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Abstract

This thesis explores the implications for language test validation of developments in
language teaching and testing methodology, test validity and computer-based delivery.
It identifies a range of features that tests may now exhibit in novel combinations, and
concludes that these combinations of factors favour a continuing process of validation
for such tests. It proposes such a model designed around a series of cycles drawing on
diverse sources of data.

The research uses the Five Star test, a private commercial test designed for use in a
specific cultural context, as an exemplar of a larger class of tests exhibiting some or all
of these features. A range of validation activities on the Five Star test is reported and
analysed from two quite different sources, an independent expert panel that scrutinised
the test task by task and an analysis of 460 test results using item-response theory (IRT).
The validation activities are critically evaluated for the purpose of the model, which is
then applied to the Five Star test.

A historical overview of language teaching and testing methodology reveals the
communicative approach to be the dominant paradigm, but suggests that there is no
clear consensus about the key features of this approach or how they combine. It has
been applied incompletely to language testing, and important aspects of the approach
are identified which remain problematic, especially for the assessment of spoken
language. They include the constructs of authenticity, interaction and topicality whose
status in the literature is reviewed and determinability in test events discussed.

The evolution of validity in the broader field of educational and psychological testing
informs the development of validation in language testing and a transition is identified
away from validity as a one-time activity attaching to the test instrument towards
validation as a continuing process that informs the interpretation of test results.

In test delivery, this research reports on the validation issues raised by computer-based
adaptive testing, particularly with respect to test instruments such as the Five Star test
that combine direct face-to-face interaction with computer-based delivery.

In the light of the theoretical issues raised and the application of the model to the Five
Star test, some implications of the model for use in other test environments are
presented critically and recommendations made for its development.
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Chapter 1 Introduction: statement of issues and problems

1.0 Introduction
1.1 Aims
1.2 Introduction to the instrument

1.3  Major issues

1.0 Introduction

This chapter briefly introduces the aims of this research, the test instrument on which
the data were collected, and summarises the issues which it raises which are explored in

more detail in later chapters.

The research grew out of a consultancy project to carry out a critical review of a new
computer-based test of English language proficiency. A major aim of the consultancy
was the preliminary validation of the pilot form of the test, in order to inform its
subsequent development, and some of the data collected was first analysed within the
scope of that project. However, the methodology adopted was constrained by the nature
of the test and the resources and timescale available for the consultancy, and it became
clear that the traditional approach to test validation could not provide a fully satisfactory
account. Specifically, the Five Star test is both adaptive (different subjects will take
different routes through the test, and be exposed to different tasks), and scored on a
partial credit basis (each task is scored on a three-point scale, rather than

dichotomously, as right or wrong). At the same time, it is a direct test of spoken



language that exhibits many features of the communicative approach to language

testing.

The Five Star test is introduced in section 1.2 below and described in more detail in

chapter four.

1.1 Aims
These are the aims of the research.

Aim 1 is to design a model appropriate for an adaptive test of spoken language
proficiency that allows for the validation to become a recurrent process as the test
evolves rather than a single procedure. The development of the model draws on a
number of strands: the evolution of language testing methodology, new approaches to
test validation, contrasting sources of data and the evolution of a new adaptive
computer-based language tests. The research explores the use of appropriate research
methods to analyse the expert panel and test record data sets in a way that supports a

continuing cycle of data collection, analysis and interpretation.

Aim 2 is to identify the distinctive features of the communicative approach to language
teaching and testing and to discuss their implications for the model for continuing
validation. The nature of interaction in particular is viewed as a criterial feature of

direct communication.




Aim 3 is to try out the model to validate the Five Star’ computer-based test of language
proficiency within its immediate social and cultural context. This builds on the initial
‘expert panel’ data set collected during the consultancy project, and subjects it to further
analysis; and adds a second large dataset, using the item response theory (IRT) approach
to the analysis of test data, to complement and triangulate the expert panel data. The
Five Star test developer wrote at an early stage of the prototype "... the open
architecture aspect of computerisation would also mean that the existing aspects of the
[Five Star] test could be easily modified and new ones included" (Pollard, 1994:43) and

the validation process needs to be able to cope with this.

