different genres, expressions of interests and attitudes, and awareness about
the writing process, Learning logs document time students spend on various
writing aclivities.
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Peer Assessment

Peer assessment, yet another assessment technique, involves the students in the
evaluation of writing. One advantage of peer assessment is thal it eases the
marking burden on the teacher. Teachers do not need to mark every single
piece of student writing, but it is important that students receive regular feed-
back on what they produce. Students can use checklists, scoring rubrics, or sim-
ple questions for peer assessment. The major rationale for peer assessment is
that when students learn to evaluate the work of their peers, they are extending
their own learning opportunities.

Portfolio-Based Assessment

Portfolio-based assessment examines multiple pieces of writing produced over
time under different constraints rather than a single essay written in a specified
time period. For assessment purposes, a portfolio is a collection of student writ-
ing over time that shows the stages in the writing process a text has gone
through and thus the stages of the writers’ growth. Portfolios reflect accom-
plishment relative to specific instructional goals or objectives. Portfolios can
showcase a student’s best work or display & collection of both drafts and final
products to demonstrate progress and continued improvement.

Characteristics of a Portfolio

Several well-known testers have put forth lists of characteristics that exemplify
good portfolios. For instance, Paulson, Paulson, and Meyer (1991) believe that
portfolios must include student participation in four important areas: [1) the
selection of portfolio contents, {2} the guidelines for selection, {3) the eriteria for
judging meril, and (4) evidence of student reflection.

By including reflection as part of the portfolio process, students are asked
to think about their needs, goals, weaknesses, and strengths in language learn-
ing. They are also asked to select their best work and explain why it was bene-
ficial to them. Learner reflection allows students to contribute their own
insights about their learning to the assessment process. Santos (1997) says it
best: “without reflection, the portfolio remains ‘a folder of all my papers.*
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Marking Procedures for the
Assessment of Writing

Reliable writing assessment requires a carefully thought-out set of procedures,
and a significant amount of time needs to be devoted to the rating pProcess.

First, a small team of trained and experienced raters needs to select a num-
ber of sample benchmark scripts or papers from completed exam papers. These
benchmark papers need to be representative of the following levels at
minimum:

¢ Clear pass (good piece of writing that is solidly in the A/B
range|

¢ Borderline pass (a paper that is on the borderline between
pass and fail but shows enough of the requisite information
to be a pass)

* Borderline fail |a paper that is on the borderline between
pass and fail but does not have enough of the requisite infor-
mation to pass)

* Clear fail (a below-average paper that is clearly in the D/F
range)

Once benchmark papers have been selected, a team of experienced raters
marks the papers using the scoring criteria and agrees on a score. It will be
helpful to note a few of the reasons why the paper was rated as it was. Next,
the lead arbitrator conducts a calibration session (often referred to as a stan-
dardization or norming session) where the entire pool of raters rate the sample
papers and Iry to agree on the scores that each paper should receive. In calibra-
tion sessions, teachers should evaluate and discuss benchmark papers until
they arrive al a consensus score. These sessions are time consuming and not
popular with teachers who want to get started marking right away. Sessions can
also get heated, especially when raters of different educational and cultural
backgrounds are involved. Despite these disadvantages, they are an essential
component to standardizing writing scores.

Writing Assessment Scales

An important part of writing assessment deals with selecting the appropriate
writing scale for a particular teaching context. Factors to consider include the
availability of resources, amount of time allocated to getting reliable writing
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marks to administration, the teacher population, and the management structure
of the institution.

The two main types of writing scales for assessing student written profi-
ciency are holistic and analytic.

Holistic Marking Scales

Holistic marking is based on the marker's total impression of the essay as a
whole. Holistic marking is variously termed as impressionistic, global, or inte-
grative marking. Experts in holistic marking scales believe that this type of
marking is quick and reliable if three to four people mark each paper. The rule
of thumb for holistic marking is to mark for two hours and then take a rest,
grading no more than 20 papers per hour. Holistic marking is most successful
using scales of a limited range (e.g., from 0-6).

Both the Educational Testing Service (ETS) and the International English Lan-
guage Testing Systems (IELTS™)] have conducted a tremendous amount of
research in the area of holistic marking, and second and foreign language educa-
tors have identified a number of advantages to it. First, it is reliable if done under
no time constraints and if teachers receive adequate training. Second, this type of
marking is generally perceived to be quicker than other types of writing assess-
ment and enables a large number of scripts to be scored in a short period of time.
Third, since overall writing ability is assessed, students are not disadvantaged by
one lower component such as poor grammar bringing down a score. Finally, the
scores tend to emphasize the writer's strengths (Cohen, 1994, p. 315).

Several disadvantages of holistic marking have also been identified. First, it
can be unreliable if marking is done under short time constraints and with inex-
perienced, untrained teachers (Heaton, 1990). Second, Cohen (1994) has cau-
tioned that longer essays often tend to receive higher marks. Third, testers
point out that reducing a score to one figure tends to reduce the reliability of
the overall mark. It is also difficult to interpret a composite score from a holis-
tic mark. The most serious problem associated with holistic marking is its
inability to provide washback. Specifically, when marks are assigned through a
holistic marking scale, there is no diagnostic information on how they were
awarded. Thus, testers often find it difficult to justify the rationale for the
mark. Hamp-Lyons (1990a) has stated that holistic marking is severely limited
in that it does not provide a profile of the student's writing ability. Finally, since
this type of scale looks at writing as a whole, there is the tendency on the part
of the marker to overlook the various sub-skills that make up writing.

See Figure 2 on page 82 for an example of a holistic marking scale produced
by the National Admissions and Placement Office in the United Arab Emirates
for the Common Educational Proficiency Assessment (CEPA).
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Figure 2. CEPA Writing Descriptors

Owerall meaning of complex communication adequately conveyed.

Main and subsidiary points are clear and well organized, but may contain minor
irmelevancies or inappropriacies.

A range of cohesive devices used, though not abways accurately.

Generally accurate use of sentence structure, though range of complex sentences is
limited

Vocabulary choice generally adequale, but may be inadegquate to express a wide
range of ideas with precision

Most of the time, appropnate choice of words, idioms and register gives the text a
fealing of fluency.

Occasional errors in spelling may still occur,

Uses capilal letters, periods, commas, apostrophes, parentheses, and bullets, with
only occasional unobtrusive ermors.

Overall meaning of simple and more complex communication adeguately conveyed,
though clarity will vary.

= Drganization of text contributes to overall clanty.
* Range of cohesive devices is attempted.
* Simple sentences are generally correct; some complex sentences may be used, but

not often accurately,
Errors in subject-verh agreement may still accur.
Mocabulary generally appropriate.

= Appropriate choice of words, idioms and register oocasionally gives glimpses of

fluency.

Spelling errors still intrude but do not impair meaning.

Uses capital letters, periods, commas, and apostrophes appropriately, with only
occasional errors.

Meaning clear in straightforward communications; where content is more complex,
meaning comes through only intermittently.

Simple cohesive devices used appropriately,

Can construct simple sentences but errors in subject-verb agreement and word
order are frequent.

Appropriate choice of basic tenses,

Range of vocabulary becomes wider, but may be inappropriate.

Teat Is stilted.

Spelling errors intrude though words are mainly recognizable with effort.

Uses capital letters and periods almast without errar; commas and apostrophes
missing or misused.

Meaning only clear in short, simple communications; becomes unclear if content
becomes mare comgles.
Little or no evidence of cohesive devices,

= Attempls simple sentences with some awareness of, but imited control of, hasic

sentence structure and word order.

Vocabulary limited to simplest personal or work-related topics.

Speliing of familiar words is generally accurate, but unfamiliar words may be
unrecognizable.

Uses capital letters and periods most of the time.
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| = Can convey only the simplest ideas.

| * Begins to produce a few short sentences and phrases independently, but with little
or no control of sentence structure,

Vocabulary limited to common wards.

Can spell a few common words accurately,

Some evidence of punctuation, but usually inaccurate.

Can copy sentences accurately.

Can write legibly.

|1 |+ Can convey information by positioning words correctly (e.g., name, title).
Essentially unable to make sentences or multi-word messages.
Can write words from memory in a limited range (e.g., name, address, job)
Can form letters accurately and independently, but confuses upper and lower case
e | except when copying.
iH Can copy words accurately but cannot spell words not given.

|| * Text is 50 short that only evidence of letter formation or word copying can be
assessed.

=5
L ] - L] L -

-
" 2 ® @

0 | Any of the following

| * Nosample available.

= Whole text appears to be copied or memarized and bears no relation to the topic
+ lliegible,

e

Analytical Marking Scales

In analytic marking, "raters provide separate assessments for each of a number
of aspects of performance” (Hamp-Lyons, 1991). Scorers mark selected aspects
of a piece of writing and assign point values to quantifiable criteria. Analytic
marking scales are generally more effective with inexperienced teachers and
mare reliable for scales with a larger point range.

A number of advantages have been identified with analytic marking. First,
unlike holistic marking scales, analytical writing scales provide teachers with a
‘profile” of their students' strengths and weaknesses in writing, which is very
useful for diagnostic feedback. Second, analytic marking is very reliable if done
with a population of inexperienced teachers who have had little training and
who grade under short time constraints (Heaton, 1990). Finally, training raters
is easier because the scales are explicit and detailed.

Just as there are advantages to analytic marking, educators point out a
number of disadvantages associated with it. Analytic marking is perceived to be
more time consuming because it requires teachers to rate various aspects of a
student's essay. It also necessitates a set of specific criteria to be written and
scorers to be trained in frequent calibration sessions to ensure that inter-marker
differences are reduced to increase validity. Also, teachers tend to focus on spe-
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cific areas in an essay such as content, organization, grammar, mechanics, and
vocabulary. Consequently, analytic marks are often lower than holistically
marked papers.

The best-known analytic writing scale is the ESL Composition Profile
{Jacobs et al., 1981). This scale contains five component skills, each focusing on
an important aspect of composition and weighted according to its approximate
importance: content (30 points), organization (20 points), vocabulary (20 points),
language use (25 points), and mechanics |5 points). The tatal weight for each
component is further broken into numerical ranges that correspond to four lev-
els from very poor to very good to excellent.

Classroom Teacher as Rater

Should classroom teachers mark their own students’ papers? Experts disagree
here. Those who are against this warn there is the possibility that teachers
might show bias for or against a particular student. Other experts believe the
classroom teacher knows the student best and should be included as a marker.
Double-blind marking is the recommended ideal with no identifying student
information on the scripts.

Multiple Raters

Do we really need more than one marker for student writing samples? The
answer is an unequivocal yes. All reputable writing assessment programs use
more than one rater to judge essays. In fact, the recommended number is two,
with a third in case of extreme disagreement or discrepancy. It is believed that
multiple judgments lead to a final score that is closer to a "true” score than any
single judgment [Hamp-Lyons, 1990b, p. 79].

Responding to Student Writing

Another essential aspect of marking is providing written feedback to students
so they can learn and make improvements to their writing. Probably the most
common type of wrilten teacher feedback is handwritten comments at the end
or in the margins of the students' papers. Some teachers like to use simple cor-
rection codes to provide formalive feedback. These codes facilitate marking and
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minimize the amount of "red” ink on student writings. An example of a com-
mon correction code used by teachers follows. Advances in technology provide
us with another way of responding to student writing. Electronic feedback is
particularly valuable because it can give a combination of handwritten com-
ments and correction codes. Teachers can easily provide commentary and insert
corrections through Microsoft Word's track changes function and through
simple-to-use software programs like Markin fwww.cict.co.uk/software/marhin/.

Sample Marking Codes for Writing

Spelling

vt Verb tense

Wrong word

Wi
Wy Wrong verb
2

Nice idea'tontent!

] Switch placement

L Mew paragraph

) | don't understand

Research indicates that teacher written feedback is highly valued by second
language writers (F. Hyland, 1998, as cited in Hyland, 2003; Ferris, 2002, p.
135}, and many students particularly value feedback on their grammar (Leki,
1990]. Although positive remarks are motivating and highly valued by students,
Hyland (2003) points out that too much praise or positive commentary early on

in a writer's development can make students complacent and discourage revi-
sion (p. 187).
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Ten Things to Remember about

Writing Assessment

- Give students multiple writing assessmeant opportunities,
Provide plenty of opportunities for students at all levels to practice the type of writing that
you expect them to do on the writing test. Often teachers avord wiiting until exam time
because it is 3 lot of work 1o indwdually mark several drafts of the same essay.

Test a variety of writing skills and create tasks of varying lengths.

Take more than one sample el students’ writing This reduces the variation in perform-
ance that might occur from task to task. It is widely believed that the performance on
one task is not representative of students’ overall writing ahility. The more samples of
writing ability an the test, the more reliable the test.

. Develop prompts that are appropriate for the students.
The prompts you select or develop should invite the desired type of writing. They should
ba realstic and sensitive to the cultural background of the student. Choose subjects
within the realm of your students” experience,

Evaluate all answers to one guestion before going on to the next.
This practice prevents a shifting of standands from one question to the next and helps
the rater mark more consistently.

Mark only what the student has written,
Don't be influenced by other factors in addition 1o the quality of the wark, such as the
guality or legibility of the handwriting.

Have a systemaltic approach for dealing with marking discrepancies.
One such approach might be to take the average of the two raters for a small discrep-
ancy and utiize a third rater if there is & big discrepancy.

. Get students involved.
Get students mvolved in developing and marking their writing tests. Have them suggest
prompts they'd like to write on and get them involved in peer assessmient. Share what-
ever sconing criterla and rubrics you use with students. Transparency can help students
internalize the rubric so that it becomes 2 natural part of their aditing procass

. Pravide students with diagnostic feedback,
Use writing assessment results to identify what students can and cannot do well and
provide this information to students. With analytic marking scales, you will have access
tn a profile to give students feedback. With holistic marking scales, be sure to take notes
on students” strengihs and areas for improvement.

. Practice blind or double blind marking.

Mark assays without looking at students” names since the general impression we have of
our students is @ potential form of bias. Some teachers mark on the basis of how well
they know the student and his of her abilities it is not uncomimon for a teacher lo give
a hugher score to a poorly written script of a good or above-average student by rational-
izing that “Juan is really a good student even though he didn't show it on this essay
Maybe he was tired or not feeling well.® This is known as the halo effect. Have students
put their names on the back of their papers or issue sach student a candidate number
1o prevent this practice.

Calibrate and recalibrate,

The best way 1o achieve inter-rater reliability is 1o practice. Starl early in the acadersc year by
employing the marking crileria and scale n nen-test situations. Make students aware from
the outset of the criteria and expectations for their work. Reliability can be increased by using
multiple marking, which reduces the scope for error that & inherent in a single score.
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Extension Activity

Mr. Knott has been asked to contribute a writing prompt for the next midterm test.
The course objectives focused on description. Here is the prompt he developed. What
aspects of the prompt are good? What aspects of the prompt might prove problematic?

E3 MIDTERM EXAM
WRITING SECTION
VERSION C
Student Mame: T : .
LD, Mumber: e
WRITING: DESCRIPTION 10 pts. total

Write 2 detalled description of the patrol pump in the picture.

15 meten

5 miters

Dmeters -
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Here is Ms. Wright's review of Mr. Knott's writing prompt:

To: Mr. Knott

From: Ms. Wright

RE: Feedback on Your Writing Test Contribution
Date: Octcber 1, 2006

First of all, lst me thank you for your contribution to the midterm exam. In this
mema, [d llke to briefly deacribe what | liked sbout your test and whst | think nzeds to be
improved upon. Let's start with the positive @. You have followsd our writing spacifica-
tiens that asked for a description of a commonly known object. You also provided glosses
for vocabulary that you felt might prove difficult for students. | alse like the fact that you
included the weighting (10 pts.) of the writing task on the student paper. However, there
are a few things that | think might be problematic for our students. The authenticity of
degcribing 2 gas pump might be inappropriate for students. Most of our students don't
drive yet, and | think we should ask them to describe an object that they have some famil-
iarity with and that they might actuslly describe In raal-lifs contaxta. An example might
be & computer or laptop. Alsc, your usage of the British English term petrol and metric
measuremants might be confusing to students. Finally, | feel the rubric should be more
detziled. In your next draft of this test, pleass give students an idea of how much infor-
mation (1.a.. ward count, number of details) that you'd like them to include,

| lock forward to seeing your next draft by Wedneaday, the 3. Thanka for your hard
work,

Kegards,
Msz. Wright



Assessing
Listening

How impartant is listening in your school's assessment of your learners?

i#4) Intensive English (B} Conversation Classes, | (C) K-12: Listening ks not
Program, Community Non-academic “taught” and is therafore
College, University Programs, Survival not assessed in any formal
(-Bound) Program: Classes: way in K-12, at least not
Good listening skills are Because these programs in the way it is
important for academic focus on comversation, emphasizad and assessed
sUCCess, 50 emphasis is the curricula will in English language
placed on listening emphasize speaking and programs. However, k=12
skills in the curmiculum, listening, which means teachers are at the
Similarly, exams such as that any kind of foretrant for providing
the TOEFL® and [ELTS™ assassment will also English language input for |
test hstening. emphasize these two their ELLs In interacting |

areas. In general, with their kearners in |

howvever, mare overt English, ¥-12 teachers are

emphasis is given lo sometimes the students’

speaking than to main source of native

listening. Enclish interaction,
Because teachers are
constantly making sure
that their ELLs have
understood the daily class
lecturas and activities,
k~12 teachers are

| engaging in informal

assessment of listening on
an angoing basis,
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The assessment of listening abilities is one of the least understood and least
developed, yet one of the most important areas of language testing and assess-
ment [Alderson & Bachman, 2001, p. x). In fact, Nunan (2002] calls listening
comprehension “the poor cousin amongst the various language skills.”

As teachers we recognize the importance of teaching and then assessing the
listening skills of our students, but—for a number of reasons—we are often
unable to do this effectively. One reason for this is that the listening process is
internal and not subject to direct study and observation. To learn to speak, stu-
dents must first learn to understand the spoken language they hear. In the past,
educators hypothesized that listening was a passive skill because it could not be
observed. In more recent theoretical models, listening is regarded as an active
process. Another reason for the past neglect of the listening skill was that the
productive skills of writing and speaking were emphasized. In recent years,
however, the position on this has changed, and now a much greater emphasis is
placed on listening.

Ms. Wright knows that listening is more than just hearing words. She views
listening &8s an active process whereby studenis receive, consiruct meaning
from, and respond to spoken messages. Because she sees listening as an integral
part of the communication process, she is careful not to neglect this important
skill. Some of the things she does in order to ensure valid and reliable listening
assessment are:

* She consults her specifications before starting the listening

test development process.

* She uses a variety of assessment tasks with different listening
PuUrposes.

= She ensures that her tasks are reflective of real-life situations

and contexls,

She collects authentic material to use for listening scripts.

She asks another teacher to record her listening tasks to

expose students to other speech models.

She checks her listening equipment and does a sound check

before the test.

* She standardizes her administration procedures between her
bwo classes.

» She wvaries her question types and puts more emphasis on
meaning than on testing details.

* She pays attention to issues like background knowledge and
skill contamination.



[ TR SRR T 5 Assessing Listening [ NETI

Meodels of Listening

According to Nunan (2002), before we can develop appropriate assessment tech-
niques for listening, we must first understand the nature of listening. Two mod-
els of listening have been identified in the literature: botlom-up and top-down
approaches,

In bottom-up processing, listening is believed to be a linear, data-driven
process. In other words, comprehension occurs when the listener successfully
decodes the spoken text. These sounds can range from the smallest meaningful
units (phonemes) to complete texts. Comprehension occurs in the bottom-up
processing view when students take in a word, decode it, and link it with other
words to form sentences. These sentences ultimately form meaningful texts. On
the other hand, with top-down listening, the listener is directly involved with
construcling meaning from input. In this process, the student uses background
knowledge of the context and situation to make sense of what is heard. We
should teach and assess both types of listening.

Approaches to Listening Assessment

Buck (2001) has identified three major approaches to the assessment of listen-
ing abilities: discrete point, integrative, and communicative approaches.

The discrefe-point approach became popular during the 19505 with the
advent of the audiolingual method. This approach broke listening into compo-
nent elements and assessed them separately. Some of the common question
types in this approach included phonemic discrimination, paraphrase recogni-
tion, and response evaluation. The underlying rationale for the discrete-point
approach stemmed from two beliefs: that it was important to be able to iso-
late one element of language from a continuous stream of speech and that
spoken language was believed to be the same as written language, only pre-
sented orally,

The integrative approach started in the early 1970s, The underlying rationale
for this approach is best explained by Oller (1979): "whereas discrete items
attempt to test knowledge of language one bit at a time, integrative tests
attempt to assess a learner's capacity to use many bits at the same time" lp. 37).
Proponents of the integrative approach to listening assessment believed that the
whole of language is greater than the sum of its parts. Common question types
in this approach were dictation and cloze.

The communicative approach arose at approximately the same time as the
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integrative approach as a result of the communicative language teaching move-
ment. In this approach, the listener must be able to comprehend the message
and then use il in contexi. Communicative question formats should be authen-
tic in nature.

General versus Academic Listening

Unlike foreign and second language listening in & conversational setting, a
major part of listening in a university context involves lecture comprehension.
Many observers {Richards, 1983; Rost, 1990; Flowerdew, 1994) have noted dif-
ferences between general listening and academic listening. In some cases, these
differences have important implications for testing.

Early work by Richards (1983) separated general and academic listening on
a taxonomy of micro-skills. Richards’ taxonomy identified 33 skills involved in
general listening as well as 18 academic listening micro-skills. Richards’ general
listening micro-skills include clustering; recognizing redundancy; comprehend-
ing reduced forms; comprehending hesitations, pauses, false starts, and correc-
tions, understanding colloquial language; processing prosodic features;
understanding and using rules of conversational interaction. Richards ohserved
that another set of higher-level micro-skills is necessary in academic listening
vontexts, including the listener's ability to:

= identify the purpose and scope of a lecture, the lecture topic,
and its logical development

» understand the relationship among discourse units (main ver-
sus supporling details)

* recognize the lexical terms related to the topic

* recognize markers of cohesion and intonation in a lecture

* detect the speaker's attitude toward the subject

* recognize digressions and non-verbal cues of emphasis

Considerations in Designing
Listening Tasks

Before attempting to design a listening test, teachers should consult the course
objectives and the listening test specifications that will provide information
about objectives, formats, and themes. The tasks should reflect those that occur
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in real-life situations, and the language used should be natural. As always, the
students should be able to use background knowledge to make sense of the test
tasks and items. The primary focus of items should generally be on meaning
rather than on form.

