
7 Stages of test construction 

This chapter begins by briefly laying down a set of general procedures for 
test construction. These are then illustrated by two examples: an achieve- 
ment test and a placement test. Finally there is a short section on 
validation. 

Statement of the problem 

It cannot be said too many times that the essential first step in testing is to 
make oneself perfectly clear about what it is one wants to know and for 
what purpose. The following questions, the significance of which should 
be clear from previous chapters, have to be answered: 

- What kind of test is it to  be? Achievement (final or progress), 
proficiency, diagnostic, o r  placement? 

- What is its precise purpose? 
- What abilities are to be tested? 
- How detailed must the results be? 
- How accurate must the results be? - - 

- How important is backwash? 
- What constraints are set by unavailability of expertise, facilities, time 

(for construction, administration and scoring)? 

Providing a solution to the problem 

Once the problem is clear, then steps can be taken to solve it. It is to be 
hoped that a handbook of the present kind will take readers a long way 
towards appropriate solutions. In addition, however, efforts should be 
made to gather information on tests that have been designed for similar 
situations. If possible, samples of such tests should be obtained. There is 
nothing shameful in doing this; it is what professional testing bodies do 
when they are planning a test of a kind for which they do not already have 
first-hand experience. Nor does it contradict the claim made earlier that 
each testing situation is unique. It is not intended that other tests should 
simply be copied; rather that their development can s ene  to suggest 
possibilities and to help avoid the need to 'reinvent the wheel'. 
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Writing specifications for the test 

The first form that the solution takes is a set of specifications for the test. 
This will include information on: content, format and timing, criteria1 
levels of performance, and scoring procedures. 

CONTENT 

This refers not to the content of a single, particular version of a test, but 
to the entire potential content of any number of versions. Samples of this 
content will appear in individual versions of the test. 

The fuller the information on content, the less arbitrary should be the 
subsequent decisions as to what to include in the writing of any version of 
the test. There is a danger, however, that in the desire to be highly 
specific, we may go beyond our current understanding of what the 
components of language ability are and what their relationship is to each 
other. For instance, while we may believe that many subskills contribute 
to the ability to read lengthy prose passages with full understanding, ~t 
seems hardly possible in our present state of knowledge to name them all 
or to assess their individual contributions to the more general ability. We 
cannot be sure that the sum of  the parts that we test will amount to the 
whole in which we are generally most directly interested. At the same 
time, however, teaching practice often assumes some such knowledge, 
with one subskill being taught at a time. It seems to me that the safest 
procedure is to include in the content specifications only those elements 
whose contribution is fairly well established. 

The way in which content is described will vary with its nature. The 
content of a grammar test, for example, may simply list all the relevant - 
structures. The content of a test of a language skill, on the other hand, 
may be specified along a number o f  dimensions. The following provides a 
possible framework for doing this. It is not meant to be prescriptive; 
readers may wish to describe test content differently. The important thing 
is that content should be as fully specified as possible. 

Operations (the tasks that candidates have to  be able to carry out). For 
a reading test these might include, for example: scan text to locate specific 
information; guess meaning of unknown words from context. 

r Types of text For a writing test these might include: letters, forms, 
academic essays up to three pages in length. 

; 

: Addressees This refers to the kinds of people that the candidate is : expected to be able to write or speak to (for example native speakers of 

I the same age and status); or the people for whom reading and listening - materials are primarily intended (for example native-speaker university 
i students). 
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Topics Topics are selected according to suitability for the candidate 
and the type of test. 

FORMAT AND T I M I N G  

This should specify test structure (including time allocated to com- 
ponents) and item typeslelicitation procedures, with examples. It should 
state what weighting is to bc assigned to each component. It should also 
say how many passages will normally be presented (in the case of reading 
or  listening) or  required (in the case of writing), how many items there 
will be in each component. 

CRITERIAL LEVELS O F  P E R F O R M A N C E  

The required level(s) of performance for (different levels of) success 
should be specified. This may involve a simple statement to the effect 
that, to demonstrate 'mastery', 50 per cent of the items must be 
responded to correctly. It may be more complex: the Basic level oral 
interaction specifications of the Royal Society of Arts (RSA) Test of the 
Communicative Use of English as a Foreign Language will serve as an 
example. These refer to accuracy, appropriacy, range, flexibility, and 
size. Thus: 

BASIC 

Pronunciation may be heavily influenced by 
L1 and accented though generally intelligible. 
Any confusion caused by grammatical/lejrical 
errors can be clarified by the candidate. 

Appropriacy Use of language broadly appropriate to 
function, though no subtlety should be 
expected. The intention of the speaker can be 
perceived without excessive effort. 

Range Severely limited range of expression is 
acceptable. May often have to search for a way 
to convey the desired meaning. 
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/ Size 

Flexibility 

Contributions generally limited to one or two 
simple utterances are acceptable. 

I. I I 
SCORING PROCEDURES 

Need not usually take the intiative in 
conversation. May take time to respond to a 
change of topic. Interlocutor may have to 
make considerable allowances and often 
adopt a supportive role. 

These are most relevant where scoring will be subjective. The test 
constructors should be clear as to how they will achieve high scorer 
reliability. 