Aim 4 is to discuss the implications of aims 1, 2 and 3 to explore a procedure that can
be applied elsewhere for the validation of language proficiency tests that share some or
all of these key features. This seeks to identify the components of the continuing
validation process which can be transferred to other testing contexts, specifically, where
the continuing validation of 'direct’ oral tests needs to be subjected to greater scrutiny.

The use of the model for the validation of a continuously changing test is envisaged.

Aim 5. As a result of aimsk 1, 2, 3 and 4, aim 5 is to contribute to and enrich, at a
théoretical level, the academic debate on issues surrounding language test validation.
Review of recent literature suggests that while the validation of adaptive tests has
become a current issue of debate in language testing, with use of the item-response
theory (IRT) in particular, such tests are almost always confined to objectively marked,

single-correct-answer only items.



The applicability of such validation procedures for non-dichotomous items in a test
procedure such as Five Star, based on live human interaction with an interlocutor (see
Appendix 1 Glossary), represents an extension of this work. This integration of human-
mediated interaction and assessment with computer-based adaptivity based on a
theoretical foundation of communicative methodology is unique in a language
proficiency test, and it is the elaboration of procedures for the continuing validation of
this novel combination of features that represents the contribution to theoretical debate

on language test validation.

1.2 Introduction to the instrument

The Five Star test is a computer-based test of English language proficiency; its name
derives from the scale of one (star) to five (stars) on which scores are reported. It was
developed by Saudi Development and Training (SDT), a subsidiary of British
Aerospace, specifically for use in the Saudi Arabian context to screen young adult
applicants for work positions and training programmes, and was first reported in Pollard
(1994) and Pollard and Underhill (1996). The piloting of the prototype test started in
1993. It has now been used with over 1000 members of the target population - male,
young adult Saudis seeking to enter the job market - mainly within the parent

organisation, but also on a limited basis with other companies.

The test offers a unique profile in being a) adaptive, b) computer-based but interviewer-
administered, and c) heavily dependent on interaction with a live interlocutor. It is

administered to a single participant at a time by a single interviewer, and consists of a



selection of the tasks presented by the computer but mediated and scored by the
interviewer. The act of scoring each task via the keyboard invokes the computer
algorithm which uses the information to select the next task for the test. Typically, a test
administration will involve between eight and 15 tasks and last anywhere between 10
and 40 minutes. Tests with candidates of higher levels of language proficiency involve

more tasks and take longer than those for more elementary users of English.

In the very wide range of English language tests in use around the world, the Five Star

test can be characterised as follows.

It is a proficiency test. It aspires to test a candidate’s overall proficiency in the English
language, and is not based on a specific syllabus or achievement or progress in a
specific course of study. It can in principle be equally applied to a candidate with a

limited command of English and to a candidate with a high level of proficiency.

It is a test of English for Speakers of Other Languages; crudely speaking, it is aimed at
non-native rather than native speakers of English. The pilot version is designed

exclusively for candidates whose mother tongue is Arabic.

It is live and direct; there is immediate real time’ verbal interaction with an interlocutor
who also assesses performance on each task (the ‘interviewer’). The dialogue is not

scripted or predictable, except in general terms.

It is adaptive, in two respects. Firstly, the algorithm underlying the computer program

varies the selection of tasks to present to each candidate according to their performance



on previous tasks. Secondly, both the interviewer and the candidate may, in the nature
of live interaction, take the initiative to alter the focus or even the topic of the

conversation.

It is task-based. The test items consist of complex open-ended (for the most part)
activities that require the demonstration of a language skill or combination of skills,
rather than single questions to which there is a single correct answer. Performance on

each task is scored on a three-point scale.

It is culture specific. The test was designed speciﬁcally for use within the Kingdom of
Saudi Arabia, and makes extensive use of the Arabic language, in both script and

digitised sound.

It is topical. Some of the tasks require reference to recent local and regional knowledge

of the world in the social and geographical context of that culture.