Background Knowledge

Background or prior knowledge needs to be taken into account because
research suggests that background knowledge affects comprehension and test
performance. However, take care to ensure that students are not able to answer
test questions hased on their background knowledge rather than on their
comprehension.,

Testers can cantrol for background knowledge in one of three ways. First,
test designers can ensure students have an equal amount of background knowl-
edge by writing listening tests that exploit specific course materials. Second,
they can provide students with the requisite background knowledge during
testing via advanced organizers or practice prompts, Third, test writers can use
topics that are unfamiliar to the entire student population. In any case, an
attempt to standardize the presence or absence of background knowledge
should be made in any listening text that purports to be a valid indicator of
comprehension.

Test Content
The test specification might provide you with information about the following:

* text types (i.e., narrative, descriptive, etc.)

» speech types to be used (i.e., phrases, single utterances, two-
person dialogues, mulli-participant dialogue, monologues)

* mode of input |audio, video, live reader)

* varieties of English to be used

* scripted or unscripted input

* length of input |in time or number of exchanges for dialogues)

Texts

Some teachers feel that the unavailability of suitable texts is listening compre-
hension's most pressing issue because creating scripts that have the characteris-
tics of oral language is nol an easy task. In desperation, teachers take a reading
text and transform il into a listening script, resulting in contrived and inauthen-
tic listening tasks because written texts often lack the redundant features that
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are so important in helping us understand speech. A better strategy is to look
for texts you like and then infuse oral characteristics into them.

Start by doing an inventory of the topics in a course and collect appropriate
material well in advance of exam construction. Some strategies to help you
infuse oral characteristics into reading texts are:

= Insert an oral marker at the beginning: *Today [ am going to
talk about. . . . "

* Spoken language typically uses less complex structures than
written text, so change complex sentences into shorter ones.

* Insert devices that help you buy time to plan what to say next
(pauses and fillers like um, err, ak).

* Use coordinating conjunctions like and, but, or so instead of
ones like although and whereas.

* Read aloud what you have written to see if it sounds natural.

¢ If you work from a recording, make a tape script. If you work
from a tape script, make a recording.

¢ Build in pausing, redundancy, and other features of oral texis
(talse starts, ungrammaticality, hesitations).

Whenever possible try to use samples of authentic speech to assess listen-
ing. Other good text sources include radio, television, pre-recorded teaching
materials, pod casts, Internet, and teacher-produced materials.

Vocabulary

Research recommends that students must know between 90-95 percent of the
words to understand a text/script (Nation, 1990). Indeed the level of the vocab-
ulary that you utilize in your scripts can affect the difficulty and hence the com-
prehension of students. If your instilution employs word lists, it is
recommended that you seed vocabulary from your own word lists into listening
scripts whenever possible. To determine the vocabulary profile of your
text/script, go to www.erugam.ca/nobelir21270/extoolsAveb_vp html for Vocabu-
lary Profiler, user friendly software developed by Paul Nation and mainlained
by Tom Cobb. By simply pasting your text into the program, you will receive
information about the percentage of words thal come from Nation's 1,000 Word
List, the words that come from the second 1,000 word families, words from the
Academic Word List, and words that are not found in these lists. Here is a sam-
ple output done on a short text:
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Source: The Vocabulary Profiler

Another thing to remember aboul vocabulary is that lexical overlap can
affect difficulty. Lexical overlap refers to when words used in the passage are
used in the questions and response options (Buck, 2001, p. 153). When waords
from the passage are used in the correct answer or key, the question is easier
The question becomes more difficult if lexical overlap occurs from the pas-
sage/script to the distractors. A final thought on vocabulary is that unknown

vocabulary should never occur as the correct answer.

Test Structure

In any test, start with an easy question. This will lower students’ lest anxiety by
relaxing them at the cutset of the test. Within a listening test, it is important to
test as wide of a range of skills as possible. Questions should be ordered as they
are heard in the passage, and items should be spaced out in the passage for
good content coverage. It is recommended that no content from the first 15-20
seconds of the recording be tested to allow students to adjust to the listening.

Many teachers only include content that is easy to test, such as dates and num-
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bers, so be sure to assess a full range of listening skills. Include some para-
phrased content and inferencing tasks to challenge students.

Formats

Students should never be exposed to a new format in a testing situation. If new
formals are to be used, practice them in a teaching situation and then introduce
them into your testing repertoire. Objective formats like multiple choice ques-
tions (MCQs) and trueffalze (T/F) are often used because they are reliable and
easy to mark and analyze. When using these formats, give three response
options instead of four for MCQs and drop the NG option from T/F/NG. Mem-
ory plays a significant role in listening comprehension. Since students do not
have repeated access to the input text, more options add to the memory load
and affect the difficulty of the task and question. Visuals are often used as part
of listening comprehension assessment. When using them as input, use clear
copies that reproduce well.

Item Writing

Once you have decided on the texts and formalts you are going to use, it is time
to think about the individual test items, Listen to the passage and note areas you
want students to understand from the input text. When you have done this, you
are ready to start constructing items. Place test items sufficiently far apart in the
test so that students have time to respond to one item without missing the next.
For example, if answers fall too closely together in the text, students can miss
one and find themselves listening for responses that have long since passed.

Frame each new section with an advance organizer to help develop the con-
text and activate student's background knowledge. These examples prepare stu-
dents for the listening texts:

Task 1: Listen to the interview with Dr. Peter Davidson, a specialist in
sports medicine. He will give you his views on the advantages and
disadvantages of Extreme Sports. Then answer the questions.

Task 2: Mr. and Mrs. Rollins, a young couple from New York City, are
discussing their summer plans. Listen to their conversation and then
answer the guestions. Il




| r , 5 assessing Listening | RN

If you are using a script, build in and record specific instructions so that
students know exactly how long they have for each step: The following is a
sample of pre-recorded instructions for a listening test.

You have one minute to read the questions.
Now start listening.

Students hear Task 1 recording.
You have one minute to read the guestions.
Now start listening.

Students hear Task 1 recording.
You have 30 seconds to write your answers
Now listen again.

Students hear Task 1 again.

Tini
The length of a listening test is generally determined by one of two things: the
length of the tape or the number of repetitions of the texts. Most published lis-
tening tests do not require attention to timing. The proctor simply inserts the
tape or CD into the machine, and the test is over when a pre-recorded This is
the end of the lislening fest statement is played. For teacher-produced listening
tests, the timing of a test will usually be determined by how many times the
lest-lakers are permitted to hear each passage. Proficiency tests like the
TOEFL* and IELTS™ allow students to hear the listening input passages one
time, whereas achievement tests usually repeat the input twice. Buck |2001)
recommends that if you are assessing main idea, inpul should be heard once,
and if you are assessing detail, input should be heard twice. According to
Carroll (1972, listening tests should not exceed 30 minutes.

Remember to give students time to pre-read the questions before the test
and answer the questions throughout the test. If students are required to trans-
fer their answers from the test paper to an answer sheet, extra time to do this
should be buill into the exam.
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Skill Contamination

Skill contamination is the idea that a test-taker must use other language skills to
answer questions on a listening test. For example, a test taker must first read
the question and then write the answer. Whereas skill contamination used to be
viewed negatively in the testing literature, il is now viewed more positively and
termed skill integration.

Techniques for Assessing

Listening Comprehension

Phonemic Discrimination

In this task, the student listens to one word spoken in isclation or in a one-sen-
tence context and then tries to identify which word was said. Usually this task
is done with minimal pairs, two words that differ in only one phoneme such as

ship/sheep, tank/thank, or livefleave. Here is an example of a phoneme discrimi-
nation task used in context:

Students hear: He intends to get a new ship next month.

Students read and circle the correcl response:
He intends to get a new [ship/sheep) next month.

Paraphrase Recognition

Paraphrase recognition requires students to listen to a statement and then salect
the option closest in meaning to the statement. Consider this example:

Students hear: John nailed his presentation yesterday.

Students read and select the best paraphrase:
A John used nails at work yesterday.
E. John's presentation was very successful.
C.John injured himself afler his presentation
yesterday.
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Objective Formats

Objective formats like MCQs and T/F can be used to assess listening content.
Here is an example of both:

Students hear: The newly married couple took a much-needed break
at a hotel last weekend.

Students read: The couple got married last weekend.
T. F. (F is the answer.)

Students hear: What would you like to do this weekend?

Students read: A.Yes, 1 would
B. Just relax."*
C.About two days.
D In five minutes.
** correct answer

Short Answer Questions
Teachers can use shorl answer question formats to assess listening, provided
that the guestion is short and straightforward.

Students hear: Last year I spent some time hiking in Vancouver. It
was one of the most restful yet energetic vacations I've ever had. Most
days we spent about five hours walking and then we set up camp. At
the campsite, we read novels and the latest newspapers until the sun
went down around 7. After that, we helped prepare the meals.

Students read and respond: How many hours a day did she
walk?

What did she do at night?

Cloze

In a listening cloze, students listen to a passage while referring to a written
transcript of the text in which several words have been deleted. Students are
asked to fill in the blanks while listening.

Students hear: Bvery year at this time, the Harris Poll asks people to
name their favorite leisure-time activities and how much time they
have for their leisure, as well as how much time they spend working—
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including school and keeping house. Reading (28 percent), TV watching
(20 percent), spending time with family and kids (12 percent), fishing
(12 percent], and gardening (10 percent] are the nation's favorite ways
of using their leisure time, all relatively unchanged from the results
over the last few years.

Students read and fill in the gaps:

Every year at this time, The Harris Poll asks people to name their
and how much time they have for their

leisure, as well as how much time they spend working—

. Reading (28 percent), TV watching
[ percent) spending time with family and (12 per-
cent), fishing (12 percent), and {10 percent) are the

nation's favorite ways of using their leisure time, all relatively

from the results over the last few vears,

Dictation

Dictation has been used to assess language skills for a number of years. In fact,
testers classify dictation as an integrative test because it assesses a wide range
of skills. To do a dictation with your students, you will need to find a short text
of 50-100 words, which you will read three times. You read it once at normal
speed. The second reading is done by bresking the text into meaningful units or
bursts. The last reading is done at normal speed with no breaks. Students listen
during the first reading for the gist of the text and write down what they hear
during the second reading. The third reading allows students to check their
work and fill in any gaps.

Il
-

First reading at natural speed with no pauses:

Students go to university to get an education and find a good
job. A CV or curriculum vitae is an essential job search tool. A CV is a
document that lists your contact details, education, work history, skills,
and achievements, A wellwritten CV is necessary to promote yourself “
to future employers. According to career advisors, students nead to
start working on their CVs as soon as they begin college. They recom-
mend that CVs be no longer than two to three pages. Most impor-
tantly CVs should be free of spelling and grammar mistakes, Things “

like this can make a bad impression on future emplayers.
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Second reading with breaks at // and at a slower speed:

Students go to university // to get an education // and find a
goed job. I/ A CV or curriculum vitae / is an essential job search tool,
N A CV is a document / that lists your contact details, #/ education,
work history, // skills, and achievements, // A& well-written CV /f is nec-
essary to promote yourself /f to future employers. I According to
career advisors, /f students need to start working // on their CVs as
soon as they begin college. // They recommend that CVs // be no
longer than two to three pages. // Mest importantly /f ©s should be
free of speliing #/ and grammar mistakes. #/ Things like this # can
make a bad impression // on future employers.

|| Third reading at normal speed with no pauses: "
Students go to university to get an education and find a good
job. A CV or curriculum vitae Is an essential job search tocl. A CV is a
document that lists your contact details, education, work histary,
skills, and achievements. A well-written CV s necessary to promote
yourself to future employers. According to career advisors, students
I need to start working on their CVs as soon as they begin college.
They recommend that CVs be no longer than two to three pages.
Most importantly CVs should be free of spelling and grammar mis-
takes. Things like this can make a bad impression on future
employers.

Information Transfer Tasks

Information transfer tasks require students to transfer information they have
heard to a chart or visual. Common examples of information transfer tasks used
in the assessment of listening are filling in a form or a timetable, labeling a
graph, finding something on a map, and following instructions. Here is a sam-
ple form-filling activity:
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Listen to the conversation between Mrs. Deyle and lohn Evans who
saw a job advertisement in the newspaper. The call for applications
ends today. Help Mrs. Doyle, the company secretary, fill in John's
application over the phone.

Mrs. Doyle:
John:

Mrs. Doyle:

Johr:

Mrs. Doyle:

John:
Mrs. Dayle:
John:
Mrs. Doyile;
John:
Mrs. Doyle:
John:
Mrs. Doyle;
John:
Mrs. Doyle:

Jahn:

Mrs. Doyle:
John:

Mrs. Doyle:

John:

Good afternoon, Jumbo Electronics. May | help you?

Hello, I'm John Evans, and I'd like to inquire about the
technician position advertised in the paper. Has the
position been filled?

No, it hasn't, but the call for applications closes at end
of business today.

What! That's an hour away. | live on the other side of
town, and I'll never make it to the office on time in
this trafficl

Mot to worry! You can email me all your documents,
and we can fill in the application over the phone.

Greatl What do you need to know?

Let's start with your full name,

That's John Gilbert Evans.

Can you spell your last name please?
Certainly. E-V-A-N-5.

Your address and telephone number please.
847 Main Street, Cumberland, Maryland.
What is the zip code an that?

Oh, sorry. 28801.

Just a few more guestions. Do you have a phone num-
ber in case we need to contact you for an interview?

Let me give you my cell phorne number. It's 301-777-
0987.

And what day would be best for an interview?

Well, I'm willing to come in any time you need me to
but probably Tuesday morning would be best for me.

Thanks, Mr. Evans. I'll get this up to personnel right
away. You'll be hearing from us soon.

Thanks for all your help. Bye!
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Help Mrs. Doyle fill in John's application:

Jumbo Electronics
Job Application Form
Mame of applicant:
Lase Firnt Middle inirial
Address:
ClryiSeate: Lip Code:
Telephone: home
wark
cell
Preferred Interview Day/Time: Sarurday
Monday AM
Tuesday ™
Wednesday
Thursdiny
Friclay
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Note-Taking

Note-taking is an authentic task in academic programs. Students are actively
involved as they write key information they understand from the input text.
Note-taking can be handled in two ways, Students listen and simultaneously fill
out the question paper or take notes. With this task, note-taking can be as
guided or as unstructured as you want. Alternatively, students listen to the text
and take notes, which they then use to answer questions.

— _ — —

Sample Tape Script for Note-Taking Task

Good marning, students. In today's lecture I'm going to tell you
about a place that | find really fascinating. How many of you have
heard about or seen pictures of a place called Angel Falls? Angel
Falls is famous because it is the world’s highest waterfall. It is 879
meters high. It is located on the Churun River in Canaima National ||
| Park in Vienezuela. This magnificent waterfall was not known to the

world until its discovery in 1933 by an American pilot called Jimmy
Angel. Jimmy was flying a plane that was searching for gold when
he discovered the falls for the first time. But he couldnt land his
plane at that time. In 1937, he returned and landed his plane at the
top of the waterfall. The plane got damaged during the landing,
II and he had to walk through the rainforest to the nearest village for
help. As you have probably already guessed, the falls are currently
named “Angel Falk” after him.

Not surprisingly, because of their height and beauty, the falls
are one of Venezuela's top tourist attractions. Despite their popular-
ity, they are difficult to get to. A trip to the falls requires a short
plane trip to Canaima. Then you must take a boat trip to reach the
falls. For an easier way to see them, it is also possible to take a tour
that flies past the falls. If you're planning on taking a trip there,
though, you must pay attention to the weather because the falls
cannot be seen on cloudy days. During the dry season from Decam-
ber to March there is less water falling over them, but you have a
better chance that it won't be cloudy,
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Students fill out the chart based on information from the lecture.

What is the topic of the lecture? Angel Falls

Why are the falls famous?

In which country are they located?

When wera they discovered?

How do you wsit the falls?
[name cne wayl

What is a bad time to visit Angel Falis?

Listening Test Delivery

The physical characteristics of the lest setting or venue can affect the vahidity
and/or reliability of the test. Exam rooms must have good acoustics and mini-
mal background noise, The equipment used in test administrations should be
well maintained and checked out beforehand. In addition, an AV technician
should be available to correct any problems with the equipment during the
administralicn.

The way a listening test is administered and delivered can impact the
results as well. Examples of commonly used modes of delivery in listening
assessment include audiotapes, videotapes, CD-ROMs, and live readers. Differ-
ences in the mode used influence the students’ degree of comprehension.
Research shows that students comprehend less when paralinguistic cues are
unavailable (Kellerman, 1992), as would be the case in audiotaped scripts. To
produce more extemporaneous listening recordings, use available programs on
your computer like Sound Recorder or shareware like Audacity® and PureVoice®
to record scripts for use as listening assessments in the classroom.

Certain speaker characteristics can also effect listening assessment. Problems
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can arise when speakers with different accents, styles, speech rates, or degrees
of professional or social status deliver the listening text. A number of speaker
variables have been identified that significantly affect listening comprehension
in L2 students, including rate of speech (Tauroza & Allison, 1990), perceived
experiness of the speaker, gender (Markham, 1988), dialect of the speaker
(Tauroza, 1997), and pauses (Blau, 1991).

Non-standard procedures can result in unreliable test scores, Common pro-
cedural factors that can influence results include the number of text repetitions
given, length of time allowed to complete the task, undue speaker stress or into-
nation used to cue correct answers, policies regarding unscripted mistakes, and
false starts in live reader situations. Teachers should attempt to standardize the
delivery of all listening assessment. Inconsistencies in the delivery of a listening
test can unfairly help or hinder student performance.

Recording Voiceovers

Anyone recording & segment for a listening test should receive training and prac-
tice beforehand. In large-scale testing, it is advisable to use a mixture of genders,
accents, and dialects. To be fair for all students, listening voiceovers should
match the demographics of the student and teacher population. Other important
issues to consider are the use of non-native speakers of English for voiceovers
and the speed of delivery. Whoever records listening test voiceovers, whether
native or non-native speaker, should speak clearly and enunciate carefully. The
speed of delivery of a listening test should be consistent with the level of the stu-
dents and the materials used for instruction. If your institution espouses a com-
municative approach, then the speed of delivery for listening assessments
should be native or near native delivery. The delivery of the test should be stan-
dard for all test-takers. If live readers are used, they should practice reading the
script before the test and standardize with other readers.

Scoring

Scoring listening tests poses numerous challenges to the teacher. Dichotomous
scoring (questions that are either right or wrong) is easier and more reliable.
However, it does not lend itself to many communicative formats such as note-
taking. Other issues include whether to deducl points for grammar, spelling
mistakes, or non-adherence to word counts. When more than one teacher is
marking a listening test, calibration or standardization training should be com-
pleted to ensure fairmess to all students.
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Ten Things to Remember about

Assessing Listening

Valid and reliable testing of listening comprehension is a complex process. Keep these
points in mind.

1. Assess listening comprehension even though it is difficult to assess.
One reason for the neglect of listening assessment materials is the unavailability of
culturally appropriate listening materials suitable for ESLEFL contexts. The biggest
challenges for teaching and assessing listening comprehension concemn the produc-
tion of listening materiaks. indeed, listening comprehension assessment is often
avcided because of the time, effort, and expense required to develop, rehearse,
record, and produce high-guality audictapes or CDs.

Reading texts must be converted to listening texts.
A written text lacks oral features. The closer a text is to oral language, the more
appropriate it will be to assess students’ listening comprehensian.

Give credit for what students know.
Don't deduct for spelling or graminar mistakes when your focus s on listening
comprehension.

4. Don't forget the importance of background knowledge.
Because students do not have multiple passes at the text, there needs to be suffi-
cient comextualization pricr 1o listening. To facilitate schema activation, set the
context of the istening in the instructions,

5. Don't just test what is easy to test,
Many teachers focus their test ftems on local information (e.g.. numbers, datas,
places) because these detail-focused items are easier to write than iems that focus
on meaning. Make sure your major focus Is on meaning. Include higher-order
thinking skills as well.

6. Give students a reason for listening.
The purpose of the listening activity should resemble those in reaHife situations,
input should have a communicative purpose. In other wards, the listenar must have
a reason for listening.

7. Don't expect full comprehension,
Teachers should not expect students 1o remember everything they hear; students
often comprehend without being able to remember cantent,

8. Accept that skill contamination will occur,
In a perfect world, reading or writing would never imterfere with the assessment of
the listening skill. In reality, the successful completion of practically every listening
test requires compelence in other language skill areas. However, if the aim is to test
listening, students should not be asked to read or write too much.

9. Assess all types of listening (top down/bottom up and general/academic).
Vary your measures where listening comprehension is concemead
10. Don't forget the cornerstones of good testing practice,
In listening, as in all the other skills, teachers should be guided by the cornerstones
of testing. validity, reliability, practicality, washback, authenticity, transparency, and
SECLTty.

o

w
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Extension Activity

To prepare his students for their upcoming listening test, Mr Knott has created a
practice guided note-taking task. Take a look at his transcript and assessment task,

and note its strengths and weaknesses,

M?r. Knott's Tape Script for Note-Taking Tusk

Listening Script: New Tuskland

Today | am geing to talk about a country called New Tuskland. | will
discuss the geographical features, animal life, climate, and resources
ot the country. New Tuskland is located in the northern part of the
Gumayan continent. It shares borders with Inlanda, Gammaland,
and the Azure Ocean. It is 3 large country with an area of about
213,230 square kilometers.

New Tuskland has a wide variety of geographical features.
There is a long coastline that is located on the Azure Ocean. In the
eastern part of the country there are high mountains. A large lake
and river are found in the south, In addition to these geographical
features, New Tuskland has many modern tourist resorts along the
north coast with several 5-star hotels,

Many tourists come to New Tuskland to watch whales. They
take boats from the harbor near the capital city called Seeb. The
whales swim near the island.

