
1 INTRODUCTION
The focus of this study is on testing as a technique for assessing language

learning. I became interested in this topic during the BA TESOL programme, where
the work we did on assessing language learners made me think deeply about my
own assessment practices; it also made me aware that the tests I designed for my
learners did not reflect the characteristics of good tests identified in the literature.
Given that test results are used to make judgements about learners’ progress and
may ultimately influence learners’ future, I believe it is important to ensure that our
tests are as good as possible. The purpose of this study is to analyze a set of tests
designed for assessing English at secondary level and to consider the extent to
which they reflect the features of ‘good’ tests. I also examine teachers’ awareness of
such features. 

2 DESIGNING LANGUAGE TESTS
2.1 Tests of Writing

Evidence about learners’ performance can be obtained through different
techniques; one of these is the test. “A language test can be thought of as a procedure
for eliciting instances of language use from which inferences can be made about an
individual’s language ability” (Bachman & Palmer, 1996: 45). The focus of this study
is on progress tests, which Heaton (1990: x) defines as those that “enable the teacher
to assess the degree of success of his teaching, helping him to identify areas of
weakness or difficulty”. In particular, I am concerned with tests of writing. Writing
is a complex skill to assess and there are a range of factors which can be considered.
Tribble (1997: 130) suggests five factors - content, organization, vocabulary,
language, and mechanics - and these commonly appear in criteria for the
assessment of writing.
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2.2 Characteristics of Good Tests
Tests can be evaluated in different ways but perhaps the two most common

criteria considered are validity and reliability. Below I discuss these in turn.

2.2.1 Validity
The validity of a test is “the extent to which the information you collected

actually reflects the characteristic or attribute you want to know about” (Genesee &
Upshur, 1996: 62). The question here, then, is whether the test measures what it
intends to measure. Two types of validity are content validity and method validity.
By content validity we mean that the test should assess material which the learners
have had the chance to learn. Method validity refers to the extent to which learners
are familiar with the way in which they are tested. Method validity is important
because if we test learners using unfamiliar methods their performance may reflect
not their understanding of the content but the unfamiliarity of the method itself. 

2.2.2 Reliability
Reliability refers to the consistency and stability of a test (Genesee & Upshur,

1996). According to Bachman & Palmer (1996), a reliable test gives the same results
if it is marked again (this is referred to as mark-remark reliability) or if it is
administered a second time (which is test-retest reliability). There are a number of
ways of increasing the reliability of a test: clear marking criteria, for example, mean
that variations among markers will be minimized, while clear test instructions, as
Cameron (2001) suggests, will mean that candidates are less likely to interpret
questions in different ways. 

2.3 Test Construction
The quality of tests also depends on whether they are developed systematically.

Here I will briefly discuss six stages which constitute a systematic approach to test
construction. 

1. Establishing the purpose: Test designers should start by identifying the
purpose of their test. They should be clear about the learning they intend to
assess through the test; examining the objectives of a coursebook, for
example, is one way of defining the purpose of the test. 

2. Determining content: Harmer (2001) comments on the importance of
carefully deciding what content to test, what skills and also what topics and
situations will be appropriate to include. Teachers can consult the syllabus
they have been working with to make sure that its content is clearly
reflected in the test. This increases the validity of the test. 

3. Determining test method: This stage involves selecting the types of
questions which will appear in the test. A wide range of possibilities exist
(see, for example, Hughes, 1989) but the key point for validity is that the
question types are ones the learners have experience of.

4. Preparing the test: This is the stage where the instructions for the test are
written. Bachman & Palmer (1996) assert that the rubric should explain how

59



the test is organized, provide instructions, and specify the time allowed. As
noted earlier, the clarity of instructions increases the reliability of a test. 

5. Moderation: Moderation is the process through which all aspects of a test
are checked by someone other than the test writer. Moderators compare the
test to the material it is assessing and consider matters such as the level of
the test, its clarity, layout, language, and overall organization (Alderson,
Clapham & Wall, 1995).

6. Producing the test: At this stage the final version of the test is produced,
taking into account any feedback from moderators.

3 METHOD

3.1 Research Questions
The research questions this study addressed were:
1. How well do the writing progress tests prepared by teachers in five

different secondary schools reflect the characteristics of a good test? 
2. To what extent are secondary teachers aware of the features of good tests?
3. To what extent are these teachers aware of the stages of test construction?  

3.2 Data Collection

3.2.1 Sample Tests
To analyze the characteristics of tests, I collected five progress tests of writing

designed for secondary learners of English in Grade 10 (for these learners, this was
their seventh year of learning English). Each test was designed by a different teacher
in a different secondary school. Additionally, I obtained the criteria used in marking
these tests (see the Appendix for an example of a test and criteria). The tests were
evaluated with reference to the characteristics of good tests discussed earlier.

