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Preface

This thesis is structured into three sections: [. auxiliary section (A); IIl. main text;
and . auxiliary section (B).

Auxiliary section (A) includes the thesis abstract which briefly outlines the focus
of this study, the tools used for data collection and the conclusions drawn from
the study. As well, a table of contents is included which gives the chronological
order of the content of the paper.

The main text consists of six chapters. Chapter One is a general introduction,
in which the researcher explains the background and rationale for this study;
gives the definitions for some key terms used in the paper; focuses on some
components that the researcher believes are essential in an efficient and
effective examination or test; and points out the significance of the study.

Chapter Two is a general literature review on ESL evaluation, focusing on such
topics as the purpose of ESL evaluation; proficiency testing; the Test of English
as a Second Language (TOEFL); ESL test content validity; authenticity in ESL
evaluation; experiential groundedness; teachers and test content; criterion-
referenced tests (CRTs), norm-referenced tests (NRTs); an ESL evaluation
model; formative evaluation and summative evaluation.



Chapter Three presents the methodology used for the study. Here the
researcher puts forward the hypotheses and the methodology for the study;
describes briefly the ESL program that he is researching; and introduces the
tools he intends to use for data collection.

Chapter Four includes the interview data from the researcher’s interviews with
eight randomly selected students in the Advanced Level classes A and B, and
two instructors who taught the two classes' reading course, including the
researcher's interpretation of the data. The focus is on validity, authenticity, and
experiential groundedness in ESL evaluation.

Chapter Five includes the survey data derived from 18 returned questionnaires
that the researcher distributed to the students in the two Advanced Level
classes. The focus is again on validity, authenticity, experiential groundedness
and other factors that may affect an efficient and effective ESL evaluation. The
researcher's interpretation of this data is also presented in this chapter.

Chapter Six presents the conclusion the researcher draws from the study he
has conducted. It includes the merits, the strengths that he thinks the ESL
program possesses, and some possible medifications which he thinks might be
of some help to enhance the already successful program, and last but not least,
the limitations of the study which has been conducted within two and half
months.

Auxiliary section B is composed of two parts: references and appendixes.



Abstract

This thesis explores and discusses the current practice of English as a Second
Language (ESL) evaluation primarily in terms of validity, authenticity, and
experiential groundedness.

The researcher endeavours to apply theories of ESL evaluation to actual
practice, analyzing the differences or harmonization between them with regard
to validity, authenticity, experiential groundedness and some other factors
identified as being important in evaluation in language acquisition situations,
particularly CRTs, NRTs, formative and summative evaluations.

Ethnographic inquiry is used for obtaining data. A program case study, a
technique of qualitative research, is used for this study. The purpose is to gather
some genuine data from the interviewees which are real and revealing, thus
enabling the researcher to gain particular insights relative to the aims of his
study.

The analysis aspires to give voice to interviewee's views on ESL evaluation in
terms of validity, authenticity, and experiential groundedness, along with other
factors noted above.

This report sets out to determine how or if validity, authenticity, and experiential
groundedness, along with some other factors identified above, are integrated
elements of an efficient and effective ESL evaiuation. Such was found to be the
case and it was also found that these can be reinforced by guaranteeing that an
evaluation targets its population closely, adopting real-life approaches and,
establishing linkages between evaluation and prior knowledge and skills.
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Chapter One Introduction

1.1 Backqgroun nd Rationale for th

Canada has been a multicultural country since her birth, populated by people
from all over the world. Owing to her unique characteristics and history, English
(along with French) has been one of the official languages in the country. This

study will focus on English in particular.

According to Statistics Canada (1995), there were 90 200 foreign students
studying in Canada in the 1992-1993 academic year. In fact, each year, there
are over 20 000 newly arrived foreign students who come to Canada for various
levels of education. Because of their limited English language ability, many
foreign students need first to advance their English at ESL training institutions in
Canada so that they will have the necessary English language skill to further
their academic pursuits. This is so since English is the only language for
instruction and communication in most learning institutions outside Quebec.
Various ESL test or evaluation results, in addition to other qualifications, decide
whether the students are qualified for entering academic programs at Canadian
institutions of higher learning. Many times students’ ESL results are the decisive

factor for their further academic endeavours since they have already been



evaluated in other fields before coming to Canada. Consequently, the ESL

evaluation determines, to a certain extent, a student’s future.

Because of the importance of ESL evaluation, speciat attention has been given
to its design and delivery. There is much discussion and debate on the
improvement of this evaluation. In spite of this, examinees and examiners
complain that ESL evaluation often does not reflect examinees’ real English
language ability. Moreover, because of the unreliable or invalid results they
obtain on from the tests or examinations, ESL students are either excluded the
irstie their academic studies at an institution of higher learning
or have to stay in an ESL program longer, thereby delaying their further

academic pursuits.

How does one design and deliver ESL evaluation that reflects the true English
ability of the examinees? This is a question that has various answers and on

which this study will focus.

1.2 Definition of Terms

A number of specialized terms will be used throughout this study. Definitions for

some terms are provided in this section, which the researcher thinks are most



relevant in this particular research. These terms include: authenticity, criterion-
referenced tests (CRTs), evaluation, formative evaluation, experiential
groundedness, norm-referenced tests (NRTs), summative evaluation, test or

examination and validity.

Authenticity -- The conformity between test content and the fact or reality, for
example, what is presented in a test is what is actually used in real situations.
As Carrol and Hall (1985) argue: "the tasks have been presented in an
integrated way so that parts of the test pick up the multi-skill features of real life

where raading leads ta speaking, then to writing with possibly more

speaking--the sort of sequence we would see in an executive meeting, for

example” (p. D).

Criterion-Referenced Tests (CRTs) -- CRTs relate students' scores directly to the
performance of specific tasks, usually at a given number of levels of mastery

(Carroll & Hall, 1985).

Norm-Referenced Tests (NRTs) -- NRTs aim at interpreting each student's
performance by comparing it with that of other students on the same exam
(Carrol & Hall, 1985). "An individual's performance is interpreted in terms of
his/her relative position in a specified group (Ary, Jacabs, and Razavieh, 1985,

p. 191).



Evaluation -- Burke (1994) defines evaluation as "the process of interpreting the
evidence and making judgments and decisions based on it" {p. xvi). Aitken
(1996) interprets evaluation as "the judgment of the outcome of the analysis and

interpretation of the data gathered in the assessment” (Appendix C}.

Experiential Groundedness -- Prior knowledge and actual experiences from

learning, life, work, or other sources.

Formative Evaluation -- Formative evaluation is ongoing, aims to improve
learning or performance rather than to grade. “Formative evaluation looks at a
program during its early stages, while program elements can still be changed, if
desired, in response to local conditions” (Jacobson, 1982, p. 288). Formative
assessment also identifies students’ strengths and weaknesses and provides

feedback to help them improve.

Summative Evaluation -- Summative evaluation is usually conducted at the end
of a study unit, activity, course, semester, or program so that the results from it,
as well as from formative evaluation, can be used to determine students’
achievement and the effectiveness of a course or program. (Board of Education

for the City of Etobicoke, 1987)



Test or examination -- This study adopts Aitken's views that tests are "the
measuring instrument or tool" (Appendix C). The Webster's Dictionary (1961)
defines examination as an exercise or a series of exercises designed to check
or find out writers' progress on problem sclving skills, task performance and
therefore to determine the quality of learning over a period of time. Atestis "a
set of stimuli presented to an individual in order to elicit responses on the basis
of which a numerical score can be assigned.” The score indicates the extent a
student possesses the characteristics being measured (Ary, Jacobs & Razavieh,

1985).

Validity -- Validity is the degree of appropriateness and adequacy with regard to
the original purpose of the test. "Validity," according to Burke (1983), "is the
degree to which a measurement technique abtains the kind of evidence which
its user intends to collect” (p. 17). It refers to the extent to which the test

measures what it was intended to measure (Shohamy, 1985, p. 74).

1.3 Some Components of An Effective Test

As is the case with all tests, it is essential to conduct an ESL test effectively. But
how can test makers guarantee that a test is effective, such as the test is to

reflect objectively the students’ real target language (i.e., English) abilities?



Test content validity is one of the important components that ensures that the
test reflects the students’ real target language (English) ability. A reading
comprehension test, for example, should be adequate and appropriate in
serving its goals and intentions. The students’ score obtained from the test
should be a meaningful indicator of the students’ ability and be a measure of
that ability only. In short, a valid, effective test should measure what it is

supposed to measure, and nothing else.

Since the students will advance their study or are actually studying in a spoken
English environment, the context of a test should also be authentic, e.q., the test
context itself should be as close as possible to the English that is actually being
used in real settings. Bachman (1991) notes that the characteristics of the test
task need to be perceived as corresponding to the features of a target language
use situation (situational authenticity), or an interaction that exists between the
test takers and the test task, and an involvement of test takers’ language ability

in accomplishing a test task (interactional authenticity).

Practices have shown that a test still might not reflect test takers' real ability in
the target language even though content validity and contextual authenticity are
taken into account. The test takers' experience of, or familiarity with, or
background knowledge relative to the test topic (i.e., experiential

groundedness) also play an important role in reflecting their ability in the target



fanguage.

In summary then, three key factors appear to contribute to ESL test
effectiveness and efficiency: validity of the test content, authenticity of the test
(both situational and interactional) and the experiential groundedness of the
test (from the examinee’s perspective). These could be supported by Principles

of Fair Student Assessment Practice in Canada (19893).

Besides these three key factors, some other factors on which this study will
focus alse play 2 part in providing true, reliable data for efficient and effective
evaluation. Those factors include formative evaluation, Criterion Referenced

Tests(CRTs) and Norm Referenced Tests (NRTs).

Furthermore, reliability is one of the important issues in effective evaluation.
Reliability means that the result or conclusion drawn from one test would be the
same or similar on other tests of the same kind. The researcher of this study
believes that once validity, authenticity, experiential groundedness and the
other factors identified in this study are reached in an evaluation, the data
should be reliable. Consequently, reliability ensues. Therefore, reliability is not
discussed in this study and is not seen as being relevant to the researcher's

objectives in this study.



1.4 Significance of the Study

In English-speaking Canada, non-English speaking students need to
communicate with people in English in most situations, i.e., shopping or
advancing their studies at learning institutions. The evaluation or assessment of
their English ability becomes very important and, in many cases, decisive in

determining their status.