The climate of New Tuskland differs from region to region
depending on the altitude. Along the coast and in the mountains,
the climate is hot and rainy. The average daily temperature is
between 15 and 50 degrees Celsius. The rainy season occurs from
May to November.

New Tuskland is very rich in natural resources. The most impor-
tant natural resource of New Tuskland is polystyrene, Polystyrene is
a substance made from hydrocarbons and is used in the production
of aeronautical supplies. It is the main export of the country. Natural
gas, gold, and forest land are also important resources for New Tusk-
land.

In summary, New Tuskland is a land with many varied geograph-
ical features and resources. it welcomed nearly half a million tourists
last year.
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English Listening Test

MName: Teacher:
I.D. Number; Date:
New Tuskland

Listen to the talk about New Tuskiand and then fill in the correct informa-
tion. Use the map on the back of the test paper to help you |5 points),

Country

Location

Size 1

Geographical Features

Weather

Wild animals .

Mest important resource
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Ms. Wright's Review of Mr. Knott's Test
Strengths:

It Is an authentic guidsd listening task

K Is academic in nature.

The content is Indicative of a geography lecture.

Fointe are included in the rubric,

Answer content e fairly spread out In tha taxt.
Questions are mostly in the order of haw they are heard,
The instructions for the task are faidy explicit.

Weaknesses:
(Taps Seript)

Authenticity is the biagest problem hers. Obvigusly New Tuskland |s an
Imaginary place. There are enough places in the world that studants don't
know sbout, so it is not nacessary to make up places.

It reads like a written text (only ewception i "Today | am going to talk
about. ... ").

The number of points allocated to the task Is not enaugh for the number
of questions posed; the result will be in 1/4 pointe.

(Cuestions)

Extraneous clue on the first item; New Tuskland is located on the test
paper riot once but twice,

The location question does not specify how much information should be
writtan down: both of the following propesitions ars keyabls:

—located in the northarn part of the Gumayan continent”

—*It shares Porders with Inlanda, Gammaland, and the Azure Ocean”

Because no specific Info Is given on how much information is required,
some studants will write only ons of the above-mantioned kevs: others will
write both. When it comes time to score, teachers will feel Inclinad to give
those students who wrote more higher marks, thersby disadvantaging
studente who in fact sdequately anawered the question.

For the Geoaraphical Features question, no indication is made a5 to how
many are wanted. The only indication that more than one answer is
wanted s the plural "s” on Features.

For the Weather question, the tarm climate is used in the Text.

The Wild Animals question implies that two reaponses are wanted but
only one (whals) ia in the Cext.

The key to the Most Valuable Resource is polystyrens, & low-freauency
word that is difficult even for the native spasker 1o spell. Unless thie word
I8 part of the unit vocabulary list, the teacher will have to accept virtually
any answer that begins with poly-,



Assessing
Speaking

How important is speaking in your school's assessment of your learners?

[A) Intensive English
Proegram, Community
College, University
{-Bound) Program:
Prior to the new TOEFLE,
speaking was not
accorded much
impartance in these
programs because the
TOEFL® did not assess
speaking. However, tha
new (BT® TOEFL®
assesses several speaking
samples fram ESL
learners, Programs are
now implementing
speaking assessments of
wvarious types, often ta
mimic the TOEFL®. This
shift means short tests of
impromptu speaking
{normally 60-90
seconds), speaking in
reaction to a listening
passage, and speaking in
reaction to a reading
passage.

(B} Conversation Classes,

Non-academic
Programs, Survival
Classes:

Because these programs
focus on conversation,
the curricula wall
emphasize speaking and
listening, which means
that any kind of
assessment will also
emphasize these two
areas. In general,
however, more overt
emphasis is given to
speaking than to
listening. Some programs
have an exit interview
that requires the student
1o speak in response to
several guestions or
prompts

(C) K=12: Speaking i5 not
"taught” and is
therefore not assessed in
any formal way in K-12,
However, K-12 teachers
are al the forefront for
providing English
language input for their
ELLs. K=12 teachars are
constantly monitoring
their ELLs' speaking
ability in English by
engaqing in informal
assessment.
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As in daily life, speaking is an important channel of communication in a general
English program. When testing this skill, we want to simulate real-life situa-
tions in which students engage in conversaltion, ask and answer questions, and
give information. In an academic English program, the emphasis may shift to
participating in class discussions and debates or giving academic presentations.
In a business English course, students might develop telephone skills, make
reports, and interacl in common situations involving meetings, travel, and
sales. Whatever the teaching focus, valid assessment should reflect the course
objectives,

Ms. Wright knows the importance most students place on being able to
speak proficiently, so she assesses her students’ speaking abilities both in class
and in a formal speaking exam. Some of the things she does in order to ensure
valid and reliable speaking assessment are:

* She starts any speaking assessment with an unassessed
warm-up to reduce nervousness.

* She conducts her speaking exams with another teacher so
that each has a specific role.

* She uses a range of assessment tasks.

* She focuses on both fluency and accuracy when marking stu-
dents’ speech.

* She records exams so that she has a record of them for later
reference.

¢ She limits the number of speaking exams per day to ensure
intra-rater reliability.

* She conducts regular calibration sessions with other teachers
Lo ensure inter-rater reliability.

Heaton (1995, p. 88) paints out that speaking is “an extremely difficult skill
to test, as it is far too complex a skill to permit any reliable analysis to be made
for the purpose of objective testing.” The greatest challenges are resource
requirements and reliability, including the perceived subjectivity in grading.
Lack of time, number of students, lack of available tests, and administrative dif-
ficulties are other pressing concerns. In addition, practicality issues for reliabil-
ity of the marking often arise as raters must be trained, and this training can be
very time consuming, For all these reasons, many teachers do not even attempt
to assess speaking. However, the assessment of spoken language has evolved
dramatically over the last several decades from tests of oral grammar and pro-
nunciation to tests of genuine communication, and now to integrative speaking
tasks on high-stakes tests like the TOEFL® and TOEIC=.
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Why Test Speaking?

Despite the ditficulties associated with assessing the speaking skill, there are
importanl reasons that speaking should receive as much attention in assess-
ment as the other language skills. In communicative language teaching, speak-
ing is a prominent component of the language curriculum (Folse, 2006; Jones,
2005). If we value communication skills, we must assess them or we send a
double message to our students about what we consider to be important. Fur-
thermore, with English now a global language, a large percentage of the world's
language learners study English in order to develop proficiency in speaking. In
the interests of promoting clear international communications, we need to rec-
ognize the importance of spoken English by testing students' progress.

Theory of Speaking Assessment

Harris (1977, p. 81) notes that speaking is a complex skill requiring the simulta-
neous use of different abilities that often develop at different rates—namely
pronunciation, grammar, vocabulary, fluency, and comprehension. These abili-
ties still underlie the assessment of speaking, but now more attention is paid to
contextual and interactional factors.

Canale and Swain (1980) argue that there are four competencies underlying
speaking ability:

* Grammatical competence: includes knowledge of grammar,
vocabulary, and mechanics [basic sounds of letters and sylla-
bles, pronunciation of words, intonation and stress] (Scarcella
& Oxford, 1992, p. 141)

* Discourse competence: concerned with relationships beyond
the sentence level, rules of cohesion and coherence, holding
communication together in a meaningful way

* Sociolinguistic competence: applying knowledge of what is
expected socially and culturally by users of the target lan-
guage

* Strategic competence; "the way learners manipulate language
in order to meet communicative goals® (Brown, H.D., 1994,
p. 228); the ability to know when to take the floor, how to
keep a conversation going or end it, and how to resolve com-
munication breakdowns
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Categories of Oral Skills

Weir (1993) categorizes oral skills as speaking skills that are part of a repertoire
of routines for exchanging information or interacting, and improvisational skills
such as negotiating meaning and managing the interaction. The routine skills
are largely associated with language functions and the spoken language
required in certain situations like ordering food in a restaurant or asking for
directions to a museum. By contrast, the improvisational skills are more general
and may be brought into play at any time for clarification, to keep a conversa-
tion flowing, to change topics, or to take turns. It is the teacher’s task to decide
which speaking skills are most germane to a particular program and then create
a variety of assessment tasks. It is also common to weight some skills more
heavily than others.

Differences between Writing and Speaking

Before we focus specifically on assessing speaking, it is necessary to understand
some of the differences between the two productive language skills—writing
and speaking. We have already seen that subjectivity is a major issue in grading
writing and that is also the case for assessing speaking. As with writing, there is
the issue of whether to grade speaking holistically or analytically. However, as

Writing Speaking
Full. complex, and well-organized sentences | Incomplete, simply and loosely organized
sentences
Information densely packed Simpler discourse with less information
Use of speafic vocabulary Use of mare general vocabulary

Use of discourse markers ta help the reader | Frequent use of fillers to facilitate speach

| Test written for an unseen audience Face-to-face communication
A relatvely solitary process Megotiation of meaning between two or
more peophe
Alterations and crossings out kept to a Alterations, corrections, and miscues are |
TTUTTLIT VErY COmmon

Reterence can easily be made 1o what has Memaory limitations are important as speech
bean written previoushy is transitory

Source: Jones, W. [2005). Assessing students’ oral proficiency. In D, Lloyd, P Davidson, & C.
Coombe (Eds), The fundamentals of language assessment: A practical guide for teachers in the Gulf
{pp. 75=86). Dubai: TESOL Arabia Publicstions, p. 77.
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you can see in the chart on page 114, writing and speaking differ significantly.
According to Jones |2005, p. 77), these differences “are fundamental to our
understanding of the construct of speaking and any assessment of this skill
must take these features into consideration.”

In contrast to wriling, speaking is more ephemeral unless measures are
taken to record student performance. Yet the presence of recording equipment
can negatively intluence students’ performance and often recording is not prac-
tical or feasible.

Special Issues in Speaking Assessment

Logistically, the administration of speaking exams to large numbers of students
can be overwhelming in lerms of time and resources. With large classes, it is
unrealistic to test speaking individually, For example, to test a class of 30 stu-
dents individually, it would take more than four class periods to administer a
10- to 15-minute speaking exam, One solution is to develop assessments that
test more than one student at a time, yet allow each student some oppartunities
to speak individually. Another solution is to test, formally only a few times dur-
ing & course but to use continuous assessment of students during normal class-
room activities.

Anocther phenomenon in speaking assessment is that sometimes a student
can score higher on exams because of having an outgoing personality, Take care
to evaluate a student on what was said in the exam, not on personality.

Designing Speaking Assessments
Prior Considerations

A number of factors need to be considered before designing speaking assess-
ments. One is whether to focus more on fluency or accuracy. On the one hand,
fluency is important for students, but if there are many errors, that might
impede comprehension. We recommend that you focus equally on fluency and
accuracy. Ask yourself whether the mistakes students make impede compre-
hension or cause a breakdown in communication. If they do not, ignore or play
down the problems. One way to ensure that you place an equal focus on both
fluency and accuracy is to build this into your assessment criteria. In other
words, 50 percent of a student’'s grade would come from aspects of fluency
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such as initiating and maintaining communication and 50 percent would be
based on how accurately the student spoke.

Teachers also have to decide on which criteria to evaluate, If you espouse
an equal emphasis on fluency and accuracy, we recommend the following
marking categories: accuracy (grammar), vocabulary, linguistic ability (pronuncia-
tion, intonation, and stress), fluency (ability to express ideas), and content or
ideas. Work with your colleagues to determine the relative weighting of each
category to ensure inter-rater reliability. We've all experienced instances where
one rater emphasized accuracy in grammar and pronunciation only to be at
odds with a colleague who focused on the ability of the speaker to fluently
express meaning.

Anaother factor to consider before you design your assessment is the proce-
dure for grading. Since subjectivity is a major problem in marking speaking
exams, & common solution is to use multiple raters. The more teachers you use,
the more reliable a test score will be. It is common practice to use two raters
with different roles for speaking exams. One teacher, the interlocutor, interacts
with the student or students being tested. The other teacher, the assessor,
focuses on writing scores and making notes. At the end of the test after the can-
didates leave, the two raters either discuss their suggested marks and negotiate
an agreed-upon score or take an average of the two marks. For reliability, inter-
locutors should work from a script so that all students get similar questions
framed in the same way. In general, the teacher or assessor should keep in the
background and only intercede if truly necessary.

The grading process is greatly simplified if the assessor uses a scoring sheet
with the criteria for assessment and their relative weights. A clear, easy-lo-use
grading sheet reduces note-taking and keeps the grading criteria ever present. If
the speaking assessment is a formative exam, have a section on the sheet with
comments that can be used later for feedback to the student. Here is a checklist
for two teachers assessing two students at one time. Note grading criteria and
section for feedback,
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A final concern before designing the assessment is deciding what type of
speaking samples to collect from students. Brown and Yule (1983) recommend
collecting speaking data with the following characteristics:

= speech that has a purpose
* extended chunks of speech

* speech that is structured or organized

* tasks where the amount of speech is controlled

* tasks where there is a specific number of points of required
information
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Designing Speaking Assessments

As noted, we recommend that teachers assess speaking in class as well as
through individual speaking tests. To get a valid picture of speaking proficiency,
use a variety of methods and techniques. We will explore techniques ranging
from a traditional formal test to informal techniques vou can integrate with
other classroom activities. Whatever technique you use, start the speaking
assessment with a simple task that puts students at ease so they perform better.

Formal Speaking Assessment Technigues

The speaking test or oral interview is perhaps the most common format for
assessing speaking on well-known language examinations. Many institutions
schedule formal speaking exams at least once during a course to ensure that all
students are tested under reliable and standard conditions. Oral exams/inter-
views need not be overly long. According to Hughes (2003), each student needs
15 minutes to ensure that the information a rater receives is reliable. For place-
ment purposes, an interview of between five to ten minutes should suffice.

In 1984, Canale proposed a framework for speaking tests that is still in use
today. He believed that students perform best when they are led through the
following slages:

* Warm up: The purpose of this phase is to relax students and
lower their anxiety. Students are asked for personal details
such as general information about themselves, their likes and
dislikes, etc. Assessors can even ask students to spell out
something or give numerical sequences (e.g., zip code, tele-
phone number, etc.). The warm-up phase has a dual purpose
of putling the students at ease and getting basic information
about them. It usually takes a minute or two and is not
assessed.

* Level check: At this stage, the assessor tries lo determine
the student’s level of speaking proficiency through a series of
queslions or situational activities. This part of the exam is
assessed.

* Probe: In this part of the speaking test, the examiner
attempts to push the student to the height of his or her
speaking ability. Another function can be as a confirmation
of the level check. This part of the exam is assessed if the
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student can go beyond his or her abilities, but it is unscored
if & communication breakdown occurs.

* Wind down; At this stage of the exam, the examiner once
again attempts to relax the student with some easy ques-
tions, perhaps about future plans. Typical content during this
stage is information about when and where to obtain exam
results. This part of the oral exam/interview is not scored.

Variations on the Framework

Students can be tested individually, in pairs, or in groups of three, If more than
one student is assessed, it is important to provide time for each individual to
speak as well as opportunities for interaction. This set-up makes it possible to
test common routine functions as well as a range of improvisational skills. In
paired-student oral exams, the examiner has the advantage of hearing students
interacting with their peers, However, examiners should take care not to let one
student monopolize the conversation,

Regardless of the particular tasks employed, the general flow of the exam
will follow the four steps identified by Canale. Here are some common tasks
that can be used for the level-check stage.

* Picture Cue; Visuals can be very useful in assessing speak-
ing skills. They are especially good for descriptions. In this
technique, students are given a picture or photo and must
describe what they see. Pictures can be as simple or as elab-
orate as you want or can illustrate a story. Make sure you
give students enough time to look at the picture before
you require them to start speaking. Good sources for visuals
are newspaper and magazine photographs or advertisements,
printed digital photographs, or pictures downloaded from
the Internet. The National Geographic website (http:/lava
nationalgecgraphic.com/cgi-bin/pod/archive.cgi) is a particularly
good source for high-quality photographs for teaching and
testing.

Alternatively, students may have to answer guestions
about the picture or photograph. This variation is a useful
way of focusing on certain structures, functions, or vocabu-
lary. Consider the following example.
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Sampie Activity

Look at the picture and answer the questions.

Mario's Walian
Restaurant
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Sowrce; Folse, K 5, [1998), Discussion starters:
Spaaking [fluency astivities for adwmond ESL/EFL
students. Ann Arbor: University of Michigan
Press, p. 100

Questions:

= What kind of food does the restauranl serve?

* Which dish is the most expensive?

* Did the customer leave a tip? If so, how much?

* In your opinion, was the meal expensive? Why? Why

not?

An elaboration of the visual technique is to give the slu-
dent a series of pictures or a cartoon strip and ask her/him to
narrate the major events in a story. This approach can be
used to elicit sequence markers and a variety of verb tenses,
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Sample Activity
Look at the two illustrations and explain what is happening
in each.

Source: Folse, 1986, p. T8.

* Prepared Monologue: The teacher provides students with a
written topic card. Students have one minute to make notes
and then present their remarks on the topic. Possible topics
include agreement or disagreement with a controversial state-
ment, extemporaneous topics, or explaining proverbs or
idioms.

* Role play: Students are given cue cards with information
about their "character” and the setting. If there is only one
student, the interlocutor role-plays with him or her, If there
are two or more students, be certain that the roles they are
asked to play are familiar to all and would elicil comparable
amounts of speech.

Some students find it difficult to project themselves into
an imaginary situation, and this lack of acting ability may
affect reliability. Role plays should not be used on a test
unless they have been a normal part of class activities; a
good test always reflects actual class content and teaching.
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Sample Activity

You buy something from the store and when you get home,
you discover it is broken. You take it back to the store and
talk with the manager,

* Information Gap Activity: One student has information
the other lacks and wvice versa. Students have to exchange
information to see how il fits together. Students work
together on a task on which they may have different opin-
ions. They have to reach a conclusion in a limited period of
time.

Sample Activity

Students must select a graduation gift for a mutual friend.
They are given five pictures of possible gifts to buy. They
must discuss which gift to buy and come to an agreement.

Classroom Speaking Assessment Techniques

Oral Presentations

The lcebreaker speech is an ideal first start to the art of oral presentations. It is
designed to get students talking about a familiar topic: themselves. Itisadto 6
minute speech where the student introduces himself or herself to the rest of the
class. The advantage of this speech as a first effort is that it serves as a warm-
up and gets the student in front of an audience.

Giving oral presentations is a real-life skill for students in academic and
business programs, so presentations are often used for classroom speaking
assessment, Oral presentations are not just concerned with language accuracy
and fluency. They also include aspects of delivery such as body language, facial
expression, eye contacl, and gestures. The visual aids and handouts that the stu-
dent creates and uses are integral parts of the presentation. PowerPoint or other
presentation software is often used to highlight the spoken delivery. Here is an
example of an analytical grading sheet based on ten components that are con-
sidered important in one English program. For each component, a score of ten
would be the highest grade and zerp the lowest.
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Grading Chart for Individual Class Presentation

Student’s name: Date:
Topic:
Well done Done poorly
1. | Content (Relevant, Shows Research} |10 (9 |B |7 |6 4131211 |0
2. | Task Fulfilment W |9 |8 |7 |6 4131211 ]0
3. | Delivery wia s |? |6 4 |3 12 |1 L0
4. | Pronunciation 101918 (7 |6 4 1312 |1 |0
5. | Communicative Performance 0|9 (8|7 |6 412|211 |0
B. | Use of Visual Aids 10 |9 |8 |7 |6 4 13121 |0
7. | Organization 10|19 |B |7 |6 4|3 1211 |0
B. | Fielding Cluestions 0|9 (8|7 |86 4 13 (2|1 |0
9. | Language (Grammar and Vocabulary) | 10 |9 |8 |7 |6 & 302 1|0
10. | Time Managemeant 10918 |7 |6 4 1312 (1|0
Total score = /100
Comments for feedback:

Teacher's Signature;

Debate on a Controversial Topic

A debate is a formal public speaking activity where two students or groups of
students argue for or against a topic. The topic they debate is called the motion.
The student(s] who argues for the motion usually starts the debate with a three-
minute speech. The student|s| on the opposing team then has a chance to argue
against or rebut the arguments made by the first student(s]. Group or team
debates in which two teams of four students argue for and against a certain
motion are preferred. Three students on each team deliver oral arguments. The
remaining student serves as a silent observer who helps formulate the argu-

ments or rebuttal statements.
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Sample Debate Topics:

* (Cigarette smoking should be banned in all public places.
* The legal driving age should be raised to 21.
* Men and women can never be just friends.

Here is a sample grading form for three students, each of whom is graded
individually before a group grade is given.

Grading Chart for Three-Student Debate

- The motion:
| Speaker 1 | Speaker 2 | Speaker 3
MNames: MNames: MNames:
Content Mark
The speaker developed strong, well- e

supported arguments and successfully
rebutted opponent’s argumentis), if
applicable.

The speaker developed well-supported Bi7
arguments and guite successiully rebutted
opponent’s argument(s), if applicable.

The speaker developed satisfactory &/5
arguments, competently supported, and
rebutted a number of the opponent’s
argument(s), if applicable.

The speaker developed weak, poorly 413
supported arguments and tried generally
unsuccessfully 1o rebut opponent’s
argumeant(s), if applicable.

The speaker developed largely imelevant 2N
argumants and rebutted none of the
opponent’s argument(s), if applicable.
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Organization Mark | Speaker 1 | Speaker 2 | Speaker 3

The speach was very well organized, dlearly B
signposted, and a pleasure 1o listen fo,

The speech was well organized, well 4
signposted, and easy 1o listen to.

The speech was organized, signposted, =
and rather easy to listen o

The speech was poorly organized, 2
signposted in parts, and shightly difficult to

listen to.

The speech was very poorly organized, not 1
signposted, and difficult 1o fisten to.

Presentation and Language Skills Mark | Speaker 1 | Speaker 2 | Speaker 3

Information was confidently presented 5
using correct grarmmar and a wide range
of appropriate vocabulary in a way that
clearly resonated with the audience.

information was well presented, using &
aimast error-free grammar and a very
good range of appropnate vocabulary in a
way that resonated with the audience.