3.2.2 Questionnaire
I also administered a questionnaire to secondary teachers of English. The aim of

the questionnaire was to examine teachers’ awareness of the features of good tests
and it included both closed and open questions which generated quantitative and
qualitative data respectively. Forty questionnaires were distributed to secondary
English teachers, either in hard copy via the Senior English Teacher in a school or,
in some cases, by e-mail. Thirty-four questionnaires were returned. The closed
questions were analysed by adding up the numbers of responses for each choice.
The open questions were analyzed by collating all the answers for each question
and categorizing these answers according to their similarities. 

4 FINDINGS 
I will discuss the validity and reliability of the five tests I analyzed, then discuss

the questionnaire responses.
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4.1 Analysis of the Tests

4.1.1 Test 1
In terms of validity, the learners’ coursebook includes a unit of material on the

topic covered in this test (health). The type of question in the test (writing a
paragraph using the key words provided) is also similar to ones in the coursebook
and will have thus been familiar to the learners. In terms of reliability, the
instructions for the test are clear. The marking criteria for this test specify a band of
marks from 0 to 5 with descriptions of what each mark means. Full use of the
information provided and accuracy of language seem to be the main criteria;
however, it is not clear what descriptors such as ‘not many language errors’ mean
(i.e. how many is ‘not many’ and what types of language errors?). There is scope
here for various interpretations by markers, which may lower the reliability of the
scores. 
4.1.2 Test 2

The comments on the validity of this test are the same as those for Test 1 – the
topic (health and hygiene) and the task (writing a paragraph using given
information) were familiar to the learners and similar to work they did in their
coursebook. In terms of reliability, the instructions for the learners seem clear and
the marking criteria well-defined, although the reference to ‘key criteria’ is not
wholly clear (e.g. ‘writing successfully meets the key criteria’). As above, markers
will need to interpret the various levels of accuracy which are mentioned on each
point of the rating scale (e.g. for a score of 4, language will be ‘mostly correct’).
4.1.3 Test 3

This test involved writing a letter to a new pen friend. Grade 10 learners will be
familiar with this genre of writing. They will have completed similar tasks before as
letter writing is one of the aims specified in the coursebook. The validity of the test
thus seems strong. For reliability, instructions are clear. A minimum word limit is
also specified (although a maximum is not). The marking criteria (see Appendix)
focus on four aspects of writing: ( 1) concentration on the topic, (2) structure, (3)
spelling, punctuation and paragraphing and (4) neatness, organization, and good
handwriting. However, no description is provided of how many marks each
criterion carries or, within each criterion, what the different possible ratings are.
There is clear potential here for different markers to assess the same test paper in
different ways.
4.1.4 Test 4 

This test asked learners to write a description with the title ‘My School’ using
information provided in a box (this was the same type of task as Tests 1 and 2).
Writing a description is one of the overall aims of the coursebook for Grade 10 and
the type of question was familiar to the learners. The topic, their school, was also a
familiar one. The validity of this test, then, would appear to be high.

For reliability, the instructions for the learners are clear. However, the marking
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criteria are open to interpretation. The maximum score is 5, with 5 being “a very
good response”, 4 a “a good response” and 3 “a reasonable but flawed response”.
There is no indication as to what ‘good’ and ‘reasonable’ mean here. The descriptor
for a score of 1 is “an obviously inadequate attempt at the task”. Again, it is not
specified in what ways the answer is inadequate. This lack of clarity may impair the
reliability of the marking.

4.1.5 Test 5
In this test learners were given a picture and asked to write 20-30 words about it.

This type of question is widely used in the Grade 10 coursebook. Learners are
expected to draw on ideas from the coursebook to write about the picture. The test,
then, is quite valid. The marking criteria are detailed; the maximum mark is 5 and
the minimum 0, and in each case a descriptor is provided. Markers will, though,
need to interpret what words like ‘lively’ mean (for a score of 5, learners express
their opinion “in a lively way”). Language errors are also referred to in the criteria
but the types of errors are not specified.
4.2 Questionnaire Results

4.2.1 Closed Questions
Question 1 asked the teachers whether the activities they include in their tests are

identical, similar, or different to those in the coursebook. Twenty-five teachers (out
of 34) said they used similar activities and nine said different. Question 2 asked if
teachers include in their tests content from the coursebook or content not covered in
the coursebook. Twenty-two teachers chose the first answer. This means 12 teachers
said they included in their tests content that learners may not have been familiar
with. Question 3 asked teachers whether they used question types which are
identical to those in the coursebook, not identical but familiar to learners, or new to
learners. All but one of the teachers chose the second answer – they used question
types familiar to their learners (the remaining teacher said he used question types
new to the learners).