An efficient and effective evaluation is needed and necessary for ESL students
to smoaothly transit themselves to the new and appropriate study situation. The
Test Of English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL) has been widely used at
universities across North America for non-English speaking applicants to
undergraduate and graduate studies. In spite of its popularity, however, the
reliability of its result varies with specific students and other factors. in fact, many
applicants are better while conducting their undergraduate or graduate studies
at a university in North America in terms of their English ability than they
appeared in TOEFL tests. On the other hand, some students whose TOEFL
scores are above the minimum admission requirements do not appear so
competitive in English. The practice shows that there is discrepancy between
TOEFL scores and the actual English abilities of the non-English speaking

students.



It is possible that the students might be placed in a class that is inapprepriate
for them (either too difficult or too easy in terms of English level) because of their
evaluation results, or they might be delayed, or even be excluded from further
study in academic programs, if their results are a consequence of evaluation
that is not well designed or delivered (rather than indicative of their poor level of

competence and performance).

There were many factors that affect the accurate evaluation of the students’
English ability through English tests. It is especially so when a test such as
TQEFL is conducted in the test-takerg’ home countries where the test is called
English as a Foreign Language (EFL). There are many differences between
ESL and EFL evaluation, as the latter is conducted at a place where English is

the first language.

This study proposes to present the importance of content validity, situational
and interactional authenticity and experiential groundedness and other factors
in terms of ESL evaluation as derived from the literature, and from the
approaches used by the ESL program at the Language Centre affiliated with a
western Canadian university. The purpose is to explore, on the basis of the
Language Centre's specific conditions, the possibility of more authentic, valid,
experientially-grounded test/evaluation contexts or approach(es) that will

consequently reflect more accurately the ESL test takers’ English ability. The



10

study aims to provide the parties concerned (i.e., students, decision makers,
test makers, instructors, et cetera) with “real” and “effective™ data that show the
significance of valid content, authentic test contexts and experiential
groundedness in facilitating whatever decisions or directions they may take.
Thus, it also seeks to recommend the merits of the ESL instruction and learning
and evaluation activities at the Language Centre, facilitating teachers'
instruction and students' learning on its currently successful basis, thereby
possibly ensuring that the Centre provides other departments with highly

qualified students and enhances the overall reputation of the university.



Chapter Two Literature Review

In lieu of an exhaustive literature review, the researcher has chosen to limit

himseflf to a number of factors considered most pertinent for this particular study.

2.1 Purposes of ESL Evaluation

When talking about evaluation, tests, grades and measurement come to mind.
Omaggio (1979) states: “Evaluation is often thought of in the very narrow sense
of tests’ and ‘grades’™ (p. 236). In reality, it is usually only lay people who think
of evaluation exclusively in these terms. Many professionals, however, tend to

have different views as to the definitions of evaluation based on their specific

perspectives.

Language testing usually takes place at schools in which results are used to
assess students' performance and improve ongoing instruction and learning
activities. Both instructors and students are frequently and closeiy invoived in
assessment. Instructors are able to give feedback through tests and evaluation.
They are able to identify the weaknesses in their curriculum delivery as well as
areas for instructional improvement. The data from tests also give useful

information to other stakeholders--parents, administrators, and education

11
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departments or ministries. At schools, testing, assessment, and evaluation are
used as part of the instructional process to assess and improve existing
teaching and learning activities (Shohamy, 1992). This is the issue of

accountability--the accountability of instruction and learning.

The tests also serve the purpose of diagnosis--identification of student or
program strengths and weaknesses, to enhance learning. Courtland and
Gambell (1994) note that assessment in schools provides teachers with daily
feedback or response and plays a decisive role in deciding students’ future.
Concurrently they ¢an provide diagnostic information about students to others:

parents, school administrators, employers, or coliege and university registrars.

Qutside school, the data from evaluation serve the purposes of motivation and
certification regarding specific persons’ futures: admission to institutions of
higher learning, placement, promotion, and the granting of certificates
(Shohamy, 1992). These encourage both teachers and students to work
efficiently and effectively towards their goals--graduating qualified personnel,
learning as much as possible within a given period of time, assessing or
endorsing the program, consequently approving the teachers’ curriculum
delivery. The only difference of various tests lies in the size or scale of the

testing world-wide or campus-wide, or even class-wide. According to Shohamy
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(1992), language testing occurs in two key contexis:

1) the school context, in which tests and other assessment
procedures are used as part of the instructional process
to improve teaching and learning in the school; and

2) the external context, in which tests are used to make
important decisions about the future of individuals, as in
granting certificates, accepting candidates for programs,
and placing students in appropriate programs. (p. 513)

Lynch (1990) believes that evaluation (of ESL) is "the systematic attempt to

L
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serves as the basis for judgments and decisions about these programs” (p. 23).

As the results from a test are so important for the students and teachers, it is
very important to have the tests reflect the true capacity of the students’ English
language skill. Yet how can we as professionals ensure that a test really does
what it is supposed to do; namely, give the parties concerned data that are
reliable and very close to reality? Professionals offer various ideas in the
literature. Test content validity and authenticity of the test context certainly serve
very important roles in accurately reflecting a test taker's ESL skills (Gordon &
Hanauer, 1995; Bachman, 1991). Therefore, they should be guaranteed in the

design and delivery of ESL tests. It is easy for people to communicate on
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familiar subjects. It is very difficult to read, or talk over subjects that we don't
know much about even in our mother tongue. lt is, logically, almost impossible
for us to check ESL students’ English ability with test content and context that
they know little about in their first language. Prior knowledge or current
experience (i.e., experiential groundedness) regarding test content and context
is, therefare, another important factor that decides the effectiveness of an ESL
evaluation. Furthermore, one snapshot test might provide misleading
information of the students because of some unexpected event, emotional or

physical. A cumulative record would therefore offer more reliable data because

f tasts

.t b= )

it was built on a series

2.2 Proficiency Testing

There are many types of ESL tests, such as placement tests, achievement tests,
proficiency tests, and so forth. This study’s focus is on proficiency testing
because the test takers are students who live in an English environment and
most of them are going to pursue their further academic studies in degree
programs after their successfut completion of ESL study at the Language

Centre.

The first and most important need of ESL learners in a foreign (English)
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language envircnment is survival, that is, to make themselves understood in
terms of daily needs, be they living, working, or pariicipating in the academic
environment. Proficiency testing has become more and more important in ESL
instruction, learning and evaluation because it aims at evaluating how well or to

what degree learners are meeting these needs (Clark, 1983).

ESL evaluation is conducted to serve different purposes for different people.
Professionals (in ESL circles) have been focusing their attention on proficiency
testing because such a test checks the test takers’ performance or functional
{English) ability under conditions as close as possible to actual daily life in an

English speaking environment.

Direct proficiency testing is used more and more often in practice. Well known
ESL tests, such as TOEFL or MELAB, are proficiency tests. Clark (1983) asserts
that the (proficiency) test requires the test takers to perform functionally-oriented
language tasks in situations that approximate as closely as possible the
conditions under which these tasks are carried out in the real-life setting. As this
researcher noted in the previous Section 1.4 and in Section 2.3 which follows,
the overall reliability of the above tests, particularly TOEFL, has been
questioned frequently in the literature. The content validity, contextual
authenticity, and experiential groundedness of an ESL language test are

decisive components in evaluating test takers' true capacity in English
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language skills. An overall test and evaluation program might better get at these
evaluation features than does any "one-shot" test, however popular it might be.

The TOEFL test will be our next focus in this review.

2.3 TOEFL Test

The Test of English as a Foreign Language, or TOEFL, as it is popularly called,
is a widely recognized English test whose scores are regarded as quite
acceptable for non-English speaking applicants for undergraduate or graduate
studies at universities across North America. Scanning the admission
requirements of North American universities or colleges, we would read that the
TOEFL score is one of the compulsory admission requirements that non-native-

English-speaking applicants must meet.

In spite of its merits and popularity in reflecting test takers' English competency,
however, TOEFL has its weaknesses. It is not sensitive to the "evolutionary
changes in ESL instructional goals and practice” (Suomi, 1991, p.1). ltis a
snapshot test. The one time placement test involves too great a stake for test
takers whose fate might be decided by the resuit from a single test. The
accompanying anxiety is predictable and could consequently affect greatly the

performance of the test takers.
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Most TOEFL takers are applicants for university undergraduate or graduate
studies. Yet, the test is not geared to these specific audiences. Educational
Testing Service (1996), the American organization that oversees the design
and delivery of TOEFL tests, points out: "TOEFL is not a test of academic
aptitude or a teaching instrument, nor can it provide information about the
various social and psychological factors that must be considered in making
placement or other decisions" {p. 3). The reality has been that it is the sole data
for decision making regarding university admissions in terms of the English
proficiency of the applicants. Some supplementary measures have to be taken

tor mare accurate reflection of the test takers' English abilities.

There is a distance between test givers and test takers, physically and
emotionally. Physically, most test takers write the test in their home countries or
areas where English is not their first language instead of America where the test
has been designed. Emotionally, most writers are to study at universities or
colleges. Yet, the test does not target specific audiences. It is a general English
proficiency test. As Raimes (1986) notes, there are "the question of what the
(TOEFL) test measures, the compatibility of topic types, the look of topic choice;
the lack of distinction between [writing tasks for] graduate and undergraduate

students; the scoring system” (p. 427).

The Educational Testing Service (1996) acknowledges that some necessary
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changes are needed so that it reflects "the current understanding of
communicative competence and performance-based language assessment
and its results provide more information than current TOEFL scores about

international students’ ability to use English in academic settings” (p. 5).

This brings us to the matter of test validity.

2.4 ESL_ Test ntent Validit

The validity of an ESL test plays a decisive role in deciding whether the test
can reach its goal--to evaluate a test taker's English language ability. Validity is
the "accuracy of educational assessment” (Popham, 1895, p. 39). Test content
validity is the degree of appropriateness and adequacy with regard to the
original purpose of the test. The Joint Advisory Committee (1993) defines
validity as “the degree to which inferences drawn from assessment results are
meaningful” (p. 5). The content validity of an ESL test is the degree to which a
test is measuring what it claims to measure. Then, what is an ESL test to

measure?

An ESL test aims to find out the real ability of the students’ English l[anguage

skill. To reach the goal, the measures used in the test should be effective, that



19

is, they are expected to collect the data that reflect the students’ real English
ability as precisely as possible in terms of the area being tested. Any
measurement for the test that does not serve that purpose is otherwise
misleading. For example, a multiple-choice test on the components of essay
writing is not so authentic or "real" as actually writing an essay on the topics of

the students' choice.