Information was satisfactorily presented i
using mainly cerrecl grammar and an
adequate range of appropriate vocabulary
in a way that mainly resonated with the
audience.

Informatian was fairly satistactorily z
presented using correct grammar and a
narrow range of appropnate vocabulary in
a way that did not resonate much with the
audience.

Information was presented using 1
somewhat correct grammar and a less-
than-adequate range of appropriate
vocabulary in a way that clearly did not
| resonate with the audience.

Speaker 1_/20x5=_ % Speaker2 /)0wS=__ % Spesker3 [20x5=_ %

GROUP RESULT = Percantages for Speakers 1 + 2 + 3 dwvidad by 3 = 5
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Reading Alowd

Reading aloud is good for pronunciation practice and assessment, and it can be
done with unrelated sentences or connected prose. Give students a chance to lock
at the passage first. A useful tool for assessing pronunciation is the Accent Inven-
tory, developed by Prator and Robinett (1972). This 155-word paragraph is a diag-
nostic tool that students can record pre- and post- course. It comes with a checklist
of problems on stress and rhythm, intonation, vowel and consonant sounds.

Retelling Stories

Students are asked to report on the contents of a graded reader or a magazine/
newspaper article they have read.

Verbal Essays

Verbal essays require the students to speak for approximately three to five min-
utes on a specified prepared topic.

Extemporaneous Speaking
Students are given a topic and are asked to speak on it extemporanecusly for
one to two minutes. Students have no time in which to prepare.

Sample Topics:

* A person you really admire
¢ A world problem you'd like to solve
* A place you'd really like to visit

MNow more than ever, speaking plays an important role on the TOEFL® iBT.
The test takes an integrated skills approach that requires students to employ
more than one skill at a time. For speaking, the student listens to six questions
on audio. Two of the questions are on familiar topics, and the remaining four
require the student to listen to or read something and then respond orally.
According to the producers of the test, the integrated approach is a more
authentic form of speaking assessment.

General Rubric for Assessing Speaking

Thus far, we have presented rubrics for oral presentations [page 123) and
debates [pages 124-125). Many teachers, however, prefer to use a more general
rubric for these and other speaking tasks, such as role plays, retelling stories,
and extemporancous speaking. For these tasks, we recommend the speaking
assessment rubric on page 127,
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Speaking Assessment Name:
Date:
Your
Grammar 24-25  Excellent. Few ermors; communication of ideas is clear,
25 poinks

2323 Vory good. Omee or two errors, but comemunication is mosthy clear.
N2 CGood. Several errors in syntax, bul main ideas are mostly chear.
16-19  Fair. Noticeable ermors that occasionally confuse meaning.

12-17  Wenk. Langubge is marked by ermors, Listeners” attention bs diverted 1o
the errirs rather than the message: Meaning is often unchsar or broken,

0-11  Unacceptaile. Comnumnication is impeded. Too many errors in this task
for & student at this level.

Vocabulary MW Excellont. Correct sebection of words and idioms. Variety of vocabulary.

1819 Very yoodd. Correct selection of words and idioms. Some vanety of
vocabalary.

1617 Gaondd. Mostly correct cholce of vocabulary, Meaning is clear,

14-15 Fair. Noticeable vocabulary errors that occasionally confise meaning,
Reliance on simple vocabulary to communicate.

12-13 Weak. Many vecabulary errors. Listeners’ attentlon s diverted 1o the
errars rather than the message, Meaning i often unclear or broken

0=11  Lmsccepratile. Tom many evrors in this task for a student at this level.
Commurnication is impeded

Fluency 20-30  Excellon, Mo hesitations ab all.
3 points
I7-28  Very pood. Hesitations in one or two places but immediately continued.
24-26  Cond Ocaslonal hesitations but recoversd well.
I1-23  Fme. Moticeable gaps that catch listeners attention wsually followed by
TRCUVETY.
12-20 Weak. Several short periods of silence. Several gaps that disrupt the
flww: of information. Listeners’ attention is diverted 1o the gaps rather
than the message. ﬁ
0-11  Unasceptable. Periods of sllence, Gaps without good recovery. g
Pronunciafion M-15 Excellent. Few evrors; native-like pronunclation. g
15 points g
22-23  Verw goad. One or bwa errors, but communication is mostly clear. %
021 Cood. Several pronunciation errors, but main idess ane understood é
without problem.
18-1%  Fair. Moticeable pronunciation ermors that occasionally confuse HE‘
meaning. .
1217 Weak Language is marked by pronunciation errors. Listeners’ attention E‘
i diverted to the errors rather than the message. Meaning is often g
unclear. =
=11 Dmacceptable. Too many errors in this task for & student at this level E
Comrmunication is impeded. §
[
Your scone : E
Comments: ‘E.
8

Saurce: Folse, K. 5. [2006). The art of leaching speaking: Research and pedagogy for the ESL/EFL class-
room. Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press p. 223
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Administrative Issues for
Assessing Speaking

Oral exams have to be scheduled, rooms booked, and teachers ready to exam-
ine. Speaking tests can be conducted live or they can be recorded. Alternatively,
students can be tested over the phone.

When students are tested individually or in small groups, teachers are con-
cerned about whal to do with the students in the classroom who are not being
tested. In colleges and universities, they can be assigned work to do in the inde-
pendent learning center or in the library. In public schools, teachers often
resort to conducting speaking exams at the front of the class while other stu-
dents work silently. This arrangement is not ideal as the student being tested
becomes self conscious and nervous, and the teacher cannot concentrate fully
on the speaking exam. Security is also a concern as students overhear exam
content and thus have extra preparation time.

To assess students' speaking skills in the regular classroom, select two or
three students each class period and focus on their speaking during class partic-
ipation. If you do this regularly, you will be able to track students’ progress
throughout the course in a fairly stress-free environment.
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Ten Things to Remember about

Speaking Assessment

1. Choose tasks that generate positive washback for teaching and learning.
Select speaking assessment tasks that have a positive effect on the teaching and
learning process These tasks should be as authentic as possible.

2. Allow time for a warm-up.
A warm-up will probably improve results. Speaking tests can be traumatic for sec-
ond language learners. Use a warm-up actiaty to put students at ease.

3. Keep skill contamination in mind,
Don’t give students lengthy written instructions that must be read and understood
before speaking

4. Remember that larger samples of language are more reliable.
Make sure that students speak long encugh on a variety of tasks. You must have
enough material for an accurate assessment,

un

. Choose a range of appropriate techniques,
Use more than ane activity during an oral exam, 35 this is mare authentic. Multiple
measures within an exam give more reliable results than a single activity

o

Ensure valid and reliable scoring by choosing an appropriate scale.

Decide with your colleagues which speaking skills are most important and adopt 2
grading scale that fits your program. Whether you sdopt a holistic or analytical
approach to grading, create a recarding form that enables you to track students'
preduction and later give feedback for improvement. Remember, you can use dif-
ferent forms of grading for different tasks.

7. Train teachers in scoring.
Lets face it: some teachers are better than others in using a rating scale. Train
teachers in scoring, and practice together using the scale until there is a high rate
of inter-rater reliability Conduct moderation or calibration sessions with high-
slakes speaking exams,

" 8. Try to personalize the test by using the students’ names.
Address students by their name 1o personialize the test. If you make personal com-
ments, do not monopolize the exam by talking too much.

9. Carry out speaking assessments and oral exams in a suitable venue,
Whichever type of assessment you're doing, you will need a relatively quiet room with
good acoustics. This is especially important if you want to record the assessment.

10. Mever mark the test in front of the students.
it is distracting for students to see teachers marking In front of them. The best
solution is 1o have two teachers administer the oral assessment, one functioning as
interlocutnr and the other as assessor in the background. If you administer a
speaking test alone, wait until students have left the room before vou record their
marks. if you must take notes duning the exam, make sure you tell students before-
hand that you'll be doing this.
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Extension Activity

Mr. Knott just gave his speaking tests. Here is a transcript of his speaking test with
David, a student in his third period class. Try to identify the four stages of a speak-
ing test: warm up, level chech, probe, and wind down.

Transcript of Mr. Knott Administering Speaking Test
Mr. Knott:  Hello, David. Can you tell me your name, please?

David: My name is David Jones.
Mr. Knott: Do you live In Chicago?
David: Y,

Mr. Knott: Do you have any pets?
Dawid: No.

Mr Knott:  Okay David. remember this is a speaking test. You've
got to say more so | can give you a grade. Tell me
about your family, your classes, and your hobbies,

David: Which one would you like me to start with?

Mr. Knott:  Any one you like.

David: What were my options again?

Mr. Knott:  Please talk about your hobbies,

David: One of the things | really like to do is travel during the

summer vacation with my family. Last summer we
went to Hawal, . . .

Mr. Knott:  Hawaii . . . fabulous. 've been there three times, and
each visit was better than the rest My faverite place
was Maui. The beaches were fantastic, and | even
learned to scuba dive when | was there. Probably the
greatest thing about Hawalii was the shopping, lovely
weather, and great variety of things to do. You can
visit Pear! Harbor and see the USS Arizona. What a
sad sight that was. /t's a great place even if you don't
like the beach., We spent one day hiking up to the top
of Diamond Head. Oh. . . . enough of that. Let’s move
on to the next part of your speaking test. Here is a
picture of a classroom scene. Could you please
describe it for me?

David: Al ... well. ... The picture is really not very clear. |
know it is a picture of a classroom, but thats all | can
tell you about it.

Mr. Knott:  Excellent, Dawid. Now let's move on to the role play. |
forgot to bring the cards, so I'm just going to explain
the situation to you. I'm a patient who has just
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suffered a heart attack. You are my surgeon. Our con-
versation will take place just after my triple bypass.
We are going to discuss my post-operative treatment
and rehabilitation. Are you ready??7?

Davwid: Ah. ...l guess. . ..

How would you rate Mr. Knott's first speaking exam? What feedbach would you give
him? Mr. Knott let Ms. Wright listen to his taped speaking test with David. Here is
the feedback Ms. Wright gave him.

Transcript of Ms. Wright's Feedback to Mr. Knott

Ms. Wright: First of all, Mr. Knott, congratulations far surviving
your first batch of speaking tests. How did you find
the experience?

Mr. Knott:  Thanks. To tell you the truth, | found it just as stressful
as the students.

Ms. Wright: Well, that’s only natural. Let me tell you the things |
liked about this particular speaking test. The first
thing was that you taped it. Recorded speaking tests
are always useful because we can engage in activities
like this one. Another thing | liked is that you started
with a8 warm-up to try to relax David. The highlight of
the Interview was that you used a range of speaking
tasks starting with a Q & A warm-up, moving on to a
description of a picture, and then on to a role play

Mr. Knott:  Why thanks. . . . But if | did all the right things, why
did David not respond well? He's one of my best
students.

Ms. Wright: Well, Mr. Knott . . . to be honest. David did not really
get a chance to speak, as you did mast of the talking.
If we listen to the part where you asked him about
his hobbies, the minute he mentioned Hawail, you
went off on a two- fe three-minute description of
your trips there. Then when you saw that time was
slipping away, you went immediately on to the pic-
ture description,

Mr. Knott:  Oh, hahal | guess you're right,

Ms. Wright: in the warm-up, it was a good thing that you person-
alized the exam by calling your student by his first
name, Dawvig, but then you followed up by asking him
his name, Probably a different guestion like “How are
you daing today?” would have been more effective.
Then the rest of your guestions were of the yesino
variety. These types of questions don’t generate much
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Mr. Knott:

Ms. Wright:

Mr. Knott:

Ms. Wright:

discussion, as you found out. Your next guestion was a
three-parter. It would have been better to ask these
guestion one at a time.

| guess my warm-up was a bit of a disaster! What
about part two, the picture description?

I really liked the task you chose, but as you yourself
noted, the picture you used for the description was
not clear. It's important that any time we use wsuals
that they be clear and reproduce well,

Ok. Good point. How about the role play? | think that
went well.

Role plays are great for speaking tests, but next time
remember to bring your cards. | also think it would
have been better to choose a more authentic task. To
have a student pretend to be a heart surgeon is
already too difficult. It is far-fetched and | believe too
advanced for this level, in keeping with your health
theme, having David play a student and you play a
counselor would have been more purposeful. Al in all,
Mr. Knott, you did a fine job for your first speaking
exam. | think given the discussion we've just had that
perhaps you should allow David to take the exam
again.



Student
Test-Taking
Strategies

Although teaching and assessment differ, the cornerstone of validity ties them
closely together: Test what you teach and how you teach it. In your instruction,
strive to emphasize important objectives and demonstrate ways in which they
could be assessed. Make sure students are familiar with all formats and rubrics
that they will encounter in assessment situations, and encourage students to
use them to develop review lests for each other. For wriling assignments, make
your scoring system clear and familiarize students with it through self- and peer
assessmend.

In today's universities, grades are substantially determined by test results.
So much importance is placed on students’ test results that often just the word
test frightens students. The best way for students to overcome this fear or nerv-
cusness is to prepare themselves with test-taking strategies. This process should
begin during the first week of each semester and continue throughout the
school year. The key to successful test-taking lies in a student’s ability to use
time wisely and to develop practical study habits.

Effective Test-Taking Strategies

Effective test-taking strategies are synonymous with effective learning strate-
gies. This section provides suggestions for long-term successful learning tech-
niques and test-taking strategies, not quick tricks. There is nothing that can
replace the development of good study skills.
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Here are some of the things Ms. Wright does to help students approach
tests with confidence. She encourages them to:

* make a semester study plan that includes assessment and due
dates for assignments

* come to class regularly and immediately check on any
missed work

* use good review techniques individually and in study groups

* organize pre-exam hours wisely, allowing time for both
review and rest

* understand how to take different kinds of exams and practice
these skills in the classroom under low-stakes conditions

* use strategies appropriate to the particular skill areas

* strategize an exam plan by planning for what will happen on
exam day

® reflect on each assessment experience and regard it as part of
learning

* build learner autonomy because students are acquiring life-
long learning techniques and strategies, not just short-term
ways to get through a particular exam or course

Make a Semester Study Plan

Students need to plan their study time for each week of their courses. They
should make schedules for themselves and revise them when necessary. These
schedules should:

* Be realistic. Keep a balance between classes and studying.
Block out space for study time, class time, family time, and
recreation time.

* Include a study place. Finding a good place to study will
help students get started; don't forget to have all the materi-
als needed (i.e., pens, paper, textbooks and reference books,
highlighter pens, ete.).

* Include a daily study time. Students forget things almost at
once after learning them, so they should immediately review
materials learned in class. Students should go over the main
points from each class and/or textbooks for a few minutes
each night. Encourage students to do homework assignments
during this time as a good way to remember important points
made in class,
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* Allow plenty of preparation time for important assess-
ments. Teachers should provide students with as much
advance notice as possible about upcoming tests and due
dates for assessments such as projects and portfolios. Stu-
dents can learn useful time management skills in breaking
down their preparation for these major events into smaller
steps such as submitting drafts, reviewing certain textbook
units or taking practice tests,

Attend Class Regularly

For language learning to take place, students need to come to class on a regular
basis. It is not surprising that poor attendance correlates highly with poor test
results. Teachers need to point out early in the semester what constitutes legiti-
mate reasons to be absent and stress the advantages of regular attendance.

It is also important that students feel motivated to attend regularly and see
that they are making progress. Learning a language is an uneven process with
times of rapid development mixed with plateaus when students seem stuck at
one level. Journals, vocabulary notebooks, reading rate charts, and portfolios
provide positive evidence that students are indeed moving ahead. Encourage
students to use such tools to monitor their own progress.

Use Good Review Technigues

If students make a semester study plan and follow it, preparing for exams

should really be a matter of reviewing materials. Research shows that the time

spent reviewing should be no more than 15 minutes for weekly quizzes, two to

three hours for a midterm exam, and five to eight hours for a final exam.
When reviewing for a test, students should do the following:

¢ Plan review sessions. Review the course outline, notes, and
textbooks and list the major topics. How much time was
spent on each topic in class? Did the teacher note that some
topics were more important than others? If so, these should
be emphasized in review sessions,

* Take a practice exam. By taking a practice exam, students
will have an idea of the tasks/activities that they will encounter
on the actual exam and the point allocation for each section.
This information can help them plan their time wisely.
Increasingly, practice exams for major tests are available on
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the Internet. Print versions of practice exams are available in
bookstores, including some of the large national chain book
dealers. In addition, many textbook publishers have a student
website to accompany the textbook that includes online prac-
tice tests and quizzes. Students can access these sites wherever
they have an Internet connection. However, teachers should
caution students not to practice the same exam repeatedly
because the increase in their scores reflects familiarity with
the exam (to the point of memorization), not increased skill
mastery. If students will take a computed-based test [CBT, it is
especially important that they take a tutorial before the actual
exam so that they understand the features of the program such
as scrolling reading passages, indicating answers, and navigat-
ing from one section to another,

¢ Review with friends, Studying with friends in a study
group offers the advantage of sharing information with oth-
ers reviewing the same material. Small groups work best so
that each student has an opportunity and a group responsibil-
ity to actively participate. Some students thrive in study
groups because they feel more comfortable talking with their
peers than talking in class. Explaining something to other stu-
dents in the group is often helpful in clarifying a process or
content. A study group, however, should not take the place of
studying individually.

Organize Pre-Exam Hours Wisely

Students who have regularly reviewed course materials throughout the semes-
ter don't have to cram at the last minute. They can concentrate their efforts on
their particular areas of difficulty and conduct an overall review of the material
to be tested.

Physical and mental filness are important considerations for good test-tak-
ing. These can be best achieved with adequate rest and nutrition in the hours
preceding the exam. A well-rested, well-fed student who has prepared thor-
oughly is likely to be calm and self-confident, two other important factors for
successful test-taking. Some teachers have found it useful to encourage students
in stress-reducing activities such as exercise or listening to music in the pre-
exam period,
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Become Familiar with Instructions and Formats

A recent research project investigating the reading skills of English students has
shown that students frequently fail to read directions or read them superficially
to save time. Teachers can help students be more successful on tests by famil-
larizing them with the language of rubrics or instructions, particularly the cue
words or phrases commonly used to give directions for the tasks students
encounter. For example, if an instruction says to select the bes! answer for a
multiple choice question, it implies that several answers may be partially cor-
rect but that one is superior to the others. In the following item, all the answer
options have the same general meaning, but option A, “watch,” is a better
choice than the others,

My favorite television program comes on at nine. Do you want
to it with me?

A. watch

E. look

C. view

D. observe

Alert students to special formatted words such as bold, italic, or underlining
because words treated this way are often especially important,

Students also need to understand exactly how they are supposed to
answer the questions. If they are supposed to select an answer, make sure
your instructions are clear about how they are to select it (e.g., circle the laiter
of the best answer or answer in three words or fewer on the line below the ques-
tion). On some standardized tests, students are not allowed to mark the ques-
tion paper and must indicate their answers on an answer sheet. If a scan or
"bubble” sheet is used, make sure that students know how to fll it oul,
whether to use a pen or pencil (some scanners don't read pen marks), and to
fully erase a changed answer. Point out that an optical scanner will read an
incompletely erased mark as the answer and will not accept two answers for
the same item.

The policy on guessing answers varies on different exams. In most class-
room tests, all questions are scored and the student’s grade is based on the per-
centage of correct answers. Under these circumstances, students should be
encouraged to guess if they don't know an answer and to not leave any ques-
tions unanswered. The guess may result in the correct answer, but the students’
chances are much improved if they learn to eliminate unlikely options. This
works best with objective format items, but may also work with short answer
formats. On some standardized tests, there is a penalty for guessing. Familiarize
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yourself with the guessing policy on exams your students take and give cut
accurate information about it.

As noted in previous chapters, teachers should ensure that students are
familiar with all formats they will encounter on classroom or standardized
tests. If similar formats do not appear in the textbooks or other teaching mate-
rials, introduce them within the context of teaching. Model how new formats
work and then give students hands-on practice with them, Provide time for dis-
cussion and questions about the new formats and attempt to clear up any mis-
understandings.

In the past, miscommunications between teachers and students sometimes
prevented open discussion about how some common testing formats work.
Teachers were reluctant to provide information as a matter of security and stu-
dents’ anxiety increesed becsuse they didn't understand how they would be
tested. Transparency means that teachers have a responsibility to share what
they know about formats. Student-designed tests or quizzes make students
more aware of how items are written, resulting in greater ability to answer test
itemns, It is neither difficult nor time-consuming to build such activities into
class sessions. For instance, if the reading task is a scientific passage, ask stu-
dents to mark up the text to focus on points tied directly to the lesson such as
specific vocabulary or use of the passive voice, For vocabulary, students could
devise a matching exercise with a list of synonyms. They could transform pas-
sive sentences to the aclive voice. In the process of developing items, students
will hone their comprehension skills.

Use Strategies Appropriate to the Skill Area

Teachers should train students in effective strategies for the various skill areas
to be tested. Important activities (i.e., like note-taking for listening and writing
tasks| should be demonstrated to students during classroom activities. Some
new test-preparation books emphasize general language skill-building instead of
specifically focusing on how the skills are tested in a particular examination.
For example, The Michigan Guide to English for Academic Success and Better
TOEFL® Test Scores (Mazak, Zwier, & Stafford-Yilmaz, 2004) prepares students
for the TOEFL® iBT exam by building academic skills in reading, listening, writ-
ing, and speaking, not just an tasks similar to the test. In listening, for example,
subskills include focusing on main ideas and details, note-taking, and listening
for inference.

Spend time analyzing the particular skills that your students will encounter
on standardized exams and then build strategies for these skills as part of class-
room instruction. For example, many tests use a sentence completion format
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where students have to select a multiple choice option to fill a gap. When you
introduce new vocabulary that includes phrasal verbs, collocations, or idioms,
point out that these words occur together and if one is missing, it is important
to look at all of the words surrounding the gap before making an answer choice.
Draw students' attention to markers such as but, although, so, and therefore so
students become aware of the shifts in meaning that these words signal.

