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TESTING ENGLISH AS A FOREIGN LANGUAGE

Introduction: 

In this chapter, we will attempt to cover the most important aspects of testing English as a foreign language . We will first focus on the aims of assessment as a guidance for various categories of tests and, then, examine the characteristics of good tests and how to write them. At last, we will describe common foreign language tests and criticise their relative objectivity. Compulsory further readings and discussions will be about testing foreign language skills and language items.

I- Aims of testing:

There may be various reasons for administering a test, but one has to ask the question why do we test and for which purpose. We can distinguish generally six major aims of testing:

1-To determine readiness for instruction; The aim is to separate those who are prepared from those who are not prepared for further instruction. It establishes a borderline between two types of learners; the results will establish that some learners will PASS while some others will FAIL but  the degree of success or failure is not important. This serves the purpose of entrance tests which are administered before learners are registered for a course.

2-To place learners in appropriate classes; The aim is to assign the learners to specific groups on the basis of their levels of performance. It distinguishes various levels of proficiency but all the learners will PASS as some instruction is provided to everybody. This serves the purpose of placement tests which determine the present levels of performance and further courses appropriate to each level.

3- To diagnose specific strengths and weaknesses: The aim is to diagnose various and specific points of strength and weakness in the learners' abilities. Learners' correctness, appropriateness, and errors reveal either good or bad aspects of previous  teaching/learning experience. Several short sub-tests are given to measure different skills or components of a skill. They cover subparts of a course and marks are allocated. The Error Analysis test serves this purpose and can be used as a feedback for further instruction.

4- To measure the extent of learners' achievements; The aim is to find out how much the learners are achieving the defined objectives of the course. Exams and tests are administered as part of a continuous assessment. The allocated marks reveal the success or failure of the learners to achieve those objectives.

5- To evaluate the effectiveness of instruction; The aim is, not to evaluate the learners but through the learners, to test the efficiency of the teaching/learning process concerning teachers' competence, materials' and methods' efficiency, and the teaching/learning environment in general. In the case of research, there are specific tests especially developed for this purpose in order to test a specific method, learning strategies or course book.

6- To measure aptitude for learning; The aim is to assess the learners' potential in learning. It applies to special cases of young learners with problems of learning in order to find out whether they can learn or to find out the qualities of gifted children.

II- Categories of tests:

1-General Proficiency tests: These tests measure what the learner is capable of doing now and anticipate what he/she will be able of doing in the future; they evaluate the present level of proficiency and predict future attainments. General proficiency tests, Entrance tests and Placement tests can be classified under this category.

2-Achievement tests: These tests measure the extent to which specific abilities, already taught, have been mastered by the learners. According to previous teaching / learning experience, the tests attempt to measure what the learners have mastered as knowledge and what they can perform as abilities while using that knowledge.

3- Aptitude tests: These tests measure an individual's potential in learning. They test the person's present knowledge and his facilities for acquiring learning. This category of tests is not limited to foreign language testing, but can be used for various other subjects. Its main concern is to establish how an individual learns to learn.

III- Characteristics of a Good Test:

There may be various arguments to establish what a good test is, but many scholars ( see reference ) agree that there are mainly three criteria which make a good test.

1- Validity: A valid test is one that measures what it is supposed to measure and which is appropriate to the defined objectives of teaching/learning. A test has to answer the question: WHY do we test ?  and WHAT do we test ?  The answers may be sometimes ridiculous as 'the schools principal said so' or 'there must be an evaluation at the end of the course or part of the course'. But there can be precise answers as 'can the learners do this or that....'  or 'have the learners learnt this or that....'. Hence we can talk of aspects of validity:

1.1- Face validity: The test has face validity if looks appropriate to the already defined objectives. In terms of performance, the test has to correlate with what the learners are supposed to achieve, hence evaluating  what they can do with their knowledge of language.

1.2- Content validity: The test has content validity if it samples adequately the content of the subject matter -language usage and use-.  As we cannot give a test on every aspect -or single item- of the course, the test represents a sample of the course. This sample has to be adequate in terms of importance of the selected items in relation to the course. We mean here, how representative can an item be in comparison to others which have not been selected. Further, the number of points covered by the test should correspond to an acceptable percentage of the course.

1.3- Construct validity: The test has construct validity if it tests only what it claims to test and not something else. In addition, its results have to correlate with results obtained from other valid tests. Construct validity is obtained through time and experience as a test needs to be administered several times and its results compared to various other valid tests in order to establish definitely that it is a valid one.

In general, Validity means 'what precisely does the test measure?'

2- Reliability: Reliability means the rate of precision with which the test measures what it is supposed to measure and to what extent can we rely on the interpretation of its results as signs of success or failure. We can interpret this through the following two aspects:

2.1- Conditions consistency: This means that whatever the conditions under which the test is administered, the results will be the same and the scores can, thus, be reliable for any decision about the learners. These conditions can be time and duration of the test, learners' motivation to take the test, illness and  problems, adequacy of sampling the items, etc...