1 

Writing the test 

SAMPLING 

It is most unhkely that everything found under the heading of 'Content' 
~n the specifications can be included in any one version of the test. I 

Chbices have to be made. For content validity and for beneficla1 'I 

backwash, the important thing is to choose widely from the whole area of ll 

content. One should not concentrate on those elements known to be easy 1 
to test. Succeeding versions of the test should also sample wldely and 
unpredictably. 

ITEM W R I T I N G  A N D  M O D E R A T I O N  I ' 
I1 

The writing of successful items (in the broadest sense, includ~ng, for 11 I example, the setting of writing tasks) is extremely difficult. No one can I 

expect to be able consistently to produce perfect items. Some items will I I 
1 have to be rejected, others reworked. The best way to identify items that 

have to be improved or abandoned is through teamwork. Colleagues 
must really try to find fault; and despite the seemingly lnev~table 
emotional attachment that item writers develop to items that they have 
created, they must be open to, and ready to accept, the criticisms that are 
offered to them. Good personal relations are a desirable quality in any 
test wrlting team. 

Critical questions that may be asked include: 

3 1s the task perfectly clear? 
Is there more than one possible correct response? 

























Test techniques and testing overall ability 

Unitary Competence Hypothesis (including Oller's renouncement of it) 
see Hughes and Porter (1983). The research in which the first cloze 
passage in the chapter was used is described in Oller and Conrad (1971). 
Examples of the kind of cloze recommended here are to be found in 
Cambridge Proficiency Examination past papers. Hughes (1981) is an 
account of the research into conversational cloze. Streiff (1 978) describes 
the use of oral cloze with Eskimo children. Klein-Braley and Raatz (1984) 
and Klein-Braley (1985) outline the development of the C-Test. Lado 
(1961) provides a critique of dictation as a testing technique, while Lado 
(1986) carried out further research using the passage employed by Oller 
and Conrad, to cast doubt on their claims. Garman and Hughes (1983) 
provide cloze passages for teaching, but they could form the basis for 
tests (native speaker responses given). 

Answers to cloze tests 

What is a college? The words deleted from the passage are as follows: 
1. of; 2. a; 3. vocational; 4. is; 5. chief; 6. produce; 7. stamina; 
8. mean; 9. with; 10. standards; 11. am; 12. believe; 13. and; 
14. our; 15. moral; 16. for; 17. the; 18. and; 19. has; 20. our; 
21. singularly; 22. who; 23. a; 24. This; 25. a; 26. go; 27. and; 
28. a; 29. citizenship; 30. aims; 31. of; 32. our; 33. hesitate; 
34. which; 35. to; 36. of; 37. seems; 38. should; 39. the; 40. else; 
41. experience; 42. intellectual; 43. have; 44. as; 45. I; 46. feel; 
47. me; 48. a; 49. student; 50. much. 

Ecology The words deleted from the passage are as follows: 1. on; 
2. to; 3. one; 4. a; 5. If; 6. or; 7. it; 8. whichlthat; 9. his; 10. for; 
11. be; 12. wrong; 13. because; 14. part; 15. other; 16. choice1 
option; 17. these; 18. do; 19. what; 20. have. 

Family reunion Acceptable responses: 1. well; 2. of; 3. they; 
4. looks, seems; 5. Did, Didn't; 6. it; 7. I; 8. if; 9. when; 10. I; 
11. you; 12. for; 13. not; 14. I've; 15. to; 16. Are; 17. want; 
18. you; 19. that; 20. you; 21. off; 22. the; 23. what, one; 24. too; 
25. You; 26. you; 27. with, at, by, about; 28. I; 29. at; 30. mind; 
31. he's; 32. course; 33. he; 34. as, so, that; 35. did; 36. little, sweet, 
wee; 37. Yes; 38. not; 39. aren't; 40. they're. 

9 Testing writing 

We will make the assumption in this chapter that the best way to test 
people's writing ability is to get them to write.' 

This is not an unreasonable assumption. Even professional testing 
institutions are unable to construct indirect tests which measure writing 
ability accurately (see Chapter 3, Further reading; Godshalk et al.). And 
if in fact satisfactory accuracy were a real possibility, considerations of 
backwash and ease of construction would still argue for the direct testing 
of writing within teaching institutions. 

Given the decision to test writing ability directly, we are in a position to 
state the testing problem, in a general form for writing. This has three 
parts: . 

1. We have to set writing tasks that are properly representative of the 
population of tasks that we should expect the students to be able to 
perform. 

2. The tasks should elicit samples of writing which truly represent the 
I students' ability. 

3. It is essential that the samples of writing can and will be scored 
reliably. 

We shall deal with each of these in turn. 

Setting the tasks 
Specifying a// appropriate tasks and selecting a sample 

In order to judge whether the tasks we set are representative of the tasks 
which we expect students to be able to perform, we have to be clear at the 
outset just what these tasks are that they should be able to perform. These 
should be identified in the test specifications. The framework for the 
specification of content presented in Chapter 7 is relevant here: 
operations, types of text, addressees, topics. 

1. We will also assume that the writing of  elementary students is not to be tested. 
Whatever writing skills are required of them can be assessed informally. There seems 
little point in constructing, for example, a formal test of the ability to form characters 
or transcribe simple sentences. 