Students' results from an ESL reading comprehension, for example, are
expected to reflect their ability in constructing their understanding from
processing written text in English. Any and every effort in designing and
implementing the test is toward the purpose of measuring as precisely as
possible the students' ability in deriving meanings from the written materials
they read, not from what they write, listen to, or speak in English, nor from what
they read, write, listen to or speak in French or any other language. Thus, the
scores from reading comprehension reflect the process and the product of
meaning construction from print sources, which ensures consequently that
inferences made about a student’s reading ability and decisions made on the
basis of these scores are valid (Gorden & Hanauer, 1995). The scores from the
test, therefore, approximate the student’s true level of English language skill. As
Bachman (1991) contends, the scores from a valid test should be a “meaningful
indicator of a particular individual’s ability (in English) and measure that ability

and very little eise” (p. 688). This is, of course, a strong case for discrete-point
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testing and such an argument would need some adaptaticn in the case of
authentic assessment in ESL, in which the interplay of skills is perhaps more

important.

The appropriateness and adequacy with regard to the original purpose of an
ESL test or test items ensure the content validity of the test. The result from the

test is, therefore, meaningful because it measures what it is expected to.

However, content validity alone does not guarantee the test refiects the real

canacity of the students. The authenticity of the test context also counts.

2.5 Authenticity of ESL T ntex

Authenticity is the degree of worthiness, credibility, genuineness of a thing or
view. Webster's Third New International Dictionary (1961) defines authentic as
"worthy of acceptance or belief by reason of conformity to fact and reality; not

contradicted by evidence” (p. 1486).

In ESL language evaluation, the significance of authenticity in inferring a
student’s English ability can never be overstated. A good test should be able to

determine the extent to which ESL students can function in an appropriate and
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effective linguistic manner in the particular language-use conditions. The key
here is that the language should be real, authentic, that is, should be what
people in English-speaking countries actually use daily in life, work, or
academic settings. (Of course, this itself varies greatly. Pennycook {1983) notes
that many teachers tend to promote views and methods they prefer.) This way,
and only in this way, the goal(s) of the testing can be met--to find out the
students’ ability to use English language appropriately and effectively. Clark
(1983) argues that ESL testing will utilize “external-to-program” reai-life-
oriented measures of functional proficiency and focus more on the testing of the
functional language used within the context of specific students’ learning

experiences (p. 436).

The authenticity of ESL tests is improved with the relevance of the test items to
the features of the English language use situation. In designing and conducting
an English language test, for example, the teachers should make the
characteristics of the test method correspond to certain features of vocabulary
(e.g., occasional, professional) and topics (e.g., academic, management). If
the test takers are prospective university students who are interested in
business management or economics, the use of terms and topics from those
areas is likely to increase the authenticity of the test. However, the introduction
and use of such terms and topics are not adhered to rigidly. Test designers and

implementers should not simply take some passages and paragraphs directly



22

from books for native English speakers, without assuring their relevance.

Since the targeted users (students) are from non-English speaking countries
and areas, editing and adaptation are necessary for the specific level of
language efficiency of the non-native English speaking users (students}, but the
critical features of the test materials are retained as they are actually used in
real-life situations. Thus, what the students are tested on are what they are
actually exposed to in reality, be it in business management, economics, or

computer science, et cetera, only more suitable to the specific background of

Relevance in ESL tests also means that what is tested should be closely
connected with what has been taught. We can’t expect the test takers of
business management perspectives to write a test with questions on geoiogy, or
physics, or astronomy. The characteristics of test input should match the topics
and kind of materials a teacher used in class. Bachman (1991) agrees that
there should be a close connection between the test items and authentic,
related vocabulary and topics. He points out that if the students are from the
engineering field, then “inclusion of technical terms and topics from engineering

would tend to increase the situational authenticity of the test” (p. 690).

Besides relevance of vocabulary and topics in the test items, there is also
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the matter of the uniqueness of the individual student in terms of vocabulary
and the topics to be introduced in test items. ESL students are from different
countries and areas of the world. They vary in culture, values, education and
socio-economic backgrounds. Accordingly, their involvement and response
vary with their background, in spite of the fact that they are taught by the same
instructor using the same materials in the same class. The test designers and
implementers can design and implement a test as authentic and valid as
practically possible. The authenticity, however, is only meaningful to a given test
taker, or a given group of test takers, to a certain degree. Bachman (1991)

points out that

authenticity - . .is a function of the extent and type of involvement
of test takers' language ability in accomplishing a test task...-We
can do our best to design test tasks that will be authentic for a
given group of test takers, but we need to realize that different
test takers may process the same test in different ways, often in
ways we may not anticipate. (p. 631)

The increasing level of the students' involvement in improving their English
language ability will consequently raise the authenticity of an ESL test. The
involvement means that students participate in selecting instructional materials,
test materials, the format of the test, and so forth. This way, a combination of

students' interests, their English language level and their familiarity with the
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method of instruction ensues.

In children’s education, for example, it is advocated that children’s learning can
be facilitated by increasing their interest (i.e., making them absorbed in what is
being learned or done). There are many cases in which things are learned
more quickly and better if the learners are interested in them. Many children, for
example, are good at playing video games. An important factor is that they like it
-- either watching others play or playing themselves, and as much as possible
since it is a very interesting thing for them to do. They fully plunge themselves in

learning and practising the game and they gradually get better and better at the

skills involved in the game.

Similarly, making the test content interesting will certainly increase the students’
interest and consequently their involvement in the language ability being
evaluated. The word interest in Latin is inter-esse, which means "showing the
connections between things." Instructors, therefore, should make students
connect things by integrating learning and test activities closely and engaging
students in participating in those activities. Bachman (1991) thinks that
“involvement of language ability may be increased by making the test task
interesting to test takers” (p. 695). Moreover, the closer involvement of the
students in the language ability being assessed consequently increases the

interactional authenticity of the test. The following practice may achieve or
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increase the interactional authenticity and/or the relevance of the test task.

In a writing test, ESL students are asked to write a composition with a minimum
number of words, for example, 200. They may choose the topic for the

composition -- whatever they feel is most comfortable, familiar or interesting.

Then the time is allocated for the test. [After the assigned time, more detailed
information is to be provided on grading criteria.] Using the scoring criteria, the
students are encouraged to revise their writing. There may also be peer sharing
and commerti O each other's wiiting or peer-asssessmeant.
permitted and encouraged based on the peer’'s sharing and comments. This will
create a favourable condition and more possibility or opportunity for the
students to display their real ability in English language skill, and consequently,
the result from the test will more likely be closer to their true level of English
ability. Thus, the purpose of the test -- validity, authenticity, both situational and
interactional, is reached. Furthermore, the students improve themselves through

a variety of activities during the test, as the proverb says “practice makes

perfect” (Bachman, 1991).

The trend in second langquage assessment is that more authentic assessment
is being advocated and steadily put into practice from the theoretical to the

practical level of second language classrooms. For example, in the French
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language, the Canadian Association of Second Language Teachers has
launched a major assessment project aimed at developing contextually
authentic French as a Second Language (FSL) tests. In Alberta, such
development is exemplified in the 13 model tests developed by the FSL

Evaluation Project (Heffernan, Caouette, Bourassa, and Colbourne, 1996).

Personal interest in picking topics for a test helps to improve the authenticity of
an ESL evaluation. Students' interest in topics helps them to focus on the
content of what they choose, therefore, their real ability in English language is

mare likely to be reflected through the test.

el ew

Bachman (1991) has suggested:

the theory of interactional authenticity and situational
authenticity in a language test ground practical
considerations in test design, development, and use
firmly on a theoretical framework of the nature of
language ability and test tasks, and thus provides a
principled basis for making practical test development
decisions. »«» enable us to specify and assess the
relationship between language test performance and
nontest fanguage use, and thus provide a principled
basis for addressing issues of validity and authenticity.
(p. 698)

in addition to content validity and contextual authenticity, experiential
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groundedness is also a significant factor in language acquisition evaluation.

2.6 kar r rrent Knowl - Experiential roun n

In practice, we often find that when students are asked something familiar, or
something they know well, or something [earned before, the students will be
able to answer the questicns more smoothly and clearly, even in the language
that is not their mother tongue. They are able to use all the vocabulary available
to answer, describe, narrate, or write familiar things and questions because of
their background or current knowledge. Nevertheless, they can’t carry out the
task smoothly and successfully if the questions or subject matter are completely
new to them. They may even be unable to answer, describe or narrate the
questions or subject matter in their mother tongue because of the lack of
background or current, experiential knowledge. Small wonder it is out of the
question for them to answer, i.e., describe the unfamiliar/unknown in a foreign

language -- English!

The goal of a language test is to assess the test takers’ ability to understand the
target language. The test takers' background and current knowledge and
experience indeed play important roles in deciding the validity of an evaluation.

Perkins and Brutten (1988) agree that readers' prior knowledge, in particular,
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has much to do with their understanding of the test context.

Writing, describing, and listening in English, a second language, are not
passive activities, but are critical components of the process of either
description, or writing, or listening, like those in a first language. The process of
writing a test is an active one -- the students construct meanings from their
cultural and experimental frames -- their knowledge of language, text structure,
concepts, and special fields. Students use their existing knowledge to connect
the information from the texts of test and construct or infer meanings. Whether
the test content is adequate and appropriate for the students in terms of their
culture, profession and vocabulary background, depends to a certain extent on
whether validity of the test context can be achieved. That explains the reality
that in most tests, the texts of tests are chosen by selecting, adapting and
revising some original readings with the purpose of making the texts relevant to

the test takers’ background; thus the test is believed to be valid.