2.2- Scorers consistency: This means that whoever -teacher- corrects the test, the results or the scores will be approximately the same. 

In general, reliability refers to the precision with which the test measures what we want it to measure.

3. Practicality: This concerns the usability and economy of the test. A test is practical when it is easy to administer and easy to score. This means that the conditions for its use must be convenient and that its correction is within the possible time and capacity of the scorer.

IV- Constructing (writing) a test:

There may be various considerations while writing a test, but the most recommended ones by many scholars ( see references ) are the four following aspects;

1- Planning the test: It is setting the objectives of the test and providing its general design like time and duration, type of the test, and the number of items to be covered.

2- Giving directions: It is the fact of writing the questions -giving instructions- which should be brief, simple to understand and unambiguous. It is also to indicate the time for the test, and for its subparts, in order to provide the learner with an idea about the relative importance or difficulty  of the different test sections.

3- Reviewing the items: The test is put aside for a few days, then reviewed or submitted to other teacher-colleagues with experience in the subject field. Reviewing the items is very  necessary in order to make sure that the test directions are clear and that the objectives set for the test are the real outcome of the course.

4- Pre-testing: In the case of new standard tests, the test is first tried on a fairly large number of learners of the same kind as those for whom the test is designed. Only items which prove to be statistically satisfactory in the pre-test are included in the final version of the test. Items are considered statistically satisfactory if they are of a suitable level of difficulty and discriminate between those who do and those who do not know the material tested.

V- Some language tests:

There may be various tests that claim to be designed for evaluation purposes, but the most common ones in language teaching and learning are the following;

1- Translation: It used to be the most common teaching and testing measure, and it is still quite popular. It is a highly complicated activity and extremely difficult to evaluate. As the translation of a text may vary from one translator to another, the scores of a translation test may vary from one scorer to another too. This is why translation is considered highly unreliable as a test.

2- Dictation: It is also a very old measure of teaching and testing. It is a very useful device with beginners and intermediate learners.  It tests  phono-morphology ; the correspondence of sounds and letters in spelling. It is quite reliable as the same reference exists for all the scorers but there is some freedom about how the distorted words are perceived by the scorers.

3- Composition/Essay: It tests the learner's free response to problems set by the examiner. This response may vary from one learner to another, and the solution to the problem may be perceived differently by different scorers. The marks allocated , in this type of test, cover the following: ideas, organisation of ideas, structure, lexicon, punctuation, spelling, capitalisation, and paragraphing. It is an unreliable test as the scale of importance attributed to each of these aspects may vary from one scorer to another. 

4- Oral tests: It tests the learner's free oral response to problems set by the examiner. The same reasons mentioned in the composition/essay tests apply here concerning unreliability. Furthermore, the mark allocated - in addition to ideas, their organisation, structure and lexis- covers the following: pronunciation, stress, intonation and fluency.

5- Multiple Choice Tests: In this type of tests, there is usually a stem ( a question or a statement ) which is followed by three or four answers one of which is the right answer while the others are distracters. In this test, the skills tested are specified, and the learners answer them fairly quickly; the scorers also score them quickly. However, the learners do not think of their own answers; they just make choices or guesses. This type of test, thus, requires considerable time and energy to be prepared on one hand, and on the other hand it is very reliable as no two scorers would disagree about the correct answer.

6- Short-type items: This test requires the learner to write a short answer within a specific context, not mere choose one answer from a variety. It is, thus, a composite between the composition and the multiple choice tests. Short-type items can be: filling in the blanks, substitution drills, transforming or completing a sentence following specific instructions. These tests are quick and easy to write and to score. They are quite reliable and  can serve to test various skills, sub-skills and learners abilities in manipulating the foreign language.

7- Cloze tests: This is also called the cloze procedure or filling in the blanks. Here, the learners are given a text approximately appropriate to their level. After the first sentence, there is a deletion at every seventh word which the learners have to fill in. The blanks should be of equal length to avoid giving any clue to the answer and there is no deletion in the last sentence. This test is very efficient to test lexical anticipation in reading comprehension and  can also be applied to conversational accuracy in dialogues where the utterances of a speaker are provided and the learners have to fill in the utterances of the second speaker.

8- Jumble tests: In these tests a set of items are provided for the learners in a jumbled order. The task of the learner is to classify them in the right order so as to create a certain harmony in the answer which can be about the order of words in separate sentences or the order of sentences in a paragraph. The former tests syntactic cohesion while the latter tests structural cohesion and coherence.

8- Problem solving tests: These tests are administered to evaluate learners abilities in finding solutions to problems which are considered to be task completion exercises. Learners are supposed to use the information they have - either from their mind or from other sources -  to solve the problem. Filling in charts and diagrams while recalling, reading, or listening to a source of information is the most widely used example. Language games can also be used as tests, for example, the crosswords puzzle, talking in riddles, pyramids, etc.....   In all these tests, there is no intermediate solution to the problem or an intermediate correct or wrong answer; the only solution or answer is to complete the task with the correct solution or right answer.
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