Alert students to the words in reading instructions that indicate what kind
of reading they need to do in order to answer the questions. It is futile to spend
a great deal of time on a close reading of a long passage if the task requires
extracting specific details to transfer to a chart. On the other hand, instructions
that include words such as author's intention, opinion, and inference indicate that
students will have to do more than quickly skim or scan the text, In fact, they
may have to read very carefully to detect information that is not actually writ-
ten. Reading for main ideas is often signaled by instructions that refer to best
title, paragraph topic, or key words. Make students aware that main idea ques-
tions can refer to the entire passage, a single paragraph, or to information con-
tained within certain line numbers that are found in the margins of the reading.
Students who are aware of these conventions will be much better prepared to
demonstrate their reading skills on examinations.

When you consider the development of good test-taking skills as synony-
mous with good learning skills, it is easy to integrate them into your classes,
Refer to the skills chapters of this book for suggestions on particular strategies
to include in your teaching.

Strategize Your Exam Plan

An important factor in test-taking is planning for what will happen on exam day
and not leaving anything to chance. This builds your students’' confidence and
reduces anxiety.

Mechanics

Students feel better prepared if they have the mechanical aspects of taking an
exam well in hand. They should arrive early at the designated exam room and
find a seat. All books and personal effects [with the exception of student ID
cards and writing materials) should be left at the front of the room. Students
should come prepared with several pens or pencils and an eraser.

As soon as the exams have been distributed and students have been told to
start, the student should write his or her name and ID number on all pages of
the exam,
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Procedures

[f one section is given first, such as the listening portion of English exams, the
student should focus attention on this section. With any section of the exam,
the student is well-advised to do an overview of the questions, their values, and
the tasks required. At this point, students should determine if the must be
done in order (i.e,, listening first) or if they can skip around between sections.
The latter is not possible on some standardized exams where students must
complete one section before moving on to the next.

Time Management

An important consideration in effective test-taking is time management. When
exams are prepared, review time is usually factored into the overall exam
design. Students should be encouraged to allocate their time proportional to the
value of each exam section and to allow time to review their work. Teachers or
proctors can assist students with time management by alerting them to time
remaining in the exam. Computer based tests (such as the TOEFL® iBT) often
show & countdown of the remaining time. Students should be made aware of
this feature during practice exams.

In timed exams, students need to pace themselves so they finish within the
allotted time yet still have time for planning and review. If you give exams with
separate timings for each skill, time management may be easier. Encourage stu-
dents to continue the good habits you built in the classroom. For a writing
exam, if you emphasized brainstorming and outlining as & way to organize
ideas, set aside a few minutes for these tasks before starting the actual writing,
In fact, for classroom exams, you can encourage this by allocating some of the
grade to evidence of planning. Similarly, show you value editing by expecting
that students will allow time to look through their writing before considering it
done. Suggest that students reserve a few minutes at the end of a section to
review their answers and make sure they haven't forgotten or overlooked some-
thing important—such as questions on the reverse side of the test paper!

Sometimes students get bogged down on items or tasks they cannot answer.
Advise them to leave those areas and focus on the sections of the exam they can
do. If they have time at the end, they can return to the incomplete items and
attempt to answer them. Find out in advance if there are sections of computer-
based exams where this can be done.
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Learn from Each Exam Experience

Each test should be part of the overall learning experience. Review test results
with students, noting both strengths and weaknesses. [f possible, give students
a feedback sheet they can use for remediation or improvement. This feedback
sheet could include scores on each section of the exam, the student's mean or
average score on the entire exam, and an indication of areas where the student
did well (strengths| and areas for improvement |weaknesses). Some teachers
provide specific suggestions for further practice. If a student experienced a
problem as a direct result of a test-taking skill, point that out so it doesn't hap-
pen again. For example, if a student didn’t read instructions or ran out of time
before completing a section, provide some suggestions for not repeating the
error, Each exam students take should help them do better on the next one.

Build Learner Autonomy through Self-Assessment

Students will not always have a teacher to guide them. As they progress
through life, they will usually have to rely on their own assessments of what
they know—and don't know. For example, a new driver won't schedule a
license examination until there is some degree of confidence in passing it. An
employee will approach her manager for e raise when she i= quite certain that
her self-assessment of abilities will meet with success. Teachers can promote
learner autonomy through self-assessment.

Self-Assessment

Self-assessment plays a central role in student monitoring of progress in a lan-
guage program. It refers to the student's evaluation of his or her own perform-
ance at various points in a course, An advantage of self-assessment is that
student awareness of outcomes and progress is enhanced.

Oscarson (1989], a noted scholar in the field of self-assessment, gives five
reasons that self-assessment can be beneficial to language learning. First, he
stresses that self-assessment truly promotes learning. It gives learners training
in evaluation, which results in benefits to the learning process. Second, it gives
both students and teachers a raised level of awareness of perceived levels of
abilities. Training in self-assessment, even in its simplest form like asking
“What have I been learning?’ encourages learners to look al course content in
a more discerning way. Third, it is highly motivating in terms of goal orienta-
tion. Fourth, through the use of self-assessment methodologies, the range of
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assessment techniques is expanded in the classroom. As a resull of using
self-assessment, the learners broaden their range of experience within the
realm of assessment. Fifth, by practicing self-assessment, the students partici-
pate in their own evaluation [Dickinson, 1987). In effect, they share the assess-
ment workload with the teacher.

Self-Assessment Techniques
and Procedures

Student Progress Cards

Oscarson [1984) describes student progress cards as simple self-assessment
tools that have been used in a variety of educational settings around the world.
Quite simply, student progress cards define short-term functional goals and
group them together in graded blocks at various levels of difficulty. Both stu-
dents and teachers can participate in this activity, The students can check off
[in the student column| each language skill or activity that they are sure of per-
forming successfully. The teacher can later check off |in the teacher column)
the activily once the learner has mastered it, Here is a sample progress card for
a four-skill travel project.

Objective Student Teacher

Read and understand texts on a travel
theme

Listen to and understand passages on 3
travel theme

Talk aoout past and future trips or vacations

Write &n itinerary for an upcoming vacation

Rating Scales, Checklists, and Questionnaires

With rating scales, checklists, and guestionnaires, learners rate their perceived
general language proficiency or ability level. They often use “ability statements®
such as, [ can read and understand newspaper articles intended for native speakers
of the language (Oscarson, 1984).
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Learner Diaries and Dialogue Journals

Learner diaries and dialogue journals have been proposed as one way of sys-
tematizing self-assessment for students. Learners are encouraged to write about
what they learned, their perceived level of mastery over the course content,
and what they plan to do with their acquired skills. These techniques are dis-
cussed in greater depth in Chapter 4.

Videotapes

Video can be exploited in a number of ways to encourage self-assessment in the
classroom. For example, students can be videotaped or they can videotape each
other and then assess their language skills, An obvious advantage of using video
in self-assessment is that students can assess not only their communicative or
language skills but their paralinguistic (i.e., body language) skills as well.

Student-Designed Tests

A novel approach within alternative assessment is to have students wrile tests
on course material, This process results in greater learner awareness of course
content, test formats, and test strategies. Student-designed tests are good prac-
tice and review activities that encourage students to take responsibility for their

own learning.

Learner-Centered Assessment

In learner-centered assessment, students are actively involved in the process of
assessment, For example, students can select the themes, formats, and marking
schemes to be used. Involving learners in aspects of classroom testing reduces
test anxiety and results in greater student motivation.
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Ten Things to Remember about
Student Test-Taking Skills

1. Student test-taking skills are really good learning skills.
Think of teaching and testing working logether to build better ianguage skills.
Remember, the washback from testing affects what and how your students study.

2. Build skill strategies into your classroem teaching.
Of course, there are differences between what happens in the classroom and in the
examination hall, but wherever possible, highlight skill strategies and allow time for
regular practice,

3. Spend time on reading and following instructions.
Reading and following Instructions is a real-life skill, so time spent on understand-
ing the language and expectations of instructions is valuable for your students.

4. Familiarize your students with a wide range of formats.
Students should be acquainted with most standard formats, especially those they
are likely to encounter on standardized exams. Introduce new formats and allow
plenty of time for practice

5. Promote and reward good planning.
Foster a positive attitude toward planning by rewarding students who make an
effort. In developing grading schemes for projects, for example, reward completion
on time.

6. Discuss and practice timing issues,
Under stress, many students lose track of time. Provide opportunities for practice in
timed tasks so that students develop time managemeant skills in a low-stress situation,

7. Encourage a variety of review activities.
At first, students may need assistance in learning to review efficiently Help students
form study groups and, if possible, provide time, space, and materials to get them
started. Bulld a classroom library of suitable review materals and provide a list of
Internet resources.

8. Remind students of the importance of rest, recreation, and diet in exam
periods.
Paint aut that athletes don®t stay up all night without food before an important
competition. Well-prepared students sleep, eat, and exercise before importani
tests.

9. Provide students with helpful feedback.
Modei the impeortance of reflection about assessment by asking students to write
their thoughts in a dialogue journal or discuss therm in a brief meeting. Be support:
e with suggestions for improvement.

10. Actively encourage learner autonomy through self-assessment.
Regularly use self-assessment techniques to foster leamer autonomy. Send students
the message that you respact their ability to monitor their awn progress,
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Extension Activity

Read the transcript of Mr. Knott's conversation with his colleague, Ms. Lee, and iden-
tify differences in their opinions.

Transcript of Conversation about Test-Taking Skills

Ms, Lee; The big state exam s tomorrow. Are your students
ready for it?

Mr. Knott: [ guess so. I"ve given the practice exam five times in
the last two weeks, and their scores have really
improved. Each time, when [ ask for the answers, more
of them are right.

Ms. Lee: Oh, you gave the same practice exam five times? Tell
me, did the students who still had wrong answers
understand why?

Mr. Knott:  Probably not. We didn‘t have time to talk about it. |
just checked the answers. | usually don't like students
te mark their own papers. | don‘t use peer grading
either; it's a waste of time, | hear that you have stu-
dents design their own tests. Is that true?

Ms. Lee: Yes, it is. / find its a good way to get them to review,
and at the same time, they really understand how
tests work, Have you tried that?

Mr. Knott:  That's not for me! | think the teacher should be in con-
trof all the time. The students’ job is to memarize the
material, just like [ used to. Why, I'd cram all night and
study right up to exam time. | usually forgot to eat
breakfast, and one time | almost fainted, | think we
coddie students too much these days. No one ever told
me what an exam was going to be like or spent time
teaching how to read the instructions. Look, In my
way of thinking, an exam is just something to get
through, then you forget it and move on to the next
thing.

Ms. Lee: Oooch. There'’s the bell, Time to go back to class.
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Ms. Lee’s Comments

Issue

Comment

Students took same practice exam
five times

Gave students a false sense of confidence
because of the improverment in their scores due
to familiarity with answers, not improved skills.

Answers not discussad

Without discussion, students don't understand
where they went wrong.

Doesn't believe in self-assessment
or peer dssessment

These forms of assessment bulld understanding
of grading criteria and expectations along with
awareness of own ability,

Student-designed tests

Useful for review of materials as well as greater
understanding of formats and 1asks; helps
students identify impartant topics 1o review.

Emphasis on memarizaticn

Although it might work for a content course, it
is not appropriate for a skills-based
communicative language course.

Cramming, lack of sleep and food

With good planning, cramming (s not necessary,
but food, rest, and exercise are.

Mo coverage of exam structure,
formats, or instructions

If students are unprepared, their scores are nat
an accurate or reliale indicator of their ability

Mo reflection Mr. Knott sees exams apart from the rest of the
teaching/learning process, not an integral part.
Washback Negative attitudes toward exams influence

learming,




Administering
Assessment

When administering a test, teachers should give students every opportunity to
do well. To accomplish this, a careful consideration of factors that may affect
test results is important. Ms. Wright takes her responsibility as exam coordina-
tor seriously. Here are the administrative procedures she uses,

* She makes sure all students know where to go for the exam,
when to be there, and what materials they'll need.

* She has the cleaning staff set up the test room appropriately
the night before.

» She requires all students to keep their belongings at the front
of the room or under their desks.

* She has developed several test administration policies |(i.e.,
make-ups, special needs accommodations, latecomers, etc.)
and sticks to them.

* She numbers all papers and requires students to sign them
out.

¢ She always has incident report forms nearby during exams.

* She has answer keys ready so that marking can begin imme-
diately after the exam.

¢ With multi-skills tests, she starts with the listening as that
part of the test must begin and end at the same time.

¢ She gives students information about remaining time.
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Considerations Prior to Test
Administration

Scheduling Tests

The first consideration is the actual test scheduling. Ideally, any assessment
should be scheduled at a time that allows students to do their best work. Befare
scheduling & test, check that the date does not coincide with special events like
assemblies, fire drills, or Sports Day. Some teachers like to schedule their tests
on a day when they will be away so that their substitute can administer the
test. This is not recommended for several reasons. First, if questions arise about
the content, the substitute may not be able to answer them. Also, the presence
of & stranger in the classroom might make students nervous and uncomfortable,
thereby affecting their scores. Third, a substitute is not familiar with students
in the class and therefore may not be aware of special circumstances such as
those with disabilities who need accommodation.

Providing Information to Students

The teacher should be as transparent as possible regarding student assessment.
Students need to know when exams are scheduled and policies about arriving
and departing. They need clear information about what they may and may not
bring into the exam such as food and drink, calculators, electrenic translators,
etc, If dictionaries are allowed, make sure all students have the same one, and
check dictionaries for notes inside. Let students know your expectations for
items they must provide, such as an ID card, pens, pencils, sharpeners, and
erasers.

Academic Dishonesty

At the beginning of the semester or academic year, describe for your students
acceptable and unacceptable academic behaviors. Because some students may
not know whal constitutes academic dishonesty, give examples of cheating, pla-
giarism, and impermissible collaboration. Explain that cheating will not be per-
mitted, and discuss school policies, procedures, and penalties for academic
dishonesty. Some institutions have documents that define cheating and plagia-
rism and require students to sign a statement that they have read and under-
stood the material.

In some cultures, it is natural for friends to work together to help one
another. Small group or pair work learning activities in the classroom may give
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students the impression that collaborative test-taking is also permitted.
Carefully explain the difference between teaching and testing situations so that
there is no room for misunderstanding, The consequences for cheating in many
schools are severe.,

Physical Setting

In genersl the setting of a test should provide an atmosphere that is conducive
to student learning. Most of the time, we administer tests in our own class-
rooms. Ask students to move their desks apart as much &s possible. The ideal
seating is every other seal and every other row. The test room should be free
from interruptions and background noise and have adequate ventilation and
proper lighting. When students enter the test room, have them place personal
belongings on the floor rather than on their desks or in empty seats. If needed,
schedule an additional room for overflow and a proctor to administer the exam
there,

Test Assembly

All tests should be professionally compiled. This means that they should be
typed, well formatted, and free of typos. Only high-quality photocopies should
be passed out to students. The test should be clearly identified by a cover page
with the name of the test, the date it was given, version number (in the case of
multiple versions|, and the time allowed. If no cover page is used, this informa-
tion should be given in the header or footer.

In addition to writing their names on the cover page, students should
write their names on all pages of the test and answer sheet. This will make it
easier to track student work should the exam paper become separated. In
large testing circumstances, you may need to check ID cards for signature
and picture to prevent ringers (people who substitute for legitimate test
takers|.

The tesl instructions should be clear and concise whether they are given
orally or in writing. If you are giving oral instructions, read slowly and
clearly, but do not add or elaborate on anything as this will disadvantage
students in other classes. Consistency equals reliability. Read the instruc-
tions word for word; do not paraphrase or cut out things you think are
unimportant. You might need to practice this beforehand. Announce how
many pages the test has and whether or not the test is printed on both sides
of the paper.
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The test paper should provide students with general instructions for the
exam as a whole and separate instructions for each test section. Some of the
information that should be included is:

¢ what the task requires (including specific requirements such
as the number of words to write)

* how to answer the questions

* where to answer the questions (on the question paper oron a
separate sheet)

* how many points each section is worth

* how many points each question is worth

* how much time is allowed for each section

Standardize the instructions (sometimes called the rubric) so students are
familiar with the wording. If there are separately timed sections, arrange the
exam so that students must wait to turn a page to the next section. That makes
it easier for teachers to monitor,

It is very important for reliability to have clear instructions for the teachers
who proctor an examination that is given to multiple classes. When administer-
ing high-stakes exams, whether they are in a paper-pencil format or a computer-
based format, it is crucial to strive for the consistent administration of exams.
During exam administration, make sure that all groups or classes of students
taking the exam have the same amount of time to complete it and receive the
same instructions. Giving certain groups more time or more explicit instruction
unfairly advantages that group of students and skews results. Instructions
should be developed well in advance of test administration and distributed to
all the proctors so they have time to read them and raise questions before the
exam date. Here are some sample proctoring instructions.
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Answer Sheets

Students can either record answers on the test paper itself or transfer them to
an answer sheet, The latter is a better option as it will decrease the amount of
time to mark the test. If you use answer sheets with your students, make sure
you build in time for them to transfer their answers. If you use answer sheets
for listening, ask students to wait until all the listening is over before they start
to transfer their answers. If you use Optical Mark Reader [OMR) or "bubble*
sheets, make sure that students understand how to use them well in advance of
the examination. Review such details as shading the box completely, checking
to see if the question number matches the number on the OMR sheet, or thor-
oughly erasing changed answers so no dark fill remains.
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Supplies

To prevent disasters, prepare your test materials well in advance. If by chance
you spot a last-minute typo or problem with a question, inform students imme-
diately. If you are doing a listening or speaking test that requires specialized
equipment, check the equipment beforehand. Have extra supplies such as pens,
pencils, and scratch paper on hand for students who have forgotten theirs. It is
also useful to have a pencil sharpener. Sometimes students detach their papers
while taking a test, so have & stapler in the room to reassemble test papers.
Don't forget to have tissues on hand, too.

If you are administering a listening exam, have a tape script ready in case of
power failure or equipment malfunction. Have a few extra copies of the exam
in case students discover missing pages or pages that did not reproduce well. If
the exam is given to several classes at the same time, have a "HELP!” card that
the proctor can put on the hall door in case of problems or emergencies.

Test Administration
Time
Tell students how long they have at the beginning of the test, and give them
time announcements throughout the exam to help them budget their time mare
effectively. With classroom tests, you generally have more flexibility with start-
ing and ending times. However, on formal standardized tests, you must stick
closely to the time allotted. At the end of the test, collect papers promptly so
that certain students don't get extra time.

While collecting papers, check that each student's paper is filled out cor-

rectly: name on all pages of test paper, all sections of the test completed, and all
parts of the test present. Make notes of any irregularities.

Administrator’s Role

It is recommended that the test administrator {usually the teacher) maintain a
friendly but stern demeanor, Malke it known to students that you will not toler-
ate cheating or misbehavior during the test. If either occurs, issue warnings for
misbehaving students and fill out an incident reporl.

Test Security

Mainiaining securily is important for any level of testing. When passing out papers,
personally hand each student his or her own copy. Do not pass piles of test papers
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up end down rows. This practice encourages students to take an extra copy. Remind
students about the test conditions. Rules that you might want to institute include no
talking, no cell phone calls or text messaging, and the correct procedure for asking
a question. Before the test begins, remind students of the penalty for cheating.

Once the exam starts, you (or a proctor) should remain in the room st all
times. When proctoring, do not bring papers to grade or a novel to read, as your
job is to periodically walk up and down the aisles to actively watch students.
Spend some time stationed at the back of the room as students who are cheat-
ing will have to turn around in their seats to see where you are.

Students have developed clever ways of cheating during exams: using sys-
tems of hand and feet positions, tapping parts of their face to represent responses
to multiple-choice questions, and loading tiny cassette recorders or iPods filled
with test information, Our job as proctors is to stay one step ahead of students,

Let students know that you will be using computer programs and technol-
ogy to detect cheating on essays or reports. Programs such as Turnitin and
iThenticate compare students’ responses and determine whether the informa-
tion has been taken from Internet sources. Simply googling an essay or report
will indicate if students have taken information verbatim from the Internet
without properly citing it. Even if you do not actually use these techniques,
telling students you might do it could prevent cheating.

Grading

After the test has been administered, teachers must mark the papers using the
answer key prepared at the same time the test was developed. Make sure you
can locate it quickly so that marking can commence in a timely manner. During
marking sessions, mark only incorrect answers by indicating them with an X or
a slash mark. (In EFL situations you might find yourself working with British
teachers who have a different system of marking papers. They mark correct
answers with a check mark and incorrect answers with an X.)

While grading, make sure that guidelines such as writing scales are readily
available to the markers. Have a number of hand calculators available for tally-
ing marks.

The most commaon grade system is the letter grade with A being the highest
grade, then B, C, D, and F the lowest. Numerical grades are common, and they
are usually expressed in percentage form. Often numerical percentage grades
are translated into a letter grade. A third type of grading system is Pass/Fail,
Some institutions use a new type of grading system called contract grading for
which students agree to complete work at a certain standard for a set grade.
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Grade Availability and Expectations

Inform students when their results will be available. In some situations, teach-
ers are not allowed to release grades until the school administration approves
them. If you work in this situation, make it clear that you must abide by the
rules and cannot disclose student grades. Also inform students about your
school's policy on challenging grades or asking for a review of the test paper.
Stress the importance of fairness and accountability.

If you plan to use parts of a test again, it is important to keep it secure after
it has been administered and graded. Let students know that they shouldn't
expect to have their papers returned, and make sure that all teachers abide by
the policy of keeping “live” tests secure,

Issues in Test Administration

Surprise Tests/Pop Quizzes

A good testing program does not have surprises. It should be transparent to all
involved. Surprise tests or pop quizzes have no place in an assessment program
as students have no chance to prepare for them. Students should always know
when they are going to be tested, what they are going to be tested on, and how
they will be tested. Never administer tests or quizzes as punishment or to disci-
pline unruly students,

Some teachers feel that pop quizzes keep students on their toes. If you
decide to use them periodically, make sure the weighting is not too heavy.

Latecomers

Students who arrive late for the test should not be allowed to take it. You
should inform them of the date and time of the make-up exam if applicable and
send them to the principal's or college administrator's office to wait out the
exam. If you do not do this, the latecomer who is allowed to take the exam and
who does poorly could complain that his or her tardiness affected the grade.