The next question asked teachers about test-retest reliability. Twenty teachers said
they think they would obtain a different result if they gave the same test to the same
learner a second time. In explaining their answers, these teachers said that learners’
familiarity with the test would lead to a different result. One teacher who said the
results would be the same the second time around said this would be “due to the
reliability of the test”. Question 5 was also about reliability, but this time teachers were
asked whether a different marker would give the same score as themselves on the same
piece of work. Only 12 teachers thought the result would be the same – 22 thought it
would not be. In explaining differences between markers, teachers said that this was
because the mark depended on each marker’s opinion. One teacher, for example, wrote
that “each individual has different views, approaches and expectations of a particular
task”. Another claimed that differences were due to “different opinions towards the
text”. Teachers who felt the results of two markers would be the same explained this
was because they marked according to specific marking criteria.
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4.2.2 Open Questions
There were three open questions in the questionnaire. The first was: 
When you design tests, do you have difficulties in finding the materials you need to

include? (If yes, please say what).
In answering this question, 18 teachers said that they do not have any difficulties

in finding the materials they need for designing their tests. The remaining 16 gave
some examples of the kinds of difficulties they face. One was that “suitable pictures
are not available”. Another was finding reading texts at the right level for the
learners, as one teacher explained: “Sometimes I do face difficulties in finding a
suitable new text type as I don’t take my material for testing straight out of the
coursebooks”.

The second open question was:
Have you attended recently any course that is related to test design? (Please give details).
Twenty-one teachers said they had not attended any courses on test design. Most

of those who had explained this was a module on the BA TESOL programme; the
others referred to one-off presentations and workshops at Sultan Qaboos University.  

The final open question was: 
What are the procedures you follow when you design a test? Please write them below.
This question relates to the stages in test design discussed earlier. Figure 1 below

summarizes the number of times those stages were referred to by the teachers (of
course, even though only seven teachers actually said they produce a final version,
this is something all teachers must do when writing a test). The key point here is
that moderation was not widely mentioned; these teachers, therefore, generally
seem to design and administer tests without having them checked by someone else
first. 
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5 DISCUSSION 
The analysis of the five writing tests studied here suggests that they had high

content validity – they all assessed material covered in the learners’ coursebook.
Method validity was also high too, given that in all cases the tasks set for learners were
ones they would have experienced in their coursebook. A more varied picture emerged
regarding the reliability of the tests; instructions were clear in all cases, however in
some tests there was clear potential for lack of reliability in the marking because the
marking criteria were not specific enough. In such cases, test scores will reflect the
possibly varying interpretations of the criteria which different markers have. 

The closed questionnaire items provided insight into teachers’ awareness of the
characteristics of good tests. Overall, the findings suggest that in designing tests the
teachers in this study achieve content and method validity by including content and
question-types which will be familiar to their learners. Nonetheless, a good
proportion of the teachers said that the content of their tests was not material
learners had previously encountered. Regarding reliability, the teachers’ responses
did not suggest this was an issue they considered closely when designing tests; they
felt that learners would get a different result on the same test administered again
and that different markers of the same paper would give different scores.
Underpinning these views seemed to be a belief that subjectivity in marking tests
was inevitable. A common view, then, was that test scores depended on the personal
opinions of the marker. 

The questionnaire also showed that as a group the teachers had not received
much training in test design; in describing how they designed tests, though, most
teachers mentioned several of the key stages discussed earlier. Moderation was not
mentioned often though. 

5.1 Limitations
The small-scale nature of this study and its focus on Grade 10 teachers must be

kept in mind in interpreting the above findings. Additionally, my judgements about
the validity and reliability of the tests were based on analyses of the tests and their
marking criteria; analyzing some actual marked test papers would have allowed me
to examine these issues in more detail. Questionnaires, too, have limitations in that
they do not allow an in-depth analysis of issues. Additionally, questionnaires
capture what teachers say they do (i.e. in designing tests) rather than their actual
testing practices. 

6 CONCLUSION
Given that teachers regularly design tests for their learners and use the results for

planning purposes, it is important that these tests are well-designed. This study
suggests that teachers may benefit from courses which allow them to deepen their
understandings of language testing. How to enhance the validity and, particularly, the
reliability of tests would seem to be issues which require particular attention through
in-service training in order to dispel the common conception that a learner’s test score
is very much dependent on who the marker happens to be. 

64



REFERENCES
Alderson, C., Clapham, C. & Wall, D. (1995). Language test construction and evaluation.

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Bachman, L. & Palmer, A. (1996). Language testing in practice. Oxford: Oxford

University Press.
Cameron, L. (2001). Teaching languages to young learners. Cambridge: Cambridge

University Press.
Genesee, F. & Upshur, J. (1996). Classroom-based evaluation in second language

education. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Harmer, J. (2001). The practice of English language teaching (3rd Ed.). London:

Longman.
Heaton, B. (1990). Writing English language tests. Harlow: Longman.
Hughes, A. (1989). Testing for language teachers. Cambridge: Cambridge University

Press.  
Tribble, C. (1997). Writing. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

65



APPENDIX: EXAMPLE OF TEST AND MARKING 
CRITERIA
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Test 3
Writing (5 marks)

You are Hamed. Someone had written to you:

Write a reply to this letter. Write at least 60 words.

Marking Criteria

The following measures are used to assess the writing:

1. The concentration (focus) is on the topic.
2. Structure
3. Spelling, punctuation and paragraphing.
4. Neat and well organized writing in addition to good

handwriting.

Dear Hamed
I saw your photo and address in a magazine. I would like to be your pen friend.
Please tell me about yourself. Hoping to hear from you soon.

David.