Hill and Parry (1992) state that:

It [the text of tests] has been expressively chosen,
adapted, or constructed because it provides test
makers with material around which they can build
what they conceive to be valid tasks. Central to their
notion of validity is that tasks be built around odd bits
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of fact that readers do not ordinarily carry around

in their heads. ., In working through the tasks, test
takers must first determine what information is called
for, locate it in the passage, and then decide on
appropriate response by comparing the exact
wording of the passage and task. (p. 437)

Schmidt-Rinehart (1994) also notes the relation between the familiarity with
testing topics and the evaluation score/results in his observation from one of his

studies:

The Chinese EFL students’ comprehension was
measured by a multiple-choice test that contained
both passage-dependent and passage-independent
items. Regarding topic familiarity, the subjects
scored higher on the familiar - topic than the
unfamiliar-topic lecture. A significant effect was
found, however, only on the passage-independent
items this interaction between prior knowledge

and test type may show that passage-independent
items provide a measure of background knowledge,
but effect of background knowledge itself on
comprehension of information from the passage
remains unclear. (p. 180)

Schmidt-Rinehart (1994) believes that the results of the between-within analysis
of variance clearly indicate that topic familiarity affected the scores of the recalil

measure. He argues that it is important for teachers to recognize that students’
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existing knowledge contributes significantly to their comprehension and that
listening is not a passive activity. He states that taking time to assess the
conceptual base the listeners bring to the text will enable teachers to go beyond
dealing with the linguistic information in order to help students understand and
make their learning more meaningful. The result of his study indicates that
helping students make connections to their previous knowledge in order to
build a mental framework with which to link the new information might facilitate

comprehension.

b § T
ontext is scontl

I
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evaluation it apnears teachers' connection to the

context of evaluation is important.

2.7 Teachers and Test Context

Except for a few ESL tests such as TOEFL or MELAB, most tests are designed
and actually written by instructors who at the same time teach. The advantage of
instructor, test giver, designer or grader being one and the same is that
instructors usually know the students well. They have the most and closest
contact with them through their daily teaching and learning activities. Instructors
know exactly their target with respect to the students’ reality -- their motivation,

needs, and background. The instructors’ adequate and appropriate design and
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delivery of a test in accordance with the actual linguistic level of the test takers
usually facilitate the students’ display of their true competence in English

language skills.

Lynch and Davidson {(1994) advocate the teachers’ involvement in test design
and delivery and hold that there is a close link between the test context, the
students’ reality, and the curriculum goals. This linkage thus enables the test
context to be appropriate, effective, and therefore valid from their test design
and delivery activities. They argue that the Criterion-Referenced Language Test
Develonment (CRLTD) process can help instructors better articulate their
understanding of their curriculum objectives and help them to link those

objectives to the testing mechanisms used to evaluate student achievement.

In spite of their solid knowledge about the students, teachers still need to
advance their knowledge and skills in designing and conducting tests. ESL
speaking students have different goals in writing an ESL test. The differences
are not to be ignored, but rather, they are to be recognized and considered
accordingly in the test preparation. This also requires that teachers have a
knowledge and understanding of their differences. It requires that teachers set
out to learn about the students, appreciate their culture, values, and interests
and reflect this in the test context. Thus, the content validity and authenticity of

he test context and experiential groundedness of the test can be attained and
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accordingly, the scores from the test are more reliable and authentic, and reflect

the true capacity of the students’ English language skill.

Alf of the above suggests no need to "throw out the baby with the bath water”.
Indeed, in ESL evaluation, the literature suggests a balanced approach,

combining the use of CRTs and NRTs.

2.8 Combined Use of Criterion-Referenced Tests (CRTs)

and Norm-referenced Tests (NRTSs)

To an extent, CRTs are regarded as effective tools for ESL evaluation. CRTs,
according to Brown and Yule (1983), are usually created to measure “well-
defined" and “fairly specific” instructional objectives. They argue that the
objectives are often unique to a particular program and serve as the basis for
the curriculum. Hence, it is important for the instructors and students to know
exactly what those objectives are so that appropriate time and attention can be
focused on teaching and learning them. The purpose of CRTs, then, is to
measure the degree to which students have developed knowledge and skill on

a specific objective or set of objectives.

It is recommended that CRTs be used together with NRTs so that the evaluation



for a student is more comprehensive, inclusive, and objective. NRTs aim at
measuring the general language skills or abilities (such as reading
comprehension, conversation, listening, et cetera). A student’s English
language ability is judged not only by his scores from the specific test but also
by reference to the scores of other students in the same test. Brown and Yule
(1983) point cut that each student's score on NRTs is interpreted relatively to
the scores of all other students in the same test so that each of them is spread
out along a continuum of scores and their placement along the continuum
immediately tells their abilities relative to the norms in ESL. The NRT takers
usually have an idea about the general form of the questions that will appear in

the test papers but do not know the specific content in the papers.

In way of illustrative example of a balanced approach in ESL evaluation, this

review cites Lynch's (1990) model.

2.9 A Model for ESL Evaluation

Lynch (1990) builds a context-adaptive model for ESL program evaluation.

The model consists of a series of general steps:

1. Establish the audience(s) and goals for the
evaluation.
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2. Develop a context inventory and determine
which dimensions are important in light of
the goals and audience for the evaluation.

3. Develop a preliminary thematic framework
based on the issues that are central to the

particular context.

4. Develop a data collection design/system
based on the audience and goals and on
the context inventory, and that is focused
by the thematic framework.

5. Collect the data and revise Steps 3 and
4 as necessary, possibly elaborate Step 2.

6. Analyze the data and revise Steps 3 and 4
as necessary.

7. Formulate the evaluation report. {p. 24)

Lynch (1990) claims that the model is meant to be interative, with the results of
certain steps necessitating a return to earlier ones for changes in
conceptualization. He recommends that the strongest approach to evaluation is
one that combines as many methods, qualitative and quantitative, as are

appropriate to the particular evaluation context. He stresses:

"The context-adaptive model provides a framework that encourages the
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multiple-strategy approach. This iterative framework leads program evaluators
through a set of considerations that can adapt the evaluation to a variety of

specific program settings” {p. 39).

In this study, Lynch's model of evaluation has been assessed io assist

the researcher in the design of his interview instrument.

Two other significant features of evaluation which remain to be reviewed are

formative and summative evaluation.

2.10 Formative Evaluation

According to Jacobson (1982), there are mainly two kinds of evaluation that
have different foci (purposes), formative and summative evaluation. In this

section, the object of our discussion is formative evaluation.
“Formative evaluation looks at a program during its early stages, while program
elements can still be changed, if desired, in response to local conditions” (p.

288).

Formative evaluation is ongoing. It provides valuable diagnostic feedback for



teachers as well as students, tells them the weaknesses that need to be
improved on as well as the progress that has been made in their English study.
The evaluation can and should be conducted at the initial stage of an ESL
program development, and carry on until the end of the program; there are
always things to be changed and improved. The feedback helps teachers with
their curriculum design and delivery, and their test design and delivery. Thus,
the instruction, as well as test, is able to focus more on the key issues, more

appropriate for the students; thereby the data from tests are more reliable and

closer to reality.

Jacobson (1982) asserts that formative evaiuation data are sorely needed by,
and lacking in, most foreign language programs. He points out that such data

can be used to:

examine the effectiveness of current instructional
materials towards meeting the program’s
instructional goals;

gxamine the match between program goals and
learner activities;

fook at the match between testing content/
strategies and learner instructional activities;

develop criteria for program self-assessment;
investigate the effectiveness of various teaching
methodologies in achieving program goals;
examine the relationship between teaching
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method and program conditions (e.g., which
teaching methodologies are best suited to the
various types of programs?);

identify the most effective components to the
“fareign language teacher style”;

look at “innovative” programs in their early
years of implementation in order to identify the
most promising elements and to increase their
effectiveness. (p. 288)

Ongoing formative evaluation procedures and feedback, according to Jacobson
(1982), "will provide defensible evidence leading to increased credibility for the
profession’s efforts to improve instructional programs” (p. 289). In spite of the

fact that these observations were made a decade and a half ago, they still have

considerable currency.

Summative evaluation must be looked at as well with respect to formative
evaluation in an ESL evaluation.

2.11 Summative Evaluation

Summative evaluation judges an operational program'’s worthiness or a
student's achievement. The conclusion drawn from the evaluation decides the

fate of the program or the student - continuation or termination, graduation or



continuation in a program. The result from the evaluation decides whether an
ESL student can graduate from a program and pursue his/her further study
either in a higher level of an ESL program or programs other than ESL, or stay
in the same program for one more semester. Summative evaluation plays a
rather important role in this affair (Jarvis & Adams, 1979, p. 6). Summative
evaluation focuses on determining the merits of a program at its completion.

Jacobson (1982 ) further summarizes it as the following:

Summative evaluation is terminal evaluation of a program
that is already operational. Its purpose is to make
judgment about a program’s worth. Ultimately, summative
evaluation is tied to decisions about support and
continuation of a program. ....Summative evaluation data
are the most authoritative and defensible information the
profession can provide to any interested parties. Such
data can be used to:

provide replicable outcome data for all types of foreign
language programs;

provide comparative program outcome data for
competing program types;

determine effective instructional materials and teaching
methodologies;

identify exemplary programs worthy of dissemination
and/or replication;
provide program cost effectiveness data. (p. 289)

It will be of interest in this study to determine how formative and summative

evaluation approaches are balanced in an ESL evaluation.
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2.12 Summary

This review of the pertinent literature suggests that ESL evaluation is used to
either get feedback for program/instructor/student improvement, or gather data
for decision making on the continuation or termination of a program, students’
graduation from, or continuation in the program. Also it is used internationally to
judge non-English students' ability in English as the dominant international
language.

t whese results are widely recognized throughaout
North American universities and colleges. it is delivered worldwide several
times a year. It was organized over 30 years ago. The places where it is held,
the audience who writes the test, all these and other, related factors affect its

effectiveness in reflecting the test takers' English abilities.

The content validity, authenticity of the test context and experiential
groundedness of the test are essential to reflect the real capacity of the
students’ English language skill. The validity of a test refers to the
appropriateness and adequacy of its content. The result from a test with good
content validity serves as a meaningful indicator that, used together with other
components, students' true ability in English language is being demonstrated.

The test is, therefore, up to what it is expected to do -- measures what itis
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supposed to measure.

Authenticity of the test context is another decisive component for the evaluation
of students’ real strengths or weaknesses. Authenticity means the "real thing.” It
means that there is little gap, if any, between test and the "actual stuff.” It should
be seamless. Authenticity also means relevance, e.g., relevance of the test
items to the actual features of the English language use situation, that is, what is
being taught and tested is what is actually being done in real life. This helps to

attain the requisite ESL test context authenticity.

The involvement of the students in the test task-the situation in which the
students care for and are interested in what they do also improves the ESL test

context authenticity.

Test authenticity is further decided by the students’ familiarity with, and
background or current knowiedge of the test content (i.e., experiential

groundedness).