Incident Reports

A mechanism should be in place to record and report unusual behaviour or
events that occur during a test administration. Hang a “Test in Progress” sign on
your door to prevent needless interruptions.
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Accommodations Policy

Make sure you have an accommodations policy for students who have medical
problems or are physically challenged.

Ten Things to Remember about

Administering Assessment

1. Create a positive attitude toward testing.
Use tests to motivate your students by convincing them that their test results will
be used to help them learn.

2. Be transparent.
Explain the test purpose to students and what the test results will be used for.

3. Follow proctoring instructions or instructions in the test manual to the
letter.
Many teachers wonder why test developers are so detailed with thelr Instructions.
For results to be interpreted meaningfully, a test must be administered under stan-
dard conditions.

4. Prepare policies and procedures well in advance,
Make sure that everyone involved in test administration is aware of policies and
orocedures. Questions or concerns should be rased at a time apart from test
administration,

5. Explain to students the distinction between teaching versus testing,
Although in teaching we recognize the impartance of working in pairs er groups,
In testing, our goal is 10 assess individual performance.

§. Refrain from helping students who are having difficuity.
As teachers, it is natural to want to heip students whao are having a difficult time.
Haowever, this is unfair to those students who have prepared sufficently. Resist the
urge to help students and do not give hints.

. Note unexpected events that might interfere with assessments.
Fire drills, assemblies, and shortages of test papers are examples of incidents that
should be noted, reported, and taken into consideration wher interpreting test
information.

8. Adopt a specials needs assessment policy.
Make sure you have an accommodations policy in place for students who have
specials needs.

9. Inform students of the consequences of academic dishonesty.
Explain how cheating harms students and describe your institution’s policy on aca-
demic dishonesty.

" 10. Minimize the opportunities for cheating and plagiarism.
Make sure you are vigilant duning test administration sessicns,

=4
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Extension Activity

After the administration of the English 3 Progress Test, one of Ms. Wright's responsi-
bilities as exam coordinator is to go through inciden! reports and make dacisions
about what actions (if any) should be taken. There were a number of potentially
problematic incidents that took place in Mr. Knott's classes. Read the description af
the incidents and think about what you would do. Then, find out what Ms. Wright

recommends.

Incident 1:

Incident 2:

Incident 3:

Incident 4

Incident 5:

Five students in the class missed the test because of a
previously scheduled sports event.

Upon collection of the test papars at the end of the
exam, two copies were missing.

One of the other teachers reported that during the
test, Mr. Knott walked up and down the aisies listening
to his iPod.

During the marking session, it was found that two stu-
dents had exactly the same answers on the test. One of
those students was among the strongest in the class,
the other was ameng the weakest.

Essays in Mr. Knott's second class of the day were much
better than those in his first period of the day

Ms. Wright Responds:

incident 1;

Incident 2;

Five students in the class missed the test because of a
previously scheduled sporting event.
Those five students should be sllowed to make up the
teat. Before scheduling any sssessment, the teacher
ahould chack with the students and schocl administra-
tore 1o 8ee if there are any conflicts.

Upon collection of the test papers at the end of the
exXam, two copies were missing.

Mr. KRott nsede to have better security procedurss in
place. | recommend thet he number each test paper and
pasg out the exame In numerical crder That way If ons
copy does missing, he'll know which student has it. This
incident s disappointing as it maans that this test will
no longer be usable. We'll have to retire it.



i ' 8: Administering Assessment | TN

Incident 3: One of the other teachers reported that during the
test, Mr. Knott walked up and down the aisles listening
to his iPod.

Mr. Enott was only doing half his job. 't was good that ha
actively walked around, but he needed to listen to what
WBS going an in the #xam session.

Incident 4:  During the marking session, it was found that two stu-

dents had exactly the same answers on the test. One of
those students was among the strangest in the class;
the ather was among the weakest.
Since no suspected cheating incidert report was filsd,
there ien't much we can do sbout this Id recommend
alerting the two atudante that you know somathing
strange went an, The next Time an exam takas placa, sep-
arate these students and keep sn eye on them, sapacially
the weak student,

Incident 5:  Essays in Mr. Knott’s second class of the day were much
better than those in his first period of the day
Classes meeting during the second half of the day were
supposed To Use Version B of the exam with a differsnt
writing task. Sinca Mr Knott gsve the sama version to
bath his classes, there s not much we can do sbout this.
This Is cartainly not the students’ fault. It Is only natural
far tham to discuss the test with thelr pasre,



Using
Assessment

The most frequently ignored phases of the assessment cycle are analysis, feed-
back, and reflection. Consequently, teachers don't obtain full information value
from tests, and students miss out on adequate feedback for improvement. This
chapter introduces basic analysis concepts and feedback technigues.

Like many busy teachers, Ms. Wright used to think that analysis was a
waste of valuable time. As long as she gol assessments graded and marks sub-
mitted to the school administration on time, she felt she had done her job.
Besides, she thought that analysis required math skills she lacked. After agoniz-
ing through statistics in her education major, she vowed to steer clear there-
after. Then she attended a professional development workshop in which the
presenters made a good case for doing analysis. Now she routinely:

* looks at the overall distribution of scores from every assessment

* plots grades on a simple histogram to help visualize the
distribution

* checks the distribution against her expectations for that type
of assessment

* uses the distribution to make final decisions about cut points

* conducts item analysis for representative items and those
with problems

* earmarks problem items for reworking or discards them

* chooses well-performing items to recycle on future tests

* channels her analysis into useful feedback to students and
administration
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* shares her analysis results with her colleagues to inform
teaching decisions

* suggests changes to the English program based on analysis
data

You may think that Ms. Wright is a bit too enthusiastic about analysis and
feedback. Why should anyone go to all that effort? After all, analysis and feed-
back still takes time that Ms. Wright could use for other purposes. The answer
is that the payoff is really important. If we invest large amounts of time design-
ing specifications, constructing and vetting good items, engaging in moderation
sessions for reliable grading, and spending hours marking and figuring out
grades, a little more investment will make the rest of our work pay off.

Teachers have an ethical responsibility to do analysis. High-stakes exams
such as statewide standardized assessments and final course exams have & real
impact on our students’ lives. In the United States, there is a trend toward not
awarding a full high school diploma to students who fail the statewide test,
something that can affect lifelong chances for employment and further educa-
tion. Students who fare poorly on important exams may spend a great deal of
time and money in remedial programs until they pass required tests. Analysis
provides a basis for accountability about the quality of an assessment. We can-
not tell that a test or other assessment is really valid and reliable until we con-
duct analysis.

Anslysis can provide very useful information about these things, among
others:

* the proficiency of individual students

* abilities of all students in a class

* achievement of course goals by all students at a particular
level

* quality of teaching

* how well course materials and teaching activities have
helped students learn

* if an assessment reflected course aims and outcomes

* how well students at one school performed in comparison to
another

* how reliable a test is and whether we can depend on the
results

¢ whether an assessment distinguished between more and less
able students
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Simple analysis can be done by anyone with a calculator, pencil, and paper.
Teachers like Ms. Wright who are a bit math-phobic should be assured that they
de not need to remember or use formulas anymore because now there are eco-
nomical and accessible computer programs for more complex analysis. Profes-
sional testers who work for large testing organizations use sophisticated
analyses to thoroughly analyze their tests. Here, however, the focus is on simple
analysis as a tool for the classroom teacher.

As useful as data from analysis are, raw statistics do not tell a story by
themselves. You need to understand whal the figures mean so that you can
interpret them correctly. A teacher's experience and common sense are impor-
tant elements in interpretation. A brief review of some basic concepts will help
teachers interprel test results with more confidence.

Looking at the Whole Assessment
Distributions and Frequencies

One of the most important things to know about results from an assessment is
how the students’ scores are distributed. Are they all spread out, or do they
cluster at certain points? You can start to see the distribution with a freguency
table. Make a list of all the scores for an assessment in numerical order from
lowest to highest. Then, write the number of students who got that grade next
to the score. This spread of scores is called dispersion. You may already see
some patterns, but a few simple statistics will help you understand more about
your students’ performance.

Frequency Table for Class B
score frequency

B8 1

B5 1

B4 2

B3 3

B2 3

B1 2

B0 2

59 1




9 Using Assessment | I EEN

Measures of Central Tendency

In statistics, the three ways to measure the middle of a distribution are called
measures of central tendency. The mean is the arithmetic average, obtained by
taking the sum or total of all the scores divided by the number of scores. This
gives you information about how the average student did on the assessment. If
this figure is very low, it may indicate that overall, students found the assess-
ment difficult. This happens when the assessment is not well matched to the
level of the students, when it is beyond their abilities, or when there are many
flaws in the construction of a test. If you think the latter is the case, it would be
important to do analysis on individual sections and items within the exam.

On the other hand, what does it mean if the average is very high? It could
mean that the assessment wasn't challenging enough for the students’ abilities
or that it focused on tasks and content they already controlled. In the case of
“mastery tests,” that would be a good sign. If you were teaching an English for
Specific Purposes (ESP| course for surgeons or sirline pilots, you would cer-
tainly want everyone to score very highly. In general, though, a high mean may
indicate that the assessment doesn't discriminate enough between students
with different abilities and skill levels.

Mean scores can be computed for the test as a whole or for each section
(Le., listening, reading, writing etc.] of a test. Computing a mean score can give
you information as to the reliability of the test. In general, mean scores that fall
within the 70'h percentile (i.e., from 70 to 79) are said to be valid indicators of
test reliability.

Useful as the mean is, it can be misleading because it can be influenced by
extremely high or low scores, sometimes called outliers. If vou examine your
frequency table and see scores at either extreme, then you might want to use
one of the other two measures of central tendency. The mode is the most fre-
quently occurring score, and the median is the midpoint score when you range
all the individual scores from top to bottom. It is useful to use all three of these
mesasures when you are trying to establish cut points for pass/fail or particular
grade allocations.

Pass Rates

Once you have decided which scores equate to categories such as letter grades,
you can compute the pass or failure rate for a given test or quiz by doing a
grade breakdown. The first step in this process is to count the number of As,
Bs, Cs, and Ds received on a given test. This number represents the pass rate.
Divide this number by the total number of students who took the test, and you
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have the pass rate. To compute the failure rate, count the number of Fs or fail-
ing grades and divide this number by the total number of students who took
the exam. Administrators often ask for pass rates for important assessments.

Histograms

Histograms, a type of bar chart, are visual representations of how well a group
of students did on a test or quiz. Histograms can be easily drawn from a list of
grade breakdowns (number of A, B, C, D, and F grades received on a test] or
from the actual scores as shown on vour frequency table, These totals are then
graphed on a chart, The resulting pattern or curve represents how the class did
as a whole on a test, Different kinds of tests produce differently shaped his-
tograms. Norm-referenced proficiency tests (NRTs| in which students’ scores
are compared to other students in a large, normative group vield a broad spread
of scores with a clump in the middle and "tails" at either end. This shape is
often referred to as a bell curve, and it shows a normal distribution of student
scores, On the other hand, criterion-referenced tests [CRTs) have a much nar-
rower range of scores because they focus on the students’ attainment of certain
criteria such as course outcomes.

Standard Deviation

Standard deviation (SD) is another useful tool in analyzing assessment. This statis-
tic gives us an idea of how closely scores are distributed around the mean. As
previously noted, the mean can be easily influenced by high or low scores, so
sets of scores could yield the same mean although their actual spread or distribu-
tion is very different. For example, Ms, Wright's classes might have the same
mean because in one section most of the students scored in a cluster around the
mean while in the other they were widely spread out from very low to very
high. For example, here are two sets of scores for different classes, each with 15
students. In the first class, Class A, the scores were: 15, 23, 42, 55, 59, 63, 64, 67,
69, 72, 73, 75, 81, 84, and 96. For the second class, look at the frequency table
on page 160. Both classes had a mean of 62.5 percent, but the distribution of
scores around that mean is very different. The scores for the first class are
widely spread out throughout the range while those for the second class are
tightly clustered around the mean. The second class appears to be quite homoge-
neous while the first class is probably multi-level. The standard deviation tells
Ms. Wright that the distribution of these classes is quite different, and she might
want to consider why. One reason for a wide SD might be that a school cannot
offer all the levels of language that students need, so instead they collapse levels.
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Therefore, the students who "place” into a level might have widely varying lev-
els of language. Standard deviation is supplied with analysis software or obtain-
able from many hand calculators.

Focus on Test Items

The old saying that the whole is greater than the sum of the parts is certainly
true about assessment, but it is equally true that all the component parts need
to do their part to make the overall test work. Classroom teachers use item
analysis to check that individual items are working properly. Given the amount
of work in designing good test items, many institutions recycle good items in a
test bank. After the first time an item is used, analysis is done to see how the
item functions within the test, including a careful analysis that the distractors
are working as they should. If all is well, the item or set of items is kept secure
and used again in fulure tests,

Faulty items also need item analysis to understand why they aren’t working
well. While grading, you may notice that many students got certain items
wrong. This could be because of any of the item violations described in detail
in Chapter 2, or it could happen because of unexpected interpretations of the
question or distractors. Ttem statistics and analysis will help solve the mystery.

Item Difficulty

At the item level, the main analytical tool is item difficulty, sometimes called
facility value. Both terms indicate the proportion of correct responses, which is
figured by dividing the number of students who answered correctly by the
number of students who attempted to answer the item. Item difficulty can
range from high values such as .95 to low ones in the range of .15. Easy items
found at the beginning of a test to ease students’ anxiety aften have an item dif-
ficulty of .85 or above. By contrast, items with a facility value of .15 are quite
difficult because only a few students were able to answer correctly. As noted on
page 37, ideal tests contain items at a mix of difficulty levels, so facility value is
a good way of determining the level of particular items for classroom tests.
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Item Discrimination

A second way of analyzing items is to compare how students did on a single
item as contrasted to their overall performance on the entire assessment. This is
called item discrimination because it examines whether the item distinguishes
between stronger and weaker students. Remember, one purpose of assessment
is to get information about students who are progressing and those who need
further help, practice, or instruction. If both excellent and failing students
answer a question correctly, the item does not discriminate and has a low value.
On the other hand, items that do show differences between students are said to
discriminate well and have higher levels such as .60 or more. Most items on a
reliable test should discriminate at .30 or above,

To compute item discrimination, you have to divide the class into high and
low groups, so once again the distribution comes into play. For this type of
analysis, you will focus on the high and low groups and ignore the middle
range. Divide the test population (i.e., the students who took the test} by four,
according to their overall grades. In other words, in a class of 40, the 10 stu-
dents with the top grades are in the high group and the 10 with the lowest
scores are in the low group. For now, you don't need information about the
middle 20 students.

For each item, count how many of the students in the high group got it cor-
rect and subtract the number of the students in the low group who got the right
answer. Then divide that number by the group size, 10 in this case. That will
give you the item discrimination. For example, if eight students in the high
group answered correctly, but only three in the low group, the difference (five)
divided by 10 would be .50, This would indicate that the item is discriminating
well and thus contributing to the reliability of the exam.

Two points need to be made about item discrimination for classroom assess-
ment. First, the procedure does not work well with small numbers, so if you
have only one class with 25 students, it is nol worth doing. However, if you
have three sections of 35 students each, it is worthwhile. Second, occasionally
you come up with a negative discrimination index that indicates more students
in the low group answered correctly than those in the high group. This happens
when stronger students over-interpret simple questions and assume that they
are more complicated than they actually are. Clearly, those items need to be
revised!
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Distractors

For several types of objective tests where the answer is supplied, it is useful to
see whether distractors are actually atiracting students who do not know the
correct answer. In the item writing phase, choose distractors that seem like

plausible answers for someone who does not understand the paint being tested.
For example, for testing the main idea in reading paragraphs, the goal is to see

if the student can separate levels of generality or specificity. Good distractors in
a multiple choice item would include options that are both more general and
more specific than the actual main idea at the paragraph level. One distractor
might be a very general topic related to the passage as a whole while another
might be a supporting detail from a specific example.

Distractor analysis is calculated by using the same high and low groups
as in item discrimination. However, this time you want to create a table that
shows how many students from each group were attracted to each distractor.
If you find that some distractors don't attract any responses, then they
should be changed. Look at those distractors that work for ideas about other
options to replace the non-functioning distractors. As wilh item discrimina-
tion, some distractors attract students in the high group. Analyze them care-
fully to understand why they might have chosen the wrong answer. Their
mistake may give you insight into problems with materials, instruction, or
fossilization, a situation where students revert to something they learned
earlier.

Here is the analysis of two items from a multiple choice reading task given
to 1,400 students. What comments could be made about them?

Analysis of Two Items
Item 1
92 A5 a 03 = =
e 04 08 .02
c 00 a0 00
a* (key) 92 a3 o8
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Item 2
Di:ti?tnu.:lly ﬂ-it?rﬁ“‘;en:mﬂ ER Dpton H;msp?i:prrﬁ | ﬂ:p:.‘::ﬁwses H:.pﬂi:ﬁ
A1 35 a .33 33 33
b .08 A3 .03
c* {key) A1 | .26 61
d a7 26 04

The first item has an item difficulty of .92, so most students found it quite
easy. In fact, it did not discriminate well between the high and low groups of
students. Almaost all (98%) of the high group identified the answer as option d,
but so did 83 percent of the low group. No one chose distractor ¢, so it was not
effective. It should be noted that this was the first tem on the exam, so it func-
tioned as a warm-up item in that position.

The second item has an item difficulty of .41, so many more students found
it difficult. However the discrimination index is .35, so it did show a difference
between weak and strong students, especially in the responses to the key,
oplion c. In contrast to the first item, all distractors work in this item. Mote that
option a, an incorrect response, attracted as many students in the high group as
in the low group.

Analysis Software

Teachers who have special responsibility for assessment may want to explore
software that makes the process of analysis far easier and quicker. ]. D. Brown
(2005} offers clear guidance in using Microsoft's® Excel spreadsheet program to
analyze and interpret test data. Hughes (2003) offers analysis software through
his book's website. Many colleges and universities use lteman commercial soft-
ware; visit www.assess.com/Software/iteman.hitm to see samples of item analysis
and demonstrations of how the software works,

Whether you analyze with paper, pencil, and calculator or use special soft-
ware, interpretation is a matter of thinking beyond the numbers, Experienced
teachers have a well-developed sense of what to expect from their students.
When your analysis produces unexpected results, persist in exploring the rea-
son for the discrepancy. Instances of odd results often give us insight into how
our students process language or take exams. Onece we understand what hap-
pened, we can use those insights in our classrooms to improve instruction or
exams.
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Feedback

Recall from the circle diagram in Chapter 1 that analysis, feedback, and reflec-
tion are important parts of the teaching/learning cycle. By now, il is clear that
assessment doesn't end when the grades are in. Analysis takes time and effort,
but once the benefits are clear, administrators often support analysis because it
provides them with useful information.

After conducting analysis, the next step is to interpret the results for stake-
holders such as students, colleagues, and administration. Feedback can take
many forms, from conferences and meetings to large reports and presentations.
The crucial thing is to provide timely information, especially if the feedback
concerns formative assessment. People have a lendency to regard feedback neg-
atively, so counter this by including positive information. Your analysis will
have shown many areas of improvement and progress, and it is important to
emphasize what has gone well. Start with several positive statements to create
a receplive response,

Carefully consider the people who will receive feedback and how they
process information. We assume that students understand the copious informa-
tion we provide on course outcomes or requirements for graduation, but often
they do not. Effective feedback provides just the right amount of information in
a useble form. If you schedule meetings with students, also provide & handout
they can take away. It might summarize their main areas of strength and those
that need improvement. Provide links to resources they can access to improve
their skills and have a follow-up mechanism to see if they need further support.
Turn feedback into positive washback by demonstrating to students that assess-
ment is part of their learning.

When you meet with your colleagues, be sensitive to their concerns about
their own teaching and the progress of their students. Point out that assessment
is a group endeavor and that maintaining high standards is a shared responsibil-
ity. Be specific about points that need improvement, but don't get mired in
details. Above all, let your colleagues know that you value their experience and
judgment. Strive to make assessment inclusive instead of exclusive and provide
constructive suggestions,

Administrators are often receptive to booklets or PowerPoint presentations
that feature graphics, especially if you provide these in forms they can use
themselves. However, keep in mind that statistics and graphics by themselves
are just numbers and pictures, It is up to you to provide interpretation aboul
what the figures and histograms mean.
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The final step of reflection often occurs more than one time. Just after a
major assessment, make notes of things that might be forgotten. Keep a small
notebook or a computer folder just for this purpose. Similarly, during the analy-
sis or feedback phases of assessment, keep track of things you would like to
change or do differently. Over time, reflect, discuss, and experiment. In the
end, every assessment is an opportunity for growth,

Ten Things to Remember about Feedback

1. Make it timely.
Stale information is not very useful, so prioritize prompt feedback

Accentuate the positive.
Comment on progress and achievement, Start feedback with what was successful,

. Keep the end user in mind.
Think about the approprate level of language and amount of information.

Whenever possible, use graphics to make your point.
It’s true about pictures being worth many words.

Be specific, but don’t get bogged down in details,
Support your interpretations with details but avoid technicalities.

Clearly identify areas for further development.
After farmative assessment, make constructive suggestions for immediate improve-
ment.

Keep the course outcomes in mind.
In your feedback, use your analysis to show whether students are meeting course
outcomes. If there are problems, provide suggestions for improvements

. Trust teachers’ experience and judgment.
Statistics require expert interpretation to be meaningful.

View feedback as a vehicle for transparency and accountability,
Encourage openness. Feedback is an opporiunity to raise awareness of how assess-
ment works.

10. Turn feedback into washback.
Infarmative and timely feedback creates a sense that assessment really is useful,
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Extension Activity

On pages 160 and 162, sets of scores were given for two classes. What would
these scores mean if they were for one of Mr, Knott's classes at two different
times?

Mr. Knott's

Mr. Knott has just started to analyze items on his midterm exam,
Here are item analyses for two MCQ reading items with four aptions
each. What kind of feedback would you give to him?