The Five Star test, and these characteristics, are described in more detail in chapter four.
On a terminological note, the person taking the test is referred to as the ‘candidate’, and
the person administering the test as the ’interviewer. However, the interviewer
combines the roles of ’‘interlocutor’ and ’assessor’ and these terms are used when the

respective roles are being examined. These terms are defined in the glossary.



1.3  Major issues

The major issues raised are these.

a) How can recent thinking on test validation be applied to an adaptive test? How can
the IRT model be used? What are the advantages and disadvantages of an expert
panel and IRT as sources of validation evidence?

b) How can a validation process allow for the implications of the communicative
methodology for the continuing development of an adaptive test?

¢) How can the IRT model be applied in a test where the questions are for the most
part open-ended tasks evaluated by a human interlocutor on a three-point partial-
credit scale, rather than the more conventional right-or-wrong objective items?

d) How do we deal with the concept of interaction that is central to a live oral test? Is it
a construct that can be operationalised and measured as a variable for each
individual? If it is not an individual trait, is it a feature that attaches to the event

rather than to the person? How can its impact on the test scores be described?



Chapter 2  Literature review 1: The evolution of language teaching and testing
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Discussion and summary

This chapter gives an overview of the development of English language teaching

methodology, and in particular picks out the parallels between teaching and testing
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such cases, there is growing recognition that the tests are failing the students on at least
two counts. Firstly, the tests do not accurately reflect candidates’ performance in the
language skills that employers and higher education institutions now require, and
secondly, they exert a strong washback effect on classroom teaching. As a result, the

skills are neither taught nor tested.

23 The Direct method

The direct method was not so much a specific method as a general approach, grouping
together a series of methods, sometimes called ‘natural methods’, that had in common a

sharp contrast with the classical approach:

There is little doubt that it was associated in the public mind with Berlitz, and ...
Berlitz teachers like Wilfrid Owen used it to describe their work. Nevertheless,
Berlitz himself did not, but preferred to stick to his own 'brand name'... The most
reasonable explanation of [the origin of the name 'direct method'] is .. that nobody
invented the term, but that it 'emerged'...as a useful generic label to refer to all
methods of language teaching which adopted the monolingual principle as a
cornerstone of their beliefs (Howatt, 1984:207-8)

The origin of the term 'natural method' is more straightforward: “It overemphasized and
distorted the similarities between naturalistic first language learning and classroom

foreign language learning ...” (Richards and Rogers, 1986:10)

Another element these different methods shared was an emphasis on the primacy of the
spoken language. “Interaction is at the heart of natural language acquisition, or
conversation as Lambert Sauveur called it when he initiated the revival of interest that
led eventually to the Direct method” (Howatt, 1984:192). Interaction remains both

central and problematic to current methodology.

12
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complex at the clause and sentence level and it is only quite recently - in the 1980s and

1990s - that any serious attention has been paid to analysis at the level of discourse.

However, remnants of audiolingualism linger on, five decades later, in the American
Language Course sold as part of US defence contracts and in the continuing widespread
use of pattern practice drill exercises in language laboratories around the world.
Although pedagogically outdated, these offer students a high level of exposure to a clear
native speaker model of spoken language in contexts where local teachers may not be

able to provide this.

The scientific revolution: testing

Spolsky (1975) referred to this as the ‘psychometric-structuralist’ trend in language
testing. The operationalisation of language proficiency for testing purposes in this
paradigm is straightforward. There is a single linear dimension of language proficiency,
which all tests reflect; some are better than others and, being more reliable, objective
tests are better than subjective tests. This was contrasted with the discrete-point
approach, which emphasized the differences between what tests measured rather than

the similarities.

During this period also statisticians such as Spearman and Pearson developed the
statistical tools which have formed the comnerstone of psychometric testing ever since:
correlation and regression, factor analysis, internal reliability coefficients and item
analysis. For Valette, language testing could be taken seriously as last: “The
psychometric-structuralist trend saw the entry of the experts into the field of language

testing” (1977:308). Much of the conceptual framework in psychological testing was

17
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