The feedback from an ongoing evaluation heips teachers and students identify
weaknesses as well as strengths in their instruction and learning, and ultimately
improve the authenticity of the instruction, learning and test context. Summative

evaluation, usually used more authoritatively for the assessment of an



41

operational program’s relative worthiness, or a student's achievement, is
recommended {0 be used together with formative evaluation for a more
balanced, weighted conclusion. Similarly, people are recommended to use
NRTs and CRTs jointly for more effective ESL evaluation that not only offers
particular students' scores in a test but also their placement along a continuum,
e.g., their position in a group of students as well as their knowledge and skill on

a specific objective or set of objectives.

Guided by this review of the literature on what constitutes effective ESL
avaluation and his own curiosity about how this might apply in a particular
situation, the researcher framed particular research questions (hypotheses) and
developed a methodological approach to allow him to find answers to those

questions (test those hypothese).



Chapter Three Methodology for This Study

3.1 Hypotheses

As has been indicated earlier in the literature review, professionals have been
exploring, discussing and experimenting with new theories on ESL proficiency
testing. The foci on which this researcher has chosen to orient his study are
primarily: content validity, authenticity of the test context, and the experiential
groundedness of the test vis-a-vis the life experience of the particular test
takers. Other evaluation factors (formative and summative evaluation and CRTs

and NRTs) were also identified and will be the secondary object of this study.

The researcher proposes that a study be conducted testing the following

hypotheses:

A. Integration (in terms of validity, contextual authenticity and
experiential groundedness) of the content of tests with
students’ future academic pursuits, will be discernible in
the Language Centre's practice and in interviewees'

testimonial about that practice ; and

42



B. A combination of formative evaluation with summative evaluation,
and of CRTs and NRTs, which helps teachers and students to
gain a more objective picture of the students' overall proficiency,

will be discernible in the Language Centre's practice and in the

interviewees' testimonial about that practice.

3.2 Methodology

This research has been conducted in the form of observations (informal) and
interviews (the resuits of which constitute the main focus of this study). The
researcher attended the ESL classes offered at the Language Centre affiliated
with a western Canadian university on a regular basis (for an eight-week
period) in fall, 1996. A close and relaxed, though objective, relationship was
established between the researcher and the ESL instructors (who were also
test givers) and students. This not only helped him with his observations but
also facilitated his subsequent interviews. In particular, this reduced the
interviewees' feeling of being intruded upon, and at the same time, enabled the
interviewer to get an inside view of what was being studied, through the
participants' perspectives, while also helping him maintain his objectivity as a

researcher (Bogden & Biklen, 1992).



For the informal observation component of the study, the researcher attended
two advanced (ESL) classes once at each class per week from the class of the
second week in September until mid-November in the fall of 1996. He kept
notes during his observations, communicated with students, learned the
students' backgrounds and their ideas about ESL learning and evaluation, and
their intent regarding further academic pursuits after completing their course of
study. The observation notes, which the researcher has retained and which are
incorporated in the body of this report, have been compared with what they said

in formal interviews, as well as in casual conversations.

The researcher also exchanged views between classes with the two instructors
who taught the classes. He got to know the instructors' ideas regarding
instruction and evaluation through these informal conversations. This has been
written down and used to compare with the instructors’ views articulated in the
formal interviews (See Appendix A) which were actually conducted three times

in four successive weeks and completed by the end of October, 1996.

Interviews were conducted with eight ESL students and two instructors {at the
Language Centre). There were 31 students altogether in two advanced classes
in the semester of September-November, 1996. The researcher interviewed
four students in each class. This sample represents 25% of all ESL students in

the two classes.
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The students were randomly chosen. However, the researcher intentionally
chose four male and four female students as interviewees. Interviewees of
different nationalities were also deliberately chosen. This way, the researcher
believed the results of the interviews would be more inclusive, based on wider
perspectives of both male and female students, and more representative of

these multilingually and multiculturally diverse classes.

The interviews usually started with the explanation of their purpose and an

expression of thanks for the students’ and instructors’ participation and

Some interviews were saved in the form of cassette recordings, and transcribed
in summary form on paper, with others done by telephone, and note taken. For
reasons of confidentiality, the tape will be erased shortly after final completion of
this study. However, for reasons of any possibie future verification or follow-up
regarding this study, the researcher will retain his notes. The interviews were
structured and semi-structured and adapted after consulting with the instructors

and on the basis of pilot interviews of two students.

The interviews were conducted in the way of conversations which focused on
issues in ESL instruction and learning and evaluation [including formative,

summative, Nerm-referrenced tests (NRTs) and Criterion-referenced tests



45

(CRTs)], on validity, authenticity and experiential groundedness issues in
particular, and on an open-ended question (any aspects of ESL learning and

instruction and evaluation that the subjects wished to discuss).

Under the guidance of the supervisor and the researcher's thesis committee
members, the interview protoco! was drawn up and administered to the ESL
students at the Language Centre from mid-October to mid-November, 1996 (on
the basis of the protocol approved by committee members in early September

and in light of the pilot interviews carried out in early October).

The interview protocol included 30 items (see Appendix B), plus a space for
students' concerns, observations, recommendations regarding ESL teaching
and evaluation. The protocol was divided into six groups of questions for the
interviewees to answer. Each group, consisting of five items, raised questions in
the same category, such as the test takers' satisfaction with the test topic,
connection with instruction, connection with the subjects to be pursued,
understanding of questions, the evaluation tools, format, suggestions for
improvement, and so forth. They were categorized under the broad rubrics of
validity, authenticity, experiential groundedness, formative and summative

evaluation, NRTs and CRTs, and general concerns and recommendations.

The items were generated from the literature review and also out of the
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researcher’'s own experience as an EFL instructor, a test maker, an EFL
(TOEFL) test taker in the People’s Republic of China, and one conducting EFL
tests and piloting the EFL (TOEFL) test (for Chinese TOEFL test takers).

Each question had options for the subjects’ structured responses ranging
from strongly agree, agree, undecided, disagree, and strongly disagree; or yes,
does not apply, no; and open-ended questions for the subjects’ (semi-
structured) responses. As the wider range of answers, from strongly agree to
strongly disagree, offered more options for the interviewees to respond to the
ware five grouns of such question-response types. There was
one group of open-ended questions that allowed interviewees to air their
opinions freely (based on their English ability, one group of open-ended
questions was sufficient for the purpose, the researcher believed), while one
group of question-response types was for those points that were relatively

easier to agree or disagree with.

The interviews and returned interview protoco! (Survey, Appendix C) were
carefully sorted and analyzed according to the question groups. Since each
group focused on a specific field of the ESL test, the division facilitated the
researcher’s identification of strengths and weaknesses in the test or in the
program. The analysis of the returned interview protocol was combined with

the researcher’'s notes from informal observations and conversations with the



students and teachers. The conclusions drawn from this broader base of

analysis, therefore, has been more comprehensive and potentially less biased.

A consent form was signed by both the interviewer and the interviewees
regarding the study to be conducted. The consent form assured that the
students’ confidentiality regarding their academic standing and status at the
university and other institutions in Canada, as a result of their participation in
the interviews and observation, would be respected. It was also made clear to

all that participation in the study was on a volunteer basis; no one was pressed

to particinate,

A proposal for informal classroom observations, together with the purpose,
frequency and duration of this activity, was first submitted late in August, 1996
for approval by the director of the Language Centre as well as the head
instructor who took care of the daily academic affairs at the Centre. The
observation of, and interview with, the instructors were again matters of
volunteer participation. A consent form was signed representing an agreement
between the interviewer (the researcher) and interviewees (the instructors) with
regard to the instructors’ classroom teaching and evaluation. The data gathered
from the observation of and interview with the instructors were to be kept
confidential. The consent was to assure the instructors that their teaching and

evaluation would by no means be affected by their cooperation with the study.
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That was, the data regarding the research location, the participants would be
kept confidential and deleted upon the complement of the research. The
research would provide general feedback which might be useful locally and
which might also have some broader, generic implications for similar ESL

teaching/learning/evaluation contexts.

3.3 The ESL program

was a teaching unit affiliated with a university in
western Canada. The Centre ran an ESL training program from Intermediate to
Advanced levels to TOEFL preparation classes. Among them, Advanced
classes aimed at graduating qualified students whose first language was not
English for academic undergraduate studies at the university. The students’
qualification was decided by their final scores from tests based on their
language training (in addition to other qualifications, which they had met before
coming to Canada or possessed when entering the program). One of the
benefits of learning English at the Centre, claims the Centre (1996) in its
brochure, is that "a student who successfully completes the Advanced levei
with an average of 70% or above meets the University's English language
requirement and will not be required to submit a TOEFL score for university

admission” (p. 2). This policy is in line with the university's general English



writing competence requirement for native English speakers, which also allows
them a number of different ways to demonstrate that competence (University

Calender).

Outline for the Advanced Class (Reading)

The researcher was able to obtain a copy of the reading course outiine for the

Advanced level class. The objective for the course was to "help students,

h a "nrocess approach” to read, understand and critically respond to a

variety of articles" (ADVANCED ESL READING COURSE OUTLINE, FALL'96).

The outline set more specific objectives for the students to achieve. It indicated
(Fall, 1996) that the students should be able to:
1. do prereading using different techniques
2. guess at word meaning using context
3. find, understand and remember main ideas and important supporting
points
4. handle difficult readings and exam questions using "intensive reading”
techniques
5. adjust reading speeds appropriately

6. critically respond to readings
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7. apply suitable reading strategies depending on the text and on the

reader's needs

Generally, language tests serve two purposes:

a) to assess and improve the existing programs, learning and teaching
activities; and b) to decide the learners' future such as admissions to institutions
of learning, the granting of certificates, promotion, placement, etc. (Shohamy,
1992, p. 513). The ESL program (Advanced level classes) belonged to the
second category since the qualified students were to be admitted to the

undergraduate programs at the university.

There were 31 students altogether learning English in the two Advanced level
classes which the researcher cbserved at the ESL training centre. The program
lasted about three months (from the first week of September to the last week of
November). The students were from all over the world -- Asia, Europe, Central
and South America. They were in Advanced level classes because of their high
TOEFL scores or scores from the entrance test (held at the beginning of the
training program). They were divided into Class A and Class B randomly, as
the number of students was big enough for two classes (Interview notes,

October, 1996). The division of the classes was based on students' "racial,

cultural, gender, country differences” (Interview notes, October, 1996).
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There were reading, writing, communication, and grammar courses for the two
classes. They were taught by different instructors who each taught one course.
The students worked hard because they were going to study in academic
programs at the university. They had to write four tests altogether, plus two
projects and some take-home assignments. Their final scores represented the
accumulation of their scores from the tests, projects, and their classroom
participation. Their final scores determined whether they would qualify for
studying degree programs at the university, stay on for one more semester's

training or graduate from the program for good.

