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Not…, but…

 Not
 Presenting an inventory of language proficiency tests
 Going to solve your problems

 But…
 Awareness raising: Considerations to take in to account when

assessing language proficiency

 Bias
 SLA, task-based language assessment, Dutch L2



3

Contents

Introduction
The measurement process
From psychometrics to communicative

language testing
Task based language testing
Ethics



4

Sources
Bachman, L.F. (2000) Modern language testing at the turn of the

century: Assuring that what we count counts. Language Testing 17,
1, 1-42.

Fulcher, G. & Davidson, F. (2007) Language testing and assessment.
An advanced resource book. London/New York: Routledge.

McNamara, T. (2004) Language testing. In A. Davies & C. Elder (eds)
The handbook of applied linguistics (pp. 763-783). Malden MA:
Blackwell Publishing.

Norris, J. & Ortega, L. (2003) Defining and measuring SLA. In C.J.
Doughty & M.H. Long (eds)The handbook of second language
acquisition (pp. 717-761). Malden MA: Blackwell Publishing.



5

1 Introduction



6

Incidence of four techniques of assessing
L2 proficiency (Thomas 2006)

4           2.5%Other

35         22.3%Standardized test

22         12.0%In-house assessment

63         40.1%Institutional status

33         21.0%Impressionistic judgment

1988-1992 (n = 157)Means of assessment
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Incidence of four techniques of assessing
L2 proficiency (Thomas 2006)

11         5.2%4           2.5%Other

49         23.2%35         22.3%Standardized test

41         19.4%22         12.0%In-house assessment

70         33.2%63         40.1%Institutional status

40         19.0%33         21.0%Impressionistic judgment

2000-2004 (n = 211)1988-1992 (n = 157)Means of assessment
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2 The measurement process
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Measurement is data- and theory-driven
 ‘Measurement is at once a data- and theory-driven undertaking’

(Messick 1989)

 Theory-driven
 The theoretical side regards the notion of construct and the way in which the

construct is defined. A construct is a meaningful interpretation of observed
behavior Chapelle (1998).

 Data-driven
 Measurement data are composed of repeated observations of particular

behaviors and these observations are condensed into scores of some kind.

 Measurement
 Measurement involves the collection of data, the transformation of those data

into evidence, and the use of that evidence for making a theory-based
interpretation.
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The measurement process (Norris & Ortega 2003:720)

Interpretation
Construct
definition

Behavior
identification

Task
specification

Data
analysis

Observation
scoring

Behavior
elicitation
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The validity issue
 Validity

 The degree to which we are justified in making an inference to a
construct from a test score (Messick 1989)

 Threats to validity
 Construct underrepresentation

 The degree to which a test fails to capture important aspects of the
construct (occurring typically during the conceptualization of a measure).

 Construct-irrelevant variance
 The degree to which test scores are affected by processes that are

extraneous to the intended construct (usually during the proceduralization
stage).
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Measurements differ depending on the
adopted theory (Norris & Ortega 2003: 726)

Implicit memory tasks and forced-
choice reaction times tasks with
human learners in laboratory.
Computer simulations of neural
networks.

Spoken and written discourse
production.
Tests of implicit and explicit
knowledge: verbalization of
understanding rules; controlled
performance on comprehension
and production tasks;
grammaticality judgment tasks.

Grammaticality judgment tasks
of various kinds.

T
A
S
K
S

Accurate and fluent performance in
laboratory tasks.

Appropriate and fluent
performance when using the L2
communicatively (and in
controlled  tasks).

Tacit intuiting of what is
ungrammatical in the L2.

B
E
H
A
V

Language as complex rule-like
behaviour, epiphenomenal result of
functional needs.
Learning as interaction of the
organism with the environment.
Neural networks.
Transition theory: specification of
input frequency and regularity plus
learning mechanisms.

Language as symbolic
representation which is
constrained by cognition.
Learning mediated by social,
affective and cognitive variables.
Communicative competence.
Transition theory: developmental
course of L2 acquisition.

Language as symbolic
representation which is
autonomous from cognition.
Learning mediated by UG and
L1.
Grammatical competence.
Property theory: initial state and
end state in L2 acquisition.

C
O
N
S
T
R
U
C
T

Emergentist SLAInteractionist SLAGenerative SLA
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What does it mean to have acquired
something?

 Generative SLA
 Nativelike levels of rejection of illegal exemplars of the target grammar.

 Interactionist SLA
 Developmental changes, indicating that a form has ‘emerged’, has

been ‘detected’, ‘noticed’, ‘attempted’, or ‘restructured’; a learner is
‘aware’ of a form or a form-related pattern; a learner is ‘able to use a
form appropriately and fluently’.