Item 3
| hem | Discimination| MCQ Total % | % Llow | % High
Difficulty Index Option Responses | Responses | Responses
i 33 a 13 21 03
b 01 00 i}
C 10 20 .0
d* [key) 76 57 85
Item 4
Item Discrimination McQ Total % % Low % High
Difficulty Index Option Responses | Responses | Responses
48 .61 a A0 57 24
b* (key) A8 22 73
el 04 .07 m
d 07 13 02

Here are some things on which you might want to give feedback:

On the whole, are these good items? Why or why not?

[n what ways could these items be improved?

Do you think Mr. Knott should use these items in his ilem
bank? Explain.
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MEMO
To: Mr. Knott
From: Mr. Lee
Subj:  Analysis

First, congratulations on putting information from the testing
workshops into practice! Your colleagues understand that so
many aspects of assessment are confusing at first, but we hope
that by holding workshops and providing support to each other
we can raise standards throughout the department. It's clear
that you are learning a lot.

Here are a few comments on the guestions raised in the
extension activity:

1. What could two such different sets of scores for one
class mean?

It is possible that the widely distributed set of scores came from
a proficiency test that we used for placement at the start of the
school year. Your students came into the high school from a
variety of previous educational experiences. Some were pro-
moted from middle schools within the school system where
they had special instruction as English Language Learners
|[ELLs). Others came from bilingual private schools or public
schools in olher stetes. In one case, a8 student was home-
schooled and in ancother case, the student was a recently
arrived immigrant with very little previous study in English. At
the beginning of the year, before you provided any instruction,
there was a wide range of English ability.

MNow at the end of a year's instruction, the more concen-
trated scores represent the achievement of the class on material
that has been taught. The scores fall in a narrow range around
the pass mark of 60 percent. It is evident that some students
have really improved enormously, but [ can imagine that you
are worried about what happened to the students whose marks
seem to have declined. I'd like to remind you that the second of
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these two assessments focuses on writing and speaking instead
of the receptive skills and that you are paying more attention to
accuracy than fluency. That could account for some of the
differences,

2. Item analysis

On the whole, these are both good items and you should con-
sider recycling them after you have made some changes. Item 3
is moderately easy with an item difficulty of .77, but it does in
fact discriminate between the groups of students. However, did
you notice that option B is not attracting many students? You
will want to replace that distractor with one that works for you.
To get an idea of what might be a good replacement, look at
options A and C and consider why students in the low group
are attracted to those responses.

Item 4 is much more difficult with an item difficulty of
.48. Remember that you want a range of item difficulty levels
in your exams, so you may find this to be a good model for a
midrange item for the kinds of students in our program. It dis-
criminates well with an index of .61, but the true story is
clearer when we lock at which answer options really distract
students. Even with a relatively challenging item, 73 percent of
the high group chose the key, but a quarter of even that group
was attracted to option A, The low group was really distracted
by option A with 57 percent selecting it. We see this kind of
distribution with grammar items when they test a point that
students learn late, such as third person “s* on present tense
verbs or the appropriate use of articles. We also see this with
forms that students learned early in their exposure to English
that have become “fossilized” through repeated use without
correction.

I hope these comments help you to see that analysis can
give us useful insights about the process of language learning.




Assessing ESL Students’
Knowledge of Content
in K-12 Classes

As the title of this chapter clearly indicates, this information is for K-12 teach-
ers. K-12 teachers have a myriad of daily challenges, including how to teach
content such as science, reading, or math to a student whose English ability is
limited. There are no easy answers, but the information in this chapter will
help teachers better serve their ELLs,

Ms. Wright is one of thousands of elementary, middle, and secondary
school teachers who are responsible for students' progress in math, science, his-
tory, and English. More and more, Ms. Wright has seen an increase in the num-
ber of her students whose first language is not English. A certain percentage of
these students speak English well enough to function successfully in school.
However, many of these English language learners (ELLs] do not have sufficient
English language ahility to demonstrate their knowledge in subject areas even
when they have understood and mastered the content material.

Ms. Wright is aware of the plight of these students. She has received addi-
tional training in second language acquisition and ESL problems. To help
ELLs, she

* is aware of the state-approved (in this case, Florida) testing
accommodations, e.g., allowing extra time or a bilingual
dictionary

* appreciates the important role that ELLs' limited vocabulary
ability has on learning and, as a result, on assessmenl

* teaches key vocabulary in her lessons to minimize its nega-
tive impact in assessing conleni

* uses many types of questions on her assessments, including



| 10: Assessing ESL Students’ Knowledge of Content in K-11 Classes

objective (which are not language demanding) and extended
answer (which are language demanding)

* allows for alternative assessments that are not so language
demanding, e.g., a science project

As the number of non-native speakers in English-speaking countries contin-
ues to rise, so does the number of non-native students in regular K-12 class-
rooms. As U.5. Secretary of Education Margaret Spellings noted in a 2005
speech, “English language learners [ELLs) are the fastest-growing student popu-
lation in America. Today, one out of every nine students is learning English as a
second language. That's about 5.4 million children—almost the population of
Arizona, or Maryland, or Tennessee, Their numbers will more than double in
the next 20 vears, By 2025, English language learners will make up one out of
every four students in our classrooms.” Despite this growing number of
non-native-speaking students, the vast majority of clessroom teachers have lit-
tle or no training in teaching and assessing non-native-speaking students in tra-
ditional content areas such as math or science. The result is often ineffective
teaching, which is then compounded by inappropriate or even incorrect assess-
ment practices.

Florida is a good example of a state that has had to grapple with a large
number of non-native students in its schools (Folse & Brummett, 2006). With
approximately 300,000 non-native English-speaking students (MacDonald,
2004), schools in Florida face a shortage of qualified teachers who are knowl-
edgeable about key issues in second language learning and thus able to educate
this group of Limited English Proficient [LEP) students effectively (Stebbins,
2002). Resulting from a lawsuit two decades ago, the 1990 Consent Decree
between the League of United Latin American Citizens (LULAC) and the
Florida Department of Education requires that all LEP students receive equal
access to programming that is appropriate to their level of English proficiency.
Thus, teachers have to meodify their instruction and assessment lo cope with
these challenged learners. In addition, assessment has taken on an even greater
role from the No Child Left Behind Act, which mandates that students be
retained or kept back from progressing to the next grade if they do not satisfy
state-established norms, often measured in objective examinations.

Exactly how serious is the situation for LEP students in Florida? In 2001,
the retention rate for secondary level (grades 7-12) ELLs in Florida was an
astonishing 18.2 percent, one of the highest rates in the entire nation [Kindler,
2002). In comparison, the state of Texas, which also has a very large population
of ELLs, had a retention rate of 10.4 percent, which is about 43 percent less
than that of Florida.
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These few statistics indicate the clear gravity of the problem in K-12 class-
rooms in the United States. Teachers need to understand how their evaluation
methods coupled with their students' low English proficiency combine to
impact assessment marks. While the previous chapters in this book have
addressed constructing different types of questions or testing a specific lan-
guage skill, Chapter 10 deals with assessing non-native speakers in K-12 content
classes such as mathematics or science. This chapter identifies some of the
threats to good assessment for ELLs as well as recommends specific actions that
K-12 teachers can easily undertake to assess ELLs more accurately.

The Example of Mathematics

It is often said that of all the school subjects, mathematics is the one in which
non-native speakers should do best, not because they are somehow inherently
good in math, but rather because numbers do not impose the linguistic
demands that prose-based subjects such as reading/literature, social studies, or
history do. While it is true that the pure study of just numbers may require
fewer words than in the case of, say, literature, learning math instruction does
require a great deal of language knowledge. In sum, math is not just numbers.

We will discuss math assessment issues from two angles: class content and
student background. For class content, we discuss word problems, one of the
most common assessments used in math. For student background, we discuss
how ELLs may have been taught math differently depending on their country
of origin and how this different training may impact assessment in K-12 in the
United States.

Word Problems

It is impossible to imagine a mathematics assessment that does not contain
word problems, A word problem presents numbers within a real-world context.
Instead of adding 4, 7, and 2, learners read statements about three situations.
Consider these two examples;

Probleml: 4 4 742 =_7

Problem 2: Susan read four books in May. In June, she read
seven books. In August, however, she read only
two books. How many books did she read all
together?
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Fourth graders who spoke very little English could answer Problem 1
because of two things: (1) they know the math and (2) they can read the ques-
tion. In sharp contrast, problem 2 is unsolvable for the very same fourth
graders—not because of a sudden decrease in math knowledge but rather
because of language issues. It is easy to see that students do not know enough
English to know read or all together or the three months and therefore not under-
stand that they are supposed to add these numbers together. Mareover, since
the numbers are represented by the words four, seven, and two instead of the
numerals 4, 7, and 2, students cannol even take a guess as to what the answer
might be. (If numerals were used in Problem 2, then students could guess that
the answer might be 13 if they added, 56 if they multiplied, or even -1 if they
subtracted. Only 13 would be correct, but at least the other guesses would be
plausible.)

Clearly, the linguistic demands of word problems can impact assessment
results in a math class, so should math teachers avoid word problems? Defi-
nitely not. On the contrary, word problems are a fundamental part of the math
curriculum. If we look at a word problem in terms of Bloom's (1984) six levels
of abstraction of questions, the purpose of word problems is to test not just
knowledge or comprehension but application, analysis, synthesis, and even
evaluation. Word problems are an integral component in U.S. math classes as
the math cwrriculum seeks to produce learners who are able to do much more
than mere rote memorization.

What is important is that teachers realize that ESL students may make mis-
takes with word problems when they do in fact know the underlying mathe-
matical issues, which ironically was the purpose of asking the math question in
the first place. One of the hallmarks of good assessment is that it should always
match teaching. That is, you should test material the way it was taught. If the
math problems were covered in class, then they should appear on the test in
proportion to the amount of time they were covered in class.

In addition to regular classroom assessment, ELLs often do poorly on large-
scale assessmenl examinations because unfamiliar language on the exams pres-
ents problems. Considering the example of Florida again, the Florida
Comprehensive Assessment Test |[FCAT) is a statewide assessment given to
Florida students in Grades 3 through 12. In 2005, the mathematics section of
the Grade 4 FCAT consisted of 40 multiple choice questions. Of these questions,
noene—not a single one—was expressed in the form of a simple math equation,
asin 20 + 13 = 7 . In fact, of the 40 questions, 26 (65 percent} required stu-
dents to solve the answer based on words and a visual [e.g., a map or geometric
figure| or a table of data. The remaining 14 gquestions (35 percent] were word
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problems alone. While the curriculum demands that word problems be taught,
they now receive even mare emphasis in class because of the importance of this
high-stakes examination for students whose futures depend on their scores, teach-
ers whose pay and teacher effectiveness (and in some cases jobs) may be associ-
ated with students' scores, and school administrators whose jobs are connected to
the overall grade that schools receive based on all students' scores in all subjects.

For all the reasons just outlined, you should not avoid word problems. Word
problems are an integral part of the math curriculum. However, you should be
aware of the vocabulary used in the problems. It is the math teacher's job to
make sure all learners know the most commonly used words, especially verbs.
As you consider the following ten word problem examples, can you identify one
or two key vocabulary words that are necessary in your final determination as
to whether to add, subtract, multiply, or divide?

Word Preblem A: | Kevin has 5 baseballs. He gives away 2 of them to his cousin. How
many baseballs does Kevin have now?

Waord Prablem B. There are 6 tables with a total of 18 chairs around them. If each
table has the same number of chairs, how many chairs are at sach
table?

| Word Problem C A zoo has 7 male zebras and 9 female zebras. How many zebras
are there in the zoo?

Word Problem D: | Rina wants 10 buy a new TV set that costs $240. She has $180 of
her ovwn money. If she borows $50 from her aunt, will she have
enough money to buy the TV set?

Word Problem E* | There are 4 salads on the table. Each salad has 4 cucumber slices
and 2 cherry tomatoes. How many cherry tomatoes are there in all?

Word Probilem F. An agquarium contains 17 tropical fish. Right now 2 of them are
stationany. How many fish in the aquarium are maving?

Word Froblem G: The 3 horses and 2 ponies in the stable need new herseshoes. How
many horseshoes does the owner need to buy?

Word Froblem H: Thera are 5 cases of tennis balls. Each case holds 30 balls, How
many tennis balls are in the cases?

Word Froblem |: The total prize money in yesterday's drawing was $25,000, The 5
winners shared the pnze equally. How much money did each winner
receiwe?

Ward Froblem 1 A magician begins his show with @ rabbits and makes 1 disappear
during the shaw. At the end of the show, how many rabhits are
left?
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The solution here is not to avoid word problems but rather to teach and
assess key language, especially vocabulary, that is important in answering word
problems. Al first, this task may seem monumental because there are so many
words in English. However, the words that are most commonly used are lim-
ited. Start by analyzing your math textbook. You might even have students help
you to compile this list, perhaps as part of a regular assignment or for extra
credit. Fart of the battle in learning new words is getting students to become
aware of waords that they do not know since non-native speakers frequently
overestimate their vocabulary knowledge (Folse, 2004),

Once you have compiled a list for your particular students' needs—which
would include comprehending not only the textbook unit on fractions but also
word problems in teacher-generated assessments and any standardized tests
that ask about fractions—then you should make these words a part of your
instruction for all students, beth ELLs and native speakers, For example, take
the word over, In fractions, you might use over meaning “above,” as in 4/3 is
read as 4 over 3. However, when you do the math procedure of converting the
fraction 4/3 to a whole number, your answer is 1-1/3. In explaining this in Eng-
lish, you might say, “Class, first we divide 3 intc 4 and that gives us the whole
number 1, but we still have 1/3 left over.” Here we have over meaning “extra.”
However, you should teach the expression left over, as in this math problem:
Susan had 87 cents. She bought a banana for 40 cents. How much money did she
have left over? The solution to math problems is to teach both the mathematical
and language tools that students need to arrive at the correct solutions,

International Differences in Mathematics

Contrary to populer belief that math is internationally similar, mathematics
does vary from country to country. If vou are teaching very voung children,
they may not have had any schooling in another country, which means that
these students will learn the math conventions taught in the United States
alongside their English-speaking counterparts. However, older students are
more likely to have been schooled in their home country. For these students
who have been educated in other countries, previously studied mathematical
conventions may be different and therefore a source of assessment error, The
chart provides examples of differences in the form of the numbers, the use of
decimals, and the method of showing work.
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Differences in Math across Countries

Difference United States MNon-United States
Mumbers Y 234567890 Arabic:
TAY S0 L8 %,
Chinese:

—SEfedAxtAR4

Decimals paint [.] for percentages; Comma widely used for percentages:
B25% or 5.1% 82.5% or 51%

Calculations | division is written with the Latin Amernica: division is written wath the

divisor 1o the left of the divisor 1o the right aof the dividend and the
dividend lines are different; the small ticks indicate
that the numeral has been used already
2085
* '? 820 |4
_2 = 2!2 205
G
20

Our recommendations for K-12 teachers here are two-fold. First, be aware
that ELLs who have studied math in another country may be accustomed 1o a
different math, ranging from the way the numbers are written to the way to
solve a given problem. Second, help students notice these differences and
understand that even though the methods of arriving at the answer may be dif-
ferent, the underlying mathematical concepts are the same.

The Example of Science

For ELLs, perhaps the most daunting aspect in science assessment is their low
English proficiency, especially their limited vocabulary knowledge. ELLs' lan-
guage deficiency impacts their ability to read and comprehend their science



texts, which is further compounded by students' insufficient writing ability.
This becomes obvious as students attempt to solve extended answer questions,
{Mote: Though this chapter discusses only mathematics and science, many of
the assessment issues in science also occur in social studies and literature.)

Science classes and science textbooks contain two kinds of languages: gen-
eral vocabulary and technical vocabulary. ELLs already have a lower level of
general vocabulary knowledge than their native-speaking counterparts. In addi-
tion, even words that the ELLs already know can be problematic because many
of the general vocabulary words have a different, very specialized meaning in
the context of science. For example, a base in science is contrasted with an acid
but means “foundation” in general English. A table with the elements is not the
same as a table in the kitchen. Even those who possess a good level of basic
interpersonal communication skills (BICS) have limited knowledge of academic
language, what Cummins (2000) refers to as cognitive academic language profi-
ciency [CALP),

In science class, students are frequently required to conduct or read about
experiments. The language in a textbook or lecture regarding an experiment
uses general English words but relies heavily on scientific academic terms as
well, Clearly, ELLs face a hurdle in attempting to understand this language in
their texts and teacher lectures. In addition, their limited ability with this lan-
guage affects science assessment in two ways, First, ELLs may take longer to
read questions on exams, leaving less time to answer the gquestions. At the same
time, ELLs have a difficult time writing answers that make use of the right
vocabulary that a native-speaking teacher will recognize and score as appropri-
ate in a science environment.

What can teachers do? Teachers should make every attempt to clarify their
own presentations through simplified language and appropriate visuals.
Although teachers are mainly concerned with the science curriculum, they
should not avoid scientific terminology because that vocabulary is an integral
part of the course objectives. Our mandate is to get across our content material
as best we can for all learners, both native and non-native speakers. We can do
this by modifying our delivery, not cutling back on content.

When assessing, teachers should be aware that the language in exam ques-
tions can obscure the actual meaning of the question. This language is particu-
larly important in two of the most common question types on science tests,
namely multiple choice and extended answer questions.
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Multiple Choice Questions in Science Assessment

To be sure, multiple choice questions are & valid type of question, but if stu-
dents do not know certain words in the question and/or the answer choices, the
validity of the question is in doubt. As was the case with the math word prob-
lem examples earlier in this chapter, the language in a question can prevent
non-native learners from answering the question correctly, even when they
actually know the scientific principle. The following two examples illustrate
language problems for ESL students in multiple choice questions.

Science Question 1

A student wants to find out which kind of soil can hold the most
water. She buys four identical pots with small holes in the bottom of
each. She then fills sach pot with a different kind of scil and waters
the pots with the exact same amount of water. How can she deter-
mine the amount of water that stays in the soil in each pot?

A. By putting cotton in each pot to see how much water it
absorbs,

| B. By carefully examining the growth of flowers in each of the
pots.

C. By covering only three of the pots with a plastic bag.
D. By measuring how much water drains from each pot.

—

Comments on Science Question 1

ESL students may know the scientific principle being assessed in this gues-
tion, but they may not be able to answer this particular question because
they do not know one or more of these vocabulary items: find out, kind of
(meaning “type,” not “nice” and not "sort of”), soil, hold (not “hold” as in
hold my hand or hold the baby, in this example, no one is actually holding
anything), water (as a verb, not the noun), exact, determine, and amount.
Even if the ELL understands the question, which is not a given, the four
answer options indude difficult vocabulary: cotton, absorb, growth, cover,
measure, drain. For the ELL, the answer is D—unfortunately. We say unfortu-
nately here becayse of all the words in the four answer options, the verb
drain is probably the least known. (Again, note that some ELLs may know
drain as a noun, a commaon item in every house, but this does not indicate
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knowledge of drain as a verb.) Without knowing the word drain, students
cannot answer this question correctly—even if they know the scientific prin-
ciple being tested by the question.

rﬂ%
Science Question 2

Which of the following objects would have the most inertia?
A, a pebble
B. a boulder
C. a soccer ball
D. a head of cauliflower
E. an empty garbage can

Comments on Science Question 2

Mast teachers might think that the word that unfairly skews this assessment
of science knowledge is inartia. However, that assumption is incorrect. The
scle purpase of this questicn is to test students’ ability to apply their knowl-
edge of the concept of inertia to real-world items, Both the concept and the
word inertia were covered in class; this was a primary cbjective of this partic-
ular science unit. Thus, testing about inertia is not only fair, it Is 2 good
teacher’s obligation.

The unintentional but nonetheless unfair influence for ELLs lies in the
five answer choices. While soccer ball and empty garbage can are probably
known terms, students may or may not know caulifiower but are unlikely to
understand what a head of cauliflower is (though they know the word
head). ESL learners are highly unlikely to know what a pebble or a boulder is
since these words are not very frequent in English. A more fair multiple
choice question on students’ ability to apply their knowledge of the term
inertia would make use of answer choices that the teacher believes all stu-
dents are likely to know, e.g., a bowling ball, a tennis ball, a basketball, a
baseball, 2 golf ball. (The correct answer is bowling ball.)
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Extended Answer Questions in Science Assessment

Extended answer questions confound ELLs on several levels. First, ELLs may
not know key vocabulary in the question, which then impedes or prevents
them from demonstrating their science knowledge. Second, ELLs' ability to
write out an extended answer is usually limited. Their writing contains numer-
ous grammatical and lexical mistakes, and these mistakes may cause the
teacher—directly or indirectly—to award a lower score for an answer even
though the answer is correct in terms of science information. Finally, extended
questions in science often reguire students to analyze, compare, explain, or
classify. ESL learners [and native speakers| may be accustomed to extended
writing for a different purpose (e.g., reporting or narrating) and therefore lose
points because they have not followed the proper rhetorical mode for science.
In other words, they may report rather than analyze, which would most likely
result in a lower score in a science assessment.

The following two examples illustrate language problems for ESL students
in extended answer questions.

Science Question 3

The planet Saturn is about 34 times larger than the Earth's moon,
but Saturn appears to be smaller than the moon when viewed from |
the Earth. Why is this?

Comments on Science Question 3

The relatively simple language of this question aids the ESL learner (and
native speaker) to comprehend the question in two ways. First, when this
concept was taught in class, the teacher probably talked about the size of
the planets. Thus, difficult linguistic structures to express comparison such as
“X is (number) times largerismaller than Y* or “X is larger/smaller than ¥*
were probably used in class. A good ESL-trained teacher would have high-
lighted these structures when teaching the science lesson since the teacher's
goal is proficiency in not only science but also English language. Second, the
teacher broke the question down into two pieces: the content and then the
actual question. One long question would have been much more difficult for
an ESL learner to comprehend: Why is it that the planet Saturn, which is



10: Assessing ESL Students’ Knowledge of Content in K-12 Classes [ NEEI

about 34 times larger than the Earth’s moon, appears to be smaller than the
maoon when viewed from the earth? Because the actual question Why is this?
is separate, the student is more likely to provide the reason rather than
address some unrelated aspect of the question. In other words, the questicn
is clear.