According to the reguiation approved by the university, those ESL students in
the Advanced level classes whose final scores were 70 percent or above were
qualified for undergraduate studies at the university without providing TOEFL
scores. The students who got lower than 70 percent couid either keep learning
until their final scores were 70 percent or above if they wanted to study degree
programs at the university, or graduate from the ESL program and do whatever
they wished outside the university context. There were both pressures and
incentives for students to study hard since the majority of them expressed their
intent to go into degree programs at the university after they finished their

programs (the Centre brochure, 1996).
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3.4 ClI rogm servation

The researcher attended the two Advanced level classes every week. In order
to avoid putting pressure on the students, there was no formal introduction for
the researcher's presence at the classes. It was as if he were one of the
students who attended classes. The only difference was that he went to each
class once every week and did the exercises and reading along with the rest of
the class.

Att
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notes on how the instructors organized classroom

learning activities as well as on the strategies and tactics they used to deliver
the curriculum. The students’ reactions to teachers’ strategies and tactics, the
materials used for classroom learning, the subjects the materials were in and

the source of the materials were noted.

The observations began in the second week of September and ended on

November 13th, when the survey questionnaires were distributed.

3.5 Interviews

The researcher interviewed the two instructors and eight students. To ensure



the fairness and inclusiveness of the interview, the (student) interviewees were
randomly selected. However, the researcher deliberately set out to choose four
male and four female students (two each in class A and class B). As well, efforts
were taken to make sure that they were all from different countries and areas of
the world. The interviewees were from the former Yugoslavia (female), Hong
Kong (female), Japan (male), Korea (female), Mexico (female), Pakistan (male),
Taiwan (male) and Venezuela (male). The interviews were conducted either
face-to-face, or by telephone, depending on the preference and convenience of
the interviewees. Each interview lasted on average about 40 minutes, with the
excention of the interviews with the two instructors. There were three interviews
with each of them, respectively, and each of them spent altogether over two
hours on answering interview questions. it took about one month to complete
the interviewing, starting in early October, and ending in early November. Then,
a questionnaire was distributed to the students (on the 13th of November),
asking them questions under the categories of validity, authenticity, and
experiential groundedness and other factors in their ESL tests. At the same
time, the researcher kept attending the classes regularly for his observations
until mid-November, which was one and a half weeks away from the end of the

program, when he distributed the survey.
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3.6 Informal_ conversations

Having attended the classes for observation for a couple of weeks, the
researcher tried to talk with the students in class. The contact was very informal.
The topics for conversation would be about their names, country of origin, future
plans, the length of time involved in English study, and so forth. The
conversation was conducted not only in the classroom, but also at the food court

on campus, in the library, on the bus, wherever they met and could talk.

No matter where the conversation took place, however, sensitive topics would

o

e avoided. The researcher's intent was to get to know the students and get

along with them to pave the way for later interviews and survey.

The relationship between the researcher and the students improved greatly
along with their familiarity regarding each other. There was a sense of
companionship between them because the researcher himself was indeed a
graduate student. This helped greatly with the researcher in his later interviews

and survey, enabling him to collect some in-depth data that were revealing.

The relationship was such that some students would tell the researcher about
such things as their impression of a certain course, their scores from the final
test, their depanure date for home, their plans for the following semester, or their

mailing address.
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3.7 Questionnaire sutvey

The Centre's training semester began in the first week of September and ended
in the last week of November. The researcher distributed 31 copies of a
questionnaire to the students on November 13, 1996, following the students’
completion of their last project in class and one and half weeks away from their
final exam. They were relatively available at that time and could, therefore,

afford time to read and fill in the questionnaire survey.

Bv November 20, 1996, 18 of the questionnaires had been returned. The return
rate was 58%. The survey consisted of 30 items ranging from multiple-choice to
open-ended questions. Considering the subjects’ English level and time
pressures, the researcher tried to make the questions easy to read and answer.
The questions were developed under five categories: validity, authenticity,
experiential groundedness, formative/summative evaluation, CRTs and NRTs,
and general. The intention was to include as wide a range of questions as the
limited scope of language ability could permit so that answers might result in

some revealing data.
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3.8 mmar

Preparatory work had been done before the researcher set out to collect data
on site. The work included consent forms for the parties involved--the director of
the Language Centre, the two instructors, the students in two Advanced level
classes. Besides that, a letter to the Human Subjects Research Committee had
been drawn and submitted to the committee for the approval of the planned
data collection. There was also the design of interview protocols for both the

instructors and the students.

Actual data collecting, lasting over two months, consisted of classroom
observation, interviews, casual or informat conversations, and questionnaire
survey. The classroom observation enabled a casual, friendly relationship to
develop between the researcher and the interviewees, which in turn paved the

way for revealing interviews, survey, or casual conversations.

All the questions and conversations focused on validity, authenticity,
experiential groundedness, formative and summative evaluation and NRTs and

CRTs in the context of ESL evaluation.

The two instructors who taught Advanced A and B, respectively, were

interviewed and 25.8% of 31 students (8 of them altogether) were interviewed.
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Thirty-one copies of the survey were distributed and 58% (18) of them were

returned.

Interpretive results of this study will be reported on in the two sections which
follow, focusing particularly on the interviews and questionnaire surveys, while
also providing reference to informal cbservations and casual conversation

notes, both also forming part of and contributing to the cutcome of this study.



Chapter Four Interview data and interpretation

The interviews lasted over one month. The interview protocols had been
designed for the instructors and students, respectively. The questions used
were exactly the same, in spite of the interviewees' different background and
gender. The protocol (Appendix B) contained questions under the categories of
validity, authenticity, experiential groundedness, formative and summative
evaluations, CRTs and NRTs and general questions. The intent was to compare
the data from interviews with those gleaned from the later survey in order to

make the inferences derived from the study more accurate and convincing.

4.1 Validity

The tests (in the Advanced level classes) in reading, writing, and
communication were designed and conducted with a primary concern for
accountability. In the reading test, for example, the subject matter being tested
focused mostly on those subjects that had been covered in classroom learning
and teaching. Students were asked to analyze articles, describe their main
ideas, point out the topic sentence in each paragraph and find synonyms or
antonyms for key (new) words and expressions. (Interview notes, October,

1996)

59
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There were also two projects, the evaluation of which formed part of the
students' final score. A project was actually an independent reading task in
which, according to the instructers, the students were required to find an arnticle
of their choice from English newspapers, magazines, or other sources and read
the articles, then write one to two pages about them in terms of main ideas,
paragraph topic sentences, et cetera. It was, claimed the instructors (Interview
notes, October, 1996), the verification of students' application of what had been
learned (in class) to the real situation. It was appropriate since students were to
choose their own articles, based on their English level and interests. The
instructars believed that it was, in a sense, better than multiple-choice or
true/false questions in that it was real application of learned knowledge and
skills to actual problem solving. Moreover, the project followed closely the
materials and skills learned in class. The instructors expressed the opinion that
students' processing of the articles would display the degree of their
comprehension, consequently their English ability in reading. As it was not a
formal test; it put less pressure on them, yet the results were no less a
meaningful indicator of their English ability. The students took it seriously since
it represented 15% of their final scores. Besides, no one wanted to appear
inferior to his/her peers. In addition, the materials for the project were interesting
and adequate because they were chosen by the students themselves and
therefore were suitable for them in terms of difficulty level. The researcher

noticed once, in his classroom observation, that a few students were actively
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asking the instructors questions about or seeking advice on their project after
the project had been assigned, a sure sign of the project's wherewithal to

motivate them.

The instructors recognized and attempted to make a close connection between

learning and application (test). They (October, 1996) said:

We usually try to test skills that are being taught. We want the
students to demonstrate their understanding of what is being
taught. This will closely engage them in learning. We tie things
together. We use in exams or tests over 60 percent of
materials that have been discussed or leamed in class. Only one
-third in the tests is new material that students did not learm or
cover in class. Even the one-third is from the materials that
students take home for after-school work. You have to have

relevance.

if there is relevance, the data are valid. (Interview notes)

For the communication class, students were asked to do classroom
presentations. The goal was to prepare students for upcoming academic
degree studies. Students were to prepare their presentations and deliver them
in class by themselves. They were evaluated through observation: how they

presented the topics, their choice of words, expressions and their oral delivery.
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All presented in front of the class with their strengths or weaknesses pointed out
by both peer students and instructors. The presentations were not only for
instructors to evaluate but also for peers to learn from. As two Japanese
students (who were not interviewees but volunteered to talk to the researcher)
put it, presentations were very good; they learned most from them--by
presenting and by watching others present. They improved not only from doing

it themselves but from learning how others did it, too.

For the writing component, students were asked to write essays on subjects of

their choice. Again, the

L1 L

goal was to prepare students for their further academic
studies in which writing of essays would play an important part. Since writing
requires a student to utilize all the knowledge and skills in vocabulary, structure,
meaning construction and writing skKiils, it was a challenge for them.
Nevertheless, most students felt it both a challenge and an opportunity for them
to write essays. They thought it a good opportunity to display their
comprehensive English ability and to find their weaknesses for improvement
through essay writing. It encouraged and directed students to develop their
problem-solving ability as it required that they did all the writing themselves.
With improved writing skills, they would be better prepared for their later

academic (degree) studies.

Because of the close connection between their ESL training and future
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academic pursuits, students enjoyed the test format and content delivered at the
Centre. The materials used for tests were mostly covered in classroom learning
or outside-class assignments so that what appeared in tests served mostly as a
check on what had been learned before. The connection was obvious. It
seemed that they enjoyed very much the instruction and evaluation practice.
And the scores from tests served the purpose for which they were intended, that
is, as a meaningful indication of the students' English ability. As Bachman
(1990) states, "validity  is the extent to which the inference or decisions we
make cn the basis of test scores are meaningful, appropriate, and useful” {p.

25).