 Emergentist SLA
 Fast, accurate, and effortless performance attained along attested

learning curves that reflect non-linear, exemplar-driven learning.
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  3 From psychometrics
 to communicative
language testing
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The ’60s and ’70s: Skills and components

 Language ability
 Skills

 Listening
 Speaking
 Reading
 Writing

 Components
 Grammar
 Vocabulary
 Pronunciation
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The ’60s and ’70s: Testing

 A psychometric approach; focus on discrete
points
 Emphasis on reliability (objectivity and consistency) and

generalizability over construct validity (relationship between
performance in a test and a theory of language proficiency, in
which language is broken down into various skills and
components)

 Later: Integrative language tests
 Emphasis on reliability, but a unitary rather than a

multidimensional view of language: holistic, real-time activities
like cloze tests and dictations
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Examples of some discrete test items

 Testing articles – Fill in: the, a or NA (No Article)
 In England children go to … school from Monday to Friday. … school

that Mary goes to is very small. She walks there each morning with …
friend. One morning they saw … man throwing … stones and … pieces
of wood at … dog. … dog was afraid of … man.

 Testing vocabulary – Circle the correct answer
 One word that means to dislike intensely is

A. growl
B. screech
C. sneer
D. loathe
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Integrative testing: Cloze and C-test

 Cloze test (n = 7)
 What is a college? Some believe that the chief function … even a

liberal arts college is … vocational one. I feel that the … function of a
college, while important, … nonetheless secondary. Others profess that
the … purpose of a college is to … paragons of moral, mental and
spiritual … - Bernard McFaddens with halos. If they … that the college
should include students … the highest moral, ethical and religious …
by percept and example, I … willing to accept the thesis.

 C-test
 There are usually five men in the crew of a fire engine. One o… them

dri… the eng… The lea… sits bes… the dri… The ot… firemen s…
inside t… Fire Ser… for ma… years. H… will kn…how t… fight diff…
sorts o… fires. S…, when t… firemen arr… at a fire, it is always the
leader who decides how to fight a fire. He tells each fireman what to do.
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The 80’s: Canale & Swain’s (1980, 1983)
model of communicative competence

Discourse
competence

The knowledge
to produce a
unified spoken
or written text
in different
genres

Strategic
competence

The knowledge
of how to
overcome
problems when
faced with
difficulties in
communication

Sociolinguistic
competence

The knowledge
of the appro-
priateness of
meaning and of
form

Grammatical
competence

The knowledge
of grammar,
lexis, syntax,
morphology,
semantics and
phonology

Instances of
language use

Knowledge and skill

Actual
communication

Communicative competence
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The ’80s: Testing

 Communicative language testing
 Assessment based on competence-oriented models
 Knowledge versus use of this knowledge in actual

performance
 Tests involve communicative performance, should be

authentic and are scored on real-life outcomes

 Elicitation techniques
 (Series of) pictures
 Role play
 Discussion
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 4 Task based language
          testing
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The ’90s: Advances in test design and
development (Bachman 2000)

 Research methodology
 ’70s: norm-referenced measurement, factor analysis
 ’90’s: criterion-referenced measurement, generalizability theory, item

response theory, structural equation modeling

 Practical advances
 Computer-based assessment, tests that are more authentic and

interactional, adaptive language tests

 Factors that affect performance on language tests
 Testing procedure: cognitive demand, amount of processing required,

effects of different task types on performance
 Test-taking process: effects of planning on test performance
 Test-takers: background, personality characteristics, culture, gender
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The ’90s: Advances in test design and
development (Bachman 2000)

 Movement towards ‘alternative’, ‘authentic’ or
‘performance’ assessment
 Communicative tests, portfolios, task-based language testing,

interviews, journals, conferences, self- and peer-assessment, group
oral assessment

 Authentic tasks do not directly require the use of particular structures or
functions and therefore constitute difficulties for ‘traditional’
achievement testing

 Language learners are more often engaged into dialogues and do
generally better on a dialogic than on a monologic task. However, in
exams often monologic tasks are used.

 Concerns with the ethics of language testing
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Task based assessment (Ellis 2003)

 Eliciting and evaluating communicative
performances from learners in the context of
language use that is meaning-focused and directed
towards some specific goal (Ellis 2003)

 Task based assessment is a way of achieving a
close relation between the test performance (what
the testee does during the test) and the criterion
performance (what the testee has to do in the real
world) (Ellis 2003)
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Some pros and cons of task based assessment

 Pros
 Authentic, from real life
 Better validity for measuring functional language proficiency (as

defined in the Common European Framework of Reference for
Languages) than discrete item tests of pronunciation,
conjunctions or understanding isolated sentences