The difficult part of this question is not the language in the question but
rather the language in the answer. Correct answers to this guestion include
“Because Saturn is farther away from the Earth” or “The moon is closer to
the Earth.” In almost all correct answers to this question, the ESL student
needs to be able to express a comparison, a rather difficult linguistic rule in
English to use correctly. Single-syllable adjectives add the suffix -er (bigger,
smaller, denser), but adjectives of twe or more syllables employ more (more
dgistant, more shallow, more extensive). However, two-syllable adjectives that
end in -y add -er;, not more (heavier, saltier, rockier). As with all rules, there
are a Tew exceptions (farther, better worse),

An answer with language errors that decrease or impede comprehension
will almost certainly result in a lower score—even if the ELL knows the
answer. One solution here is to make sure during teaching toc present and
practice comparative forms within an appropriate science context, i.e., teach
language based on K-12 content needs. Again, only a teacher who has had
some ESL training is even aware of these ESL language problems,

—_———————————————

Science Question 4

A two-inch lit candle is placed in each of three glass jars. The candles
are identical. Jar 1 is seven inches high, Jar 2 is five inches. Jar 3 is
three inches high. Lids are placed on jars 2 and 3 but not on jar 1
Explain the arder in which the candles will burn out.

|

Comments on Science Question 4

Key vocabulary in this question can be difficult for ESL learners and therefore
impede or prevent them from demonstrating their knowledge of the interac-
tion between the longevity of fire and the amount of oxygen surrounding it.
Potentially problematic words include Wit candle, place (the verb, not the
maore common noun), jar, order (“sequence,” not a restaurant request), and
burn out (versus burn, which may be its antonym).
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This question could be improved in two ways. First, the teacher could
make sure to include words that were either covered in the science lesson or
words that she believes the students are likely to know. Second, instead of
asking this question in prose, the teacher could use illustrations as in this ver-
sion of Science Question 4

Jar A

Jar B

JarC

Which candle will burn out first? ___
Which will be second? ___

Which will be last?

Explain your answers.

Ten Things to Remember about Assessing

Content with K-12 ESL Students

1. Most states or school districts have legal mandates to allow accommoda-

tions for ESL learners when they take tests,
Trough these accommodations vary from state to state, some of the more com-
maon ones include: '

* allowing more time for the test

* aflowing the use of a bilingual dictionary

* allowing an aide 1o read the test 1o the student

= madifying the language in the question
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2. Make sure that the language in the exam is language that ELLs know.
For example. teach content-specific terms such as take away or times for math or
dissect or trace for science. A basic tenat of assessment Is that assessment begins
in the class planning stage; it is not tacked on haphazardly at the end of instruc-
tion. Thus, as you plan your lessons, think of ELLs' language issues and needs.

3. Take into account ELLs’ problems with writing.
Consider how writing extended answers can lower ESL students’ scores. You may
wish 10 give two sceres: one for content and one for language expression.

4. Provide models of correct answers In dass.
This does not mean teaching to the test, instead, it means explicitly teaching stu-
dents how 1o answer a question that requires them 1o analyze or compare. This
will benefit both native speakers and ELLs.

5. Break longer guestions inte smaller chunks,
Ir longer guestions, state the exact task (g.g., Explain the S steps in germmation)
separately

€. For at least part of the overall picture of student achievement, consider
alternative assessments rather than traditional pen-and-paper tests.
Alternatives for math could indude having students work out 3 word problem at
your desk, explaining orally every step in the process. Alternatives for science might
include a science project that all students present to the class, explaining their
research question, their procedures, their results, and their conclusions or implica-
tiorns based on their results.

7. For completion (i.e., fill in the blanks) questions, provide a word bank for

8. In review sessions in class, have ESL students work with native-speaking
Not only does this pairing potentially help the ESL learner with the language to
answer this particular question, it also serves as a significant oppartunity for com-
prehensible input (Krashen, 1985) and pushed output (Swain, 1993), both of
which are important for the acquisition of 2 second language.

9. We must make sure we assess students’ knowledge of the content area

and not their cultural knowledge or awareness. Avoid questions that have
culturally specific items that ESL learners might not be able to relate to.

10. Hﬂmmmmmmanmmmﬁu-ﬂ
that they test in a similar manner in which the material was taught.
For example, If you had students explain a soentific process orally in small groups,
do not test this knowledge by having them write it out indvidually on a test.
Remember: Good assessment matches good teaching.
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Extension Activity

Here is a science test that Mr. Knott developed. Look at the test from the perspective
of an ESL teacher and then read Ms. Wright's review of the test.

5t Grade Science Test Name
Part 1. Multiple Choice. (20%; 4 points each)

1. To the average person, one obvious difference between vak
trees and pine trees is
A. their leaves
B. their cell structure
C. their ability to store water
D. the kinds of seeds that each produces

2, Along most coasts, tides usually occur twice
A. daily
B. weekly
C. monthly
D. yearly

3. Clearing a forest to build a shopping center will most likely
cause woodpeckers to
A. lay more eggs
B. build smaller nests
C. seek a new habitat
D. fly at higher altitudes

4. Mr. Jones planted some bushes along the walkway in front
of his house. The bushes thal were close to the street had
more blooms than the bushes that were close to the house.
Which statement is a hypothesis that Mr. Jones could make
about this situation?

A. The bushes near the house had fewer blooms and leaves.

B. The bushes near the house were taller but had fewer
blooms.

C. There were many blooms on the bushes near the house
and fewer blooms on the bushes next to the strest.

D. The bushes next to the street had more blooms because
they received more sunlight.
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5. Why is it that if you drag your feet across a carpet and then
touch a doorkneb, you will get shocked?
A. environmental shock
B. static electricity
C. gravity shock
D. carpet electricity

Part 2. Extended answer, (80%)
Answer pne of these questions. You may select which guestion you want to
ansWer,

1. Explain the relationship between animal life and plant life.

2. Many plants and animals have adapted to the environment
in which they live. List 5 examples. For each example,
explain how the plant or animal has adapted.

Ms. Wright's Comments on the Science Test

Two strengthe of this exam are that you have included different kinds of
questions and you gave students a choice with some questions. The differ-
ent kinds of questions addrese ELLe' language needs. Your multiple choice
auestions do not require language production. Allowing students to choose
which queetion they want to answer in Fart 2 helps both ELLs and native
apeakers glike in that they can select the guestion they know more content
about and have better language expression ability.
However, a careful analysis of the questions reveals these problems:

1. Question | is a fair question. We can safely assume that the difficult
words in this question are sclence words that were covered in the text
and in class lectures

2. Question 2 e a fair question. In fact, you added the phrase “along most
coasts” even though this phrase is not necessary.

3. In question 3, will students krow clear (28 a verb, not an adjective with a
positive meaning), llkaly. woodpeckers, and nests? Perhaps the most
problematic word is woodpecker Why net. just. use the more common word
bird? It is more familiar to students and still allows you to test the scl-
ence principle.

4. In question 4, adding an lllustration would be helpful. Will students know
walkway, bushes, close to (ve. to close), blooms, and fawer?

5. In question 5, will students know drag, carpet, and doorknob?
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6. Alarger problem is that a whopping 80 percent. of the exam depends on
one question. This is a violation of good testing. In addition, it places an
encrmous burden on ELLs’ productive language skills. Surely, ELLs and
native speakers with weak spelling or language ability will be penalized.
(By the way, do you have a rubric slready made out for scoring the
axtended answer quastion? Does your rubric allocate more weight to con-
tent than to language?)

7. You need more multiple choice questions: a total of five questions is not
sufficient. Coneider adding some questions that are sasy and some that
are difficult. Right now most of the questions seem to be a7 about the
same degree of difficulty.

£. It is certainly good that you gave your students the opportunity to
choose which of the two extended answer guestions they want 1o answer,
This penefits both native speakars and ELLs in that they can choose the
question for which they know more content information and have more
language expreseicn ability. However, these two questions are not at all
equivalent. The first question, Explain the relstionship between animal life
and plant life is too vague. What do you want thern to mention here? You
should liet st least some of the arsas that you want your students to
address in their answers. The second question is better because It enu-
merates which information you want by asking students to list 5 exam-
ples and then to explain how each has adapted. This question Is much
clearer. In addition, the secand question ia better because you have bro-
ken this long auestion into three parts: background + task + task. Again,
this division alds not only ELLs but also your native-speaking students.



Appendix: Standardized ESL/EFL Tests

and communication

Name of Test Test Producer Test Description Test Purpose
Amencan Counal | American Council on | Face-to-face oral or | A standardized aral
on the Teaching of | the Teaching of telephane interview | proficiency
Foreign Languages | Foreign Languages between a certified | assessment designed
Cral Proficency www.actl orglida/ examiner and to test furctional
Interview (ACTFL pagesfindax.cfm? a@xaminee; measures | speaking ability
CP) pageid=3348 candidates against

ten ability levels from

nowice low to

sUperior
Basic English Skills | Center for Applied | Takes the place of Designed 10 assess
Test Plus (BEST Linguistics the BEST; an oral Adult English
PlusTh) wwawcal.oraffopics/ | proficency interview | language proficiency

talbest fiitmil that assesses

listening

comprehension,

language complexity,

Basic English Skills

Center for Applied

A companion test to

Designed 10 assess

Test Literacy Skills | Linguistics the BEST Plus™ oral | Adult English
(BEST Literacy™) vww cal orgftopres! | proficiency interview | language proficiency
talbest htmi
Canadian Carleton University Meaasures EAP in the | Designed to evaluate
Academic English | wwwcaelca four skills {reading, English in use for
Language writing, listening, EAP programs;
Assessment (CAEL) speaking) venfies whether a
student’s level of
English proficiency is
adequate for
university study.
Comprehensive Educational Testing | A four-skills language | Designed to provide
English Language | Services proficiency evidence of program
Learning WWW.ETs.orng assessment accountability in
Assessment accordance with Title
(CELLA) Il Mo Child Left
Behind and

information about
students’ strengths
and weaknesses,
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Name of Test Test Producer Test Description Test Purpose
Certificate in University of Consists of five An advanced-leval
Advanced English | Cambridge ESOL sechions (Reading, exam intended for
(CAE) Examinations Writing, Use of those who want to

http:Mfcambridigessol, | English, Listening, workfstudy abroad or
orglexams/cae.htm | Speaking); each develop a career that
component [s worth | requires language
20% of the overall | skills; 2™ highest
score; administered | bevel of Cambridge
and graded by ESOL exams at level
trained examiners. €1 of Councl of
Europe’s Common
European Framework
(CEF)
Certificate of University of Cansists of five An advanced-level
Proficiency in Cambridge ESOL sections (Reading, exam designed for
English {CPE) Examinations Writing, Use of those already
hip:tcambridgesol. | English, Listening, advanced in English
arglexamsicpe, htm Speaking) each andfor are
component is worth | approaching the
20% of the overall | standard of an
score; administered educated native
and graded by speaker of English;
trained examiners, highest level of
Cambridge ESOL
exams at level C2 of
Council of Europe’s
CEF.
Comprehensive CASAS, Foundation | Consists of listening | Assesses vocational
Adult Student for Educational and reading preparation,
Assessment System | Achievement comprehension workplace literacy,
{CAsAs) WWW LSS5 O sections with the and adult basic
writing and speaking | education
sections as optional
components
First Certificate in | University of Consisls of five An intermediate-level
English (FCE} Cambridge ESOL sections (Reading, exam for those who
Examinations Writing, Use of wanl 1o work/study
http:#cambridgesol. | English, Listening, abroad or develop a
onglexamsifoe htm Speaking); each career that requires
component is worth | language skills;
20% of the overall Cambndge ES0L
score; administered | exams at level B2 of
and gradead by Council of Europe’s
trained examiners. CEF
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Name of Test Test Producer Test Description Test Purpose
International International The ESL/EFL Assesses whether
Baccalaureate Baccalaureate component of the students have met
English B Organization International the exit requirements
Component (IBO) | wwwiba.org Baccalaureate for the International

program; consists of | Baccalaureate
an oral internal cerlificate.
assessment and two
written sections (one
measures reading
comprehension’
related skills; the
second measures
writing ability)
International Bnitish Coundl, IDP Four skills exam; two | Measures the ability
English Language | Australia, and modules (General to communicate in
Testing System University of and Acadermic); English across four
(IELTST™) Cambridge ESOL administered and language skill areas
Examinations graded by trained {listening, reading,
vavwislts org examiners. writing, speaking);
intended for people
who want to study
or work in
Anglophone
speaking countnes
Key English Tast University of Four skills exam with | An elementary exam
(KET) Cambiridge ESOL three sections testing students'
Examinations (Reading & Writing, | ability to deal with
http.Mcambridgesal. | Listening, Speaking): | basic written and
orgfexamsiket htm 2ach skill Is warth spoken
25% of overall score; | communications; 1%
administered and level of Cambridge
graded by trained ESOL exams at beval
EXEMiners A2 of Coundl of
Europe’s CEF,
Michigan English | University of Contains three A standardized
Language Michigan English sections (Writing, English language
Assessment Battery | Language Institute Listaning proficiency test used
(MELAE) www s .umich.edu/ | Comprehension, and | to evaluate English
eliftesting/metabi GrammarCloze/fead | language
ingocabulary); a competence of adull
Speaking test is language learners of
optional English,
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Name of Test Test Praducer Test Description Test Purpose
Preliminary English | University of Four skills exam with | An intermediate-level
Test (PET) Cambridge ESOL three sections exar testing

Examinations (Reading & Writing, | students’ ability to
http:icambridgesal. | Listening, Speaking): | cope with everyday
orglexamsipet. hitm each skill is worth written and spoken
25% of overall score; | communications; 2nd
administered and level of Cambridge
graded by trained ESOL exams at level
EXAMINers, B1 of Council of
Eurcpe’s CEF,
Secondary Level Educational Testing | Consists of a Maasures general
Englisk Proficiency | Services listening and a abulity in
Test (SLEP®) v toefi arg! reading section understanding
educatarfiedslep. htm/ spoken and written
English for
intermational
students in U.S,
sacondary schools;
sometimes used in
post-secondary
mstitutions putside
the US,
Test of English as 2 | Educational Testing | Offered in different | Measures the ability
Foraign Language | Services farmats depending | of non-native
(TOEFL®) wanvels. org on a student's speakers of English
s TOEFL® ITP location (i.e., o use and
« CBT institutional, paper- | understand English in
= PBT based, computer- North American
s |BT based, iBT); assesses | academic contexts.
all four language
skills; marked by
trained examiners.
Test of English for | Educational Testing MCQ exam divided Measures and certifies
International Services into fwo sections Istening, reading, and
Communication waw tosic. org (Listening grammatical
(TOEIC™) or Comprehensicn and | profidency in
TOEIC® Bridge Reading) international business
English at both
intermediate and
acvanced levels,
TOEIC® Bridge,
primarily diagnostic, is
designed for
beginning and
imermediate lsarners
of English.




Name of Test Test Producer Test Description Test Purpose
Test of Spoken Educational Testing | Semi-chirect test that | A high-stakes test of
English (TSE®) Services requires students 1o | general English

www ets orgltse respond to a vanety | language spoken
TOEFL® Academic of texi-based or proficiency used in
Speaking Test audio prompts, MNorth American
(TAST®) presented and universities 1o make

recorded on decisions aboul a

Speaking audiotape; consists | student’s ability to
Proficiency English of four sections; communicate in an
Assessment Kit audiotapes are academic contexL.
(SPEAK®) graded by two

examiners, the TSE®
15 an afficial test that
can be used for
admissions or
certification: TAST® js
a subset of the
TOEFL® BT new
speaking portion;
SPEAK® tesis are
retired forms of TSE®
BXAIMS
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giveaway distractors, 24;
grammatical inconsistency, 20;
impure items, 21; no answer, 24;
sensitivily, 23; subsuming response

options, 22; three for one split, 21;
types of, 20-24; unparallel
options, 22

learner-centered assessment, xx, 143

LEP (Limited English Proficiency),
173

listening assessment: approaches to,
91-92; issues in, 92-98: models of
listening, 91; techniques for,
98-105

low-stakes assessment/tests, xix, 134

main ideas, 165; assessment of, 54; in
listening comprehension, 97; in
reading comprehension, 44-45;
test-taking strategies for, 139

marking codes. See correction codes

marking scheme. See grading criteria

matching format, 31-33;
advantages/disadvantages of,
31-32; tips for wriling good
matching items, 32-33

mathematics, international
differences, 177-178

measures of central tendency, 161

MELAB [Michigan English Language
Assessmenl Battery), xvi

MLAT [Modern Language Aptitude
Tesl), xvi

moderation. See calibration

multiple choice questions, xviii, 17,
18-27, 54, 179, 180-181;
advantages/disadvantages of, 19;
format of, 18; item violations,
20-25: tips for writing good items,
25-27

multiple measures assessment, xiv,
xx, xxvi, 15, 86

multiple raters, 84, 116

NCLB [No Child Left Behind), 8, 173
norm-referenced assessment/tests,
xviii, xx, 162

objective items/tests, xviii, xx, 17, 51,
53, 99-100
oral interview, 111, 118



peer assessment, 79, 86, 133, 146

PLAB (Pimsleur Language Aptitude
Battery), xvi

placement tests/testing, xiv; purpose
of, xxi; timing of, xxi

plagiarism. See academic dishenesty

pop quizzes. See surprise tests

portfolio assessment, xx, 79, 135

practicality, xxiv, xxviii. See also
cornerstones of testing

practice exams, 135, 146

proctoring, 150-151, 155

proficiency assessment/tests, xiv, xvii,
xx, 159; timing of, xd

progress assessmenlitests, xvii;
purpose of, xxi; timing of, xxi

prompts, 8, 69; parallel prompt, 16;
writing prompts, 71-74, 86

readability, 50, 51, 64

reading assessment: approaches to,
44-45; minor reading skills, 46;
subskills, 45-46. See also inference,
information transfer, scanning,
slimming

reflection, 146; in the assessment
cycle, 11, 168; importance of, 13,
15; in portfolio assessment, 79

reliability, xxiii, xxix, 15, 116, 150,
159, 161, 164; factors affecting,

xxiii-xxiv; inter-rater reliability, 18,

76, 86, 112, 116
response options, 18-19, 25
rhetorical pattern, 72, 182-183
rubries, 71, 126, 137, 150

scanning, assessment of, 58-59; as
reading subskill, 44-45, 64

schemata, See background knowledge

scoring. See grading

scoring rubric, 36, 188

security [of a test), xxv, xxviil, xxix,
xxx, 15, 152-153. See also
cornerstones of testing

self-assessment, xx, 78, 123, 141, 144,

146; techniques and procedures,
142-143

short answer/completion format,
34-35, 58, 99; advantages/
disadvantages of, 34-35; tips for
writing good items, 35

skill area assessment: listening,
89-110; reading, 43-68; speaking,
111-132; writing, 69-88

skill contamination, 90, 98, 107, 129

skimming, assessment of, 45, 64

speaking assessment, designing tasks,
118; issues in, 115-117; techniques
for, 118-127; theory of, 113

specifications, xxii, 159; in the
assessment cycle, 3; definition of,
7-9, 13; description of 47-50;
importance of, 15, 37; listening test
specifications, 92-93; writing test
specifications, 70, 72

standardized assessmenl/lesls, xviii,
189-193; purpose of, xxi

standardizatlion. See calibration

student-designed tests, xx, 138, 143

subjective ilems/tests, xviii, xx, 17

summative assessment/tests, xix, xx

tests, xv: construction of, 9-10;
purpose of, xxi; timing of, xxi;
types of, xvi-zix. See achievment,
aptitude, cloze, computer-based,
criterion-referenced, diagnostic,
direct, discrete-point, formal, high-
stakes, indirect, informal, low-
stakes, multiple-choice, norm-
referenced, objective, placement,
proficiency, progress, standardized,
subjective, traditional

test-taking strategies, 10-11, 133-141,
144

TOEFL?®, xvi, xvii, 46, 97, 138

top-down processing, 45, 91

transparency, xxv, xxvi, xxix, 10-11,
13, 15, 36, 86, 148, 155, 168

trueffalse format, xviii, 17, 27-31,
54-55; advantages/disadvantages
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of, 27-28; format of, 27; tips for
writing good items, 29-31

usefulness (of a test), xxii. See also

cornerstones of testing

validity, xxii, 133, 159; construct

validity, xxii, xxviii; content
validity, xxii, xxvi, 185; face
validity, xxii, xxviii. See also
cornerstones of testing

vocabulary, 46, 94-95; content-
specific terms, 185; explicit
instruction, 46: general

vocabulary, 179; incidental
learning, 46: limited ELL, 172-197;

technical vocabulary, 179, 182;
vocabulary notebook, 135;
vocabulary profiler, 94-95; word
bank, 185; word problems,
176-177

washback, xxiv, xxv, xxix, 46, 129,
144, 146, 167, 168. See also
cornerstones of tesling

word problems, in assessing content
knowledge, 174-177

writing assessment: approaches to,
71; designing assessment tasks,
71-75; issues in, 75-76; marking
procedures for, 80; scales, 80-84;
technigques for, 76-79
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or many teachers of English language learners, the field of assess-

ment is foreign territory, Assessment has its own culture, traditions,

and terminology. This training guide is intended to help classroom
teachers become more comfortable creating and using assessments. A
Practical Guide toc Assessing English Language Learners provides helpful
insights into the practice and terminology of assessment. The text focuses
on providing the cornerstones of good assessments—usefulness, validity,
reliability, practicality, washback, authenticity, transparency, and security—
and techniques for testing. It devotes a chapter to the assessment of each
of the four main skill areas (reading, writing, listening, and speaking),
and also covers placement testing, such as using TOEFL® and MELAB,
diagnostic testing, evaluation, and instructional decision-making with
regard to testing.

Tips to improve students’ test-taking strategies are offered, and each
chapter ends with a helpful list of Ten Things to Remember, as well as
informative case studies featuring two teachers and their assessment
decisions. Incorporating its own principles, A Practical Guide to Assessing
English Language Learners opens with a short quiz for the reader called
Are You Testwise? that quickly determines how each teacher will benefit
from this indispensable guide,
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