4.2 Authenticity

Most of the students were going to study academic degree programs in Canada
{particularly at the university). They had to familiarize themselves with the
language (terms) used in university studies, as well as the social, economical,
cultural setting they were in. They had to learn to read, write, listen to and speak
the language that people used in actual settings. The classroom instruction
aimed at real-life fanguage use certainly facilitated students' awareness and
acquisition of "authentic language.” The close connection between learning and

assessment engage students in learning, consequently in learning and using
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real, authentic English.

Language learning and instruction and language testing are not contradictory,
competing against each other. Rather, they are different parts of an integrated
whole that serve the roles of engaging students in learning and learning well.
What is learned determines what is to be tested, for example, the content of an
test. On the other hand, tests not anly provide information on how well students
are learning (strengths and weaknesses of students' learning) but also how well
the curriculum is delivered (the strengths or weaknesses of teachers’

.
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their learning, they aliso tell teachers the areas on which to focus their
instruction, thus enabling more efficient and effective leaming and instruction.
Shohamy (1984) notes that language learning theories can bring the input
component into language testing, defining appropriate testing content and
language behaviour while measurement/testing theories can bring out the
output component of tests, such as, how language performance and proficiency

can turn into tests of these constructs.

Both teachers and students pointed out that articles in their original were used
for reading class because students had learned English before (based on the
interview with the students, their average English learning time had been about

seven years before coming into this program}(Interview notes, October, 1996).
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Most of them had been either college or university graduates or students in their
home countries/areas. Of course, some modifications were made to the original
articles so that students wouid not feel frustrated when reading them. The
teachers highlighted some key words and expressions that they thought were
new and difficult for students to understand. Vocabulary sheets were prepared
ahead of class with definitions and explanations of the key words and
expressions. Apart form those, the rest were left untouched: they were original;
they talked about North American life, werk, ecanomics, politics, culture, science

and education, et cetera. The students were exposed to the authentic language

frcnment. It was believed that they would gradually pick up and use what

o )
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they had been learning in real settings.

There was over 60% of testing content that was taken directly from teaching
materials (e.g., the materials discussed, questioned and answered in class).
The teaching materials {and consequently the testing materials) were selected
according to the students’ interests and preferences, based on the survey
conducted at the beginning of the training. Conflicts of interest and preferences
might arise because of the diversity of the students' background, in country of
origin, and cultural, economical, religious, social and educational differences. In
order to minimize the possible conflicts, instructors had the final say in deciding
the use of teaching materials, and the testing materials accordingly; in terms of

their readability, depth, et cetera. (interview notes, October, 1996). They were
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also based on the teachers' perception of what was expected for first year
university students in terms of English language, since they themselves had
gone through university education and had taught at different institutions of

learning.

The students felt quite positive about the practice of learning English and being
tested at the Language Centre. They (all the eight interviewees) mentioned that
a great advantage of learning English at the Centre was that what they learned
and consequently on what they had been tested was real English used in actual
settings (Interview notes, October, 1996). Therefore, the knowledge and skills
checked in tests were useful and applicable in real life. The tests really checked
their ability in using learned English language knowledge and skills. They all
said that the tests were more relevant (to their learning) because of close links
between classroom learning and tests. They also felt less pressure when writing

a test.

As Jones (1985) contends, an applied performance test focuses on the
examination of the students’ ability in applying learned knowledge or sKills to
actual or simulated settings. Either the test stimulus or the desired response or

both are intended to lend a high degree of realism to the test situation.

On the other hand, however, five out of the eight interviewees said that they
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were uncertain for particular subjects when they were asked whether the scores
from their tests reflected their English ability. They were afraid that knowing
what was to be tested in advance would possibly allow students to focus on the
targeted materials and therefore, get through the test with relative ease.
Nevertheless, it was not necessary that they could get the same high scores
when writing a test of similar difficulty level, yet the content was not disclosed
ahead of the test. This was so because there was no discussion, neither were
there answers in a non-informed test which required students to spend more
time on reviewing what had been learned but not everyone would spend that
much time on reviewing for one reason or another. One supporting evidence
two students provided was that some students had studied at the training
program for at least two successive semesters; however, their scores were not
any better than those of some new comers, for example, themselves (Interview

notes, October, 1996).

It seemed that a transfer was necessary. The purpose of testing is to check the
students’ acquisition of covered knowledge and skiils. The aim of acquiring the
knowledge and skills is to be able to use them in reality. Indeed, what had been
learned should be consistent with what was to be tested. Yet, it was not judged
as appropriate to mechanically use the classroom learning materials in tests.
Some changes might be necessary or something new might also be introduced

into the test so the "exam/test stimulus or desired response” (Jones, 1985)
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might be reached. After all, things change. We cannot find in a textbook or
teaching materials exactly the same as what we encounter in life. Dewey
(1916/1966) believes that learning is best by doing, something few people
doubt. We may also learn through testing by applying learned knowiedge or
skills to problems that are a little different from what we read in textbooks or

other learning materials.

As Swain (1985) suggests, well-balanced test content consists of a substantial
ratio of new to known information so it is motivating, substantive, integrated, and
interactive. It was probably based on this viewpoint that the students were
required to do projects in which they might encounter many things that were
new to them, including vocabulary, grammar, culture, and other things. In
addition to the (two) projects, about "one-third in the tests is new material that

students did not learn or cover in class” (October, 1996, Interview notes).

The projects and the tests with about one-third new applications certainly would
encourage or force students to learn and to apply what they had learned to real
situations. The projects and tests were therefore motivating to most if they
wanted to perform well in them. As well, the projects, tests were integrated and
substantive in that they were well-balanced, and contained the necessary
knowledge and skills that check not only the their problem-solving ability. The

process of problem-solving was an interactive one in that it required the
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students to figure out what the problems were and how they could be solved by

applying the knowledge and skills they possessed.

4.3 Experiential groundedn

Students' prior and new, real-life experiences and knowiedge come to mind
when experiential groundedness is mentioned. Indeed, it is essential for
teachers to think of students when they design and conduct a test because the
result from a test is valid and authentic only if the knowledge and skills in it are
what the students learned or experienced before or are now experiencing in a
real-life context. Therefore, a test not considering students' prior and current
knowledge or experiences is not a good one. [n fact, the results from such a test
would be invalid therefore misieading, since it is irrelevant to the reality of the
students and something other than language ability might account for the better

or poorer test results.
However, not only students need prior and current experiences and knowledge
and skills to display their ability in tests; teachers, tco, need many experiences

and a range of knowledge and skills in designing a test.

Sometimes, teachers' experiences, knowledge and skills may be more
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important than anything else in carrying out efficient and effective evaluations.

The teachers at the Language Centre had good, broad-based ESL teaching
experiences. One teacher at the Advanced class had taught ESL in different
places (colleges in BC, NWT, for about nine years). She had the experience of
teaching ESL for college and university applicants as well as for new
immigrants. Another used to teach at high school, then went to business, then
back to ESL teaching. She had been teaching, at varying intervals, for ten
years. Another had just come back to Canada for a half year from EFL teaching
of two vears at a college and a university. respectively, in China. (interview

notes, October, 1996)

The (head) teacher interviewed (October, 1996) pointed out that her previous
experiences in teaching new immigrants English, her English language
teaching experiences at schools and colleges in the provinces of Alberta, British
Columbia and NWT, and her perception of what a first year student was
required for studies at Canadian universities in terms of English language all
helped her understand the ESL instruction and evaluation {Interview notes).
Consequently, she was able to design and conduct curriculum and evaluation
with the consideration of all possible factors involved, allowing more efficient
and effective activities in learning and evaluation. An example was that while

designing and delivering curriculum, the teachers insisted on a balance
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between students’ interests, their preferences and the teachers' perception of
requirements for undergraduates in terms of English. Furthermore, their
experiences in teaching, particutarly in ESL, EFL teaching, could certainly be of
great help for the students to adjust and transfer more smoothly to the new
environment and were essential to the design and delivery of the ESL
curriculum. As Clarke (1994) stresses: "The experience of teachers is central to

the process of developing and applying theory" (p. 14).

For the students, their answers were mostly positive when the questions in the
intarview related to experiential groundedness. For example, all eight
interviewees (Interview notes, October, 1996) said that the tests were more
relevant and better in terms of links between the test and their learning and
living experiences than the tests they had written (in their home countries)
before because most knowledge and skills in the tests had been either
experienced or learned by them before taking the tests. They believed that the
results from such tests reflected more closely their real English ability than those
that did not take into consideration students’ experiential backgrounds

(Interview notes, October, 1996).

Experiential groundedness is particularly important for ESL students because
their English knowledge and skills are usually acquired through learning at

schools, colleges or universities, with limited time and space for practice, in



72

spite of the fact that they may live in an English speaking country or area. This
certainly affects their performance in academic studies and tests in which they
are able to derive meanings within their limited specialty. Alderson (1985) notes
that ESL students, when using English texts, are "much narrower than native
speakers, and the skills they have acquired may be rather limited, enabling

them to extract a certain information from a specialized text” (p. 27).

In real life, it is common wisdom that people have to spend a considerable
amount of time if they want to know something that is not in their area of study.
For example, we may not expect native English speaking liberal arts students to
know much about math, or physics, or chemistry. Many a time it is likely these
persons cannot even recognize some terms (in English) in math, or physics, or
chemistry unless they consult a dictionary. It is small wonder then that many
ESL students would fail if they were examined in English for something that
they had not learned or experienced before. In a sense, they are like young
school children who are learning to speak, read, write, and listen. Their test
content should also focus on what they learn, not on something foreign, which

would be totally beyond them experientially.

4.4 Summary

Over one month's interviews of eight students and two teachers focused on
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validity, authenticity and experiential groundedness, as well as on the other
identified factors in this study: NRTs and CRTs and formative and summative

evaluation.

Both teachers and students in the interviews agreed that a close connection
between classroom teaching and learning and tests and projects enhanced the
validity of their ESL evaluations as experienced in tests, projects and

homework assignments.

Authenticity is reached because of the introduction of original English materials
about North American life, work, education and other areas in teaching and
learning and tests based on the students' interests, preferences (from the
survey conducted at the beginning of the program). What was tested was real
English used in actual settings. Consequently, the tests were relevant, reflected
the students' real English ability. Yet, how to balance teaching and learning and

tests, how to determine the ratio of new things in a test, remained a question.

ESL students learning English are like young children learning to speak, read,
write and listen in a school. An effective test is to check what they (ESL students
as well as chiidren) have learned (in class or wherever) before, not something
that they have not experienced in some way. The students believed that

experiential groundedness was achieved because of the consideration of their
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experiential backgrounds before determining the content of tests.