 Cons
 Time-consuming, and as a consequence less efficient
 Less reliable (less items, inconsistency in scoring)
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System-referenced tests versus
performance-referenced tests

 System-referenced tests
 Assess knowledge of language as a system
 Tests in the psychometric and integrative tradition
 Construct-oriented, drawing on some explicit theory of language proficiency
 Criterion = a score, e.g. 80% or above on a test of grammar, or reading and

listening comprehension

 Performance-referenced tests
 Assessing a particular performance
 Does the learner succeed on the task (making a bank transfer, finding a

book in the library, making notes on a lecture)?
 Provide information about the ability to use language in specific contexts
 Content-oriented, drawing on a work-sample approach to test design
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Direct vs indirect tests

 Direct tests
 Direct sampling of the criterion performance
 Holistic
 Aim to obtain a contextualized sample

 Indirect tests
 Assess proficiency by means of specific linguistic measures
 Less contextualized
 More artificial
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Types of language assessment

 Direct (holistic) Indirect (analytic) 

System-
referenced 

Traditional tests of general 
language ability: 
- free composition 
- oral interview 
 
Information-transfer tests: 
- information-gap 
- opinion-gap 
- reasoning-gap 

Discrete-item tests of linguistic 
knowledge: 
- multiple-choice grammar or 
vocabulary tests 
- elicited imitation of specific 
linguistic features 
- error-identification tests 
 
Integrative tests: 
- cloze 
- dictation 
 

Performance-
referenced 

Specific purpose tests: 
- tests based on observing real-
world tasks 
- simulations of real-world tasks 

Tests that seek to measure 
specific aspects of communicative 
proficiency discretely: 
- tests of specific academic sub-
skills, e.g. the ability to cite from a 
published work 
- tests of the ability to perform 
specific functions or strategies, 
e.g. the ability to write a definition 
of a technical term 
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Task-based or not?

 Direct (holistic) Indirect (analytic) 

System-
referenced 

Traditional tests of general 
language ability: 
- free composition 
- oral interview 
 
Information-transfer tests: 
- information-gap 
- opinion-gap 
- reasoning-gap 

Discrete-item tests of linguistic 
knowledge: 
- multiple-choice grammar or 
vocabulary tests 
- elicited imitation of specific 
linguistic features 
- error-identification tests 
 
Integrative tests: 
- cloze 
- dictation 
 

Performance-
referenced 

Specific purpose tests: 
- tests based on observing real-
world tasks 
- simulations of real-world tasks 

Tests that seek to measure 
specific aspects of communicative 
proficiency discretely: 
- tests of specific academic sub-
skills, e.g. the ability to cite from a 
published work 
- tests of the ability to perform 
specific functions or strategies, 
e.g. the ability to write a definition 
of a technical term 
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Conclusion

 Need for integration of the two approaches
 Task based assessment need not and

probably should not be used by itself but
rather in combination with indirect methods
of assessment



32

Example: The Civic Integration Examination

 Central
 Knowledge of Dutch society
 Digital practical test
 Test of Spoken Dutch

 Practice
 Assessments and/or portfolio

 6 assessments or
 3 assessments and 15 proofs or
 30 proofs
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Central part: (mainly) system-referenced
 Knowledge of Dutch society

 Multiple choice questions

 Digital practical test
 40 tasks (reading, writing, speaking and listening integrated)
 Answer a question about a text
 Complete a word or a sentence
 Listen to a conversation and click the best reaction

 Test of Spoken Dutch
 Repeating sentences (24 items, 3-15 words)
 Answering short questions (14 items)
 Mention the opposite (10 items)
 Retelling stories (2 items)
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Practice part: Performance-referenced

 Assessments
 A practical test consisting of various parts
 Based on real-life situations
 Set up as a simulation
 The candidate demonstrates that he can perform the speech acts

belonging to a crucial practical situation

 Portfolio
 Set of proofs demonstrating that the newcomer has functioned in

certain practical situations
 Proof = signed declaration from an official
 Official = civil servant, employee of an employment agency, nurse from

a health center, etc.
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5 Ethics
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Purposes of proficiency tests

 Gatekeeping
 Test of Spoken Dutch needed to apply for a residence permit

 Education
 Placement, diagnostic, achievement

 Research
 Level assessment
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‘Use with care!’
 Spolsky (1981)

 Each use of a language test for a gatekeeping or selection decision
offers a choice of options, all of which are imperfect and fraught with
problems: tests should be labeled just like dangerous drugs: “Use with
care!”

 Bachman (1990)
 Tests are not developed and used in a value-free psychometric test-

tube; the are virtually always intended to serve the needs of an
educational system or of society at large.

 Shohamy (1997)
 Language tests generally serve ethically questionable and unstated

political purposes that are often quite distinct from their stated purposes.
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