Having interviewed the students and instructors, as reported on in this chapter,
the researcher approached his research questions using an alternative
methodology, a survey questionnaire, addressed to his student sample only. It
was anticipated that this methodological triangulation would serve as a check

on his interview findings, further validating them, as the case might be.



Chapter Five Survey data interpretation

As has been mentioned earlier in this study, 31 surveys (questionnaires) were
distributed to the students on November 13, 1996. The survey were given just
after their last (second) project, and one and a half weeks before their final

exam. The students were relatively available at that time and could, therefore,

afford time to read and fill in the questionnaire survey.

The researcher organized an informal social gathering for the students to show
his appreciation for their participation in and cocperation with the research. The
get-together was held after the survey was distributed fo the students. It also
was organized with a view to ensuring that there would be a higher return ratio
of the survey. Both the researcher and the teachers invited the students

formally to the informal gathering.

Most students were expected to be present at this event where enough food
and beverages were prepared for them. However, only five of them showed up,
besides the teachers. The researcher asked some of them later why they did not
turn up at the party. All those he asked said they felt shy to be at the party

because the researcher was neither a student nor a teacher at the Centre.

75
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Though he talked to most of them and developed a rather casual relationship
with them, they still didn't feel comfortable to come to his social event.
Additionally, an accidental death had unfortunately occurred to one of the

students and this, it is believed, also impeded much student attendance at this

event.

In spite of the episode, however, the return on the survey was considered
adequate for the purposes of this study. By November 20, 1996, 18 of them had

been returned. The return rate was then 58%.

The survey consisted of 30 items ranging from multiple choices to open-ended
questions. Considering the subjects' English level and time pressures, the
researcher tried to make the questions easy to read and answer. The questions
were developed under five categories: validity, authenticity, experiential
groundedness, formative and summative evaluation and CRTs and NRTs, with
an additional, general category for open-ended responses (please see
Appendix C). The intention was 1o include as wide a range of questions as the

limited scope could permit so that answers might result in some revealing data.



5.1 Validity

Generally speaking, there was a close correlation between the students’ efforts
and their scores from tests. However, students did not tend to agree with each
other on many specific questions. This was partly due to their different
backgrounds, their understanding of the evaluation from their specific
perspectives. It is common for people to have different rather than uniform views
on many things. It is especially so when young people of roughly the same age,

yet diversified backgrounds, are asked about their views on specific things.

As has been menticned in the intarview saction of this report, the students vary
greatly in terms of their backgrounds--country of origin, religion, culture,
education, et cetera. In spite of the fact that they either took an entrance exam or
had written a TOEFL to be admitted to the Advanced class, their English level
varied with their previous education and their backgrounds. Moreover, when it
came to the matter of their consensus on the tests, there were diversified views

regarding ESL evaluation.

Table 1 includes the data collected from the returned questionnaire survey
regarding the validity of their ESL evaluation. As might be noticed, The students

had simifar or close views on certain items while different ones on others.
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Table 1. Validity of ESL Evaluation (18 respondents)

Py A B c D
1 0 8 2 2
2 2 6 5 1
3 0 2 4 10 2
4 4 11 1 0
5 0 11 3 0
Note 1: Horizontally, A (strongly agree} <-------—------>E (strongly disagree);

2: Vertically: A=answer; Q=question.

The studants in the Advanced classes couid not agree with the adequacy of
difficulty in tests. Some (eight of them) believed that the difficulty leve! of the
tests was in conformity with classroom instruction while others (eight of them)
thought the tests were more difficult than classroom materials. Considering the
diversity of the students, the controversy was natural and predictable. The
remaining 2 had no comments (Survey item 1, Nov., 1996). This showed that
different education backgrounds might lead to the students' different perception
of the same thing. For those who learned English longer, and probably more
competitive, they would think it not very difficult to perform well in the tests. it
was a different story for those who had not learned English very long. They

might have more difficulty in completing tests.

Most students (eight of them) thought that there was still considerable distance
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between what was being learned and taught in class and checked in tests, and
what was being used in reality. One of the reasons they cited was they did not
think that they had made much progress, especially in speaking, and maybe in
listening as well. A few of them said that they still could not use English to
communicate well with Canadians (Interview NOTES, OCTOBER, 1996).
However, some students (five) disagreed with the eight and thought that what
they were learning was what was actually used in real life situations, though
they sometimes, too, had difficulty in making themselves understood. (Survey

item 2, Nov., 1996)

Nevertheless, about 67% (12} students did not think there was a distance
between classroom instruction and learning and test content (Survey item 3).
Only five thought the distance existed. Furthermore, the majority (83%) of the
students, 15 of them agreed that they got good scores when they worked hard
on test material (Survey item 4). Although it was contrary to the item 2, it
seemed that the tests met their intended purpose--to measure what they were
supposed to measure and the scores from them were meaningful indicators of

the individuals' ability in English and measured that ability (Bachman, 1991).

Despite the close connection between learning and instruction and tests, many
students (11 of them) still thought it necessary for the program to narrow its

focus (in tests) (Survey item 5). This, as some students wrote on the returned
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survey, depended on courses, or on the individual student. Some students who
were relatively lower in level might like to have the focus narrowed further so
that they could concentrate more on fewer materials and get marks good
enough for them to graduate and enter into degree programs, while those who
were relatively higher would not mind if the learning and instruction activities
and tests remained unchanged. Placement procedures might also warrant

further review.

Validity means a harmony in classroom instruction and learning and testing in
tarms of difficulty level. Tests with materials that are beyond what students have
learned in class are not good because they don't reflect students’ real language
ability, though they may have used "real,” "authentic” language. A conformity
between classroom learning and instruction, and tests , plus use of real,

authentic English in both, would add to the validity of a test.

As has been described earlier in this study, the students were from all over the
world-Asia, Europe, North America and South America. Not only did they vary in
country/race backgrounds but also they differed from each other in education
experiences, with some being university graduates and others undergraduates,
college graduates or high schoot graduates. What added more to the students'
diversity was their English learning history--some of them had learned English

for a couple of years; others learned it at college or university; still others
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learned quite a few years of Engiish; and a few of them went to high schools in
Canada and got their Canadian high school diploma where they completed
their studies in English. For university graduates, or undergraduates, there was
the difference in the subjects they learned or were learning at the university or
college, with some who took science or engineering subjects and others
humanities or liberal arts. All these factors, plus their age, culture, and other

differences, could explain their differing views on the tests’ relative difficulty.

It might also be suggested that, given the students' varying competency levels
as a result of their differing backgrounds, not all of them might have been
appropriately placed at the Advanced level classes. There might be an indicator

here for the Language Centre to review relative to its placement procedures.

It is further noted that the training program lasted less than three months from
the first week of September to the last week of November. It was only about two
and a half months into the program when the researcher distributed his survey.
One could not expect students to have achieved a lot within such a short period
of time. It takes longer, many times much longer, for pecople to improve their
English substantially. In fact, there were at least three students in the ESL
(Advanced) classes who had spent two years or more in Canada for their high
school diploma studies before entering the program. Yet, they were there taking

more ESL courses for university admission. The researcher asked two of them
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why they should take ESL. One from Japan said his English grammar and
writing were not competent enough for university study. A student from Hong
Kong said neither his English reading nor his grammar was good enough for

university admissions (Interview notes, Oct. 19986).

Summary

Both the teachers and students indicated that the teaching and evaluation

should be closely integrated. The teachers (interviewed) and the students (from

both their interviews and their returned surveys) agreed that there had indeed

been a close connection between the instruction and test.

Almost the same number of students thought the tests either a little bit too
difficult or relatively easy. Considering the variety of the students in the classes
in terms of their background and their future pursuits and many pecple's
tendency of wanting to have things easier than they are, differing perceptions

regarding the difficulty level of the tests were natural and predictable.

The harmony between iearning and tests, as had been implemented by the
instructors and recognized by the students, meant that the tests were relevant

and that the data from them were valid because they reflected what the students
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had acquired and mastered in English. The tests, therefore, met their goal--to
measure what they were supposed to measure. This finding corroborates the

earlier findings derived from the interview data.

The survey questionnaire similarly focused next on authenticity.

5.2 Authenticit

Authenticity means that what is being learned and tested shouid be what is
actually used in reality. Real-life is one of the approaches in authenticity theory.
Real-life is the opposite of isolation from life, e.g., the kind of learning confined
to very formal, academic, many times bookish materials that are not commonly
used in daily situations. It means doing things the way it would be done in real
life. A real-life approach requires teachers to use English of real, authentic form
in teaching or examinations. For example, one would not give listening
comprehension test on greeting cards, as they are written and read in real life.
One would hesitate, if not refuse, to use English materials that are from non-

English speaking sources.

However, real-life approaches should not be implemented mechanically. A real-

life approach does not mean we have to have students learn and be tested on
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site only. It is indeed effective if students could all learn and be tested on site,
for example, in working, daily-iife settings. By doing so, students are learning
what people are using. Since there is a close connection between learning and
evaluation, what they are tested on is what they have been learning, e.g., what
people are using. It is, therefore, very real and authentic. But the real and the
authentic are relative. Things are real and authentic only for those who are
going to work or live in the same or similar settings after their ESL training. [tis
not so real or authentic, however, for those who are going on with other
academic studies at institutions of learning after ESL training, because the

aotin
et LLER

g will not be that of living or working, but rather academic. Besides. on-site
learning and tests are usually time- and resources-consuming -- you need to

have more time and more personnel to supervise them.

Authentic or not, a learning or evaluation activity, therefore, does not just
depend on whether a learning or evaluation activity is conducted on site, in a
real-life setting, not just on whether the materials for learning or evaluation are
from original English (speaking) resources. What counts equally, or more, are
the adequacy and appropriateness of them for the audiences, regarding their

background, English level, and future pursuits.

Table 2 was the data concerned with authenticity. it was collected from

questionnaire survey.
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Table 2: Authenticity of ESL Evaluation (18 respondents)

a A 8 c D E
6 0 2 4 8 4
7 2 4 6 6 0
8 0 8 3 7 0
9 1 0 4 11 2
10 0 4 5 9 0
Note 1: Horizontally, A (strongly agree} <--------->E (strongly disagree);

2: Vettically, A=answer; Q=question.

From item 6 we could see that most (12) students were against the idea that the
tests had a too narrow focus on daily-life English language because there had
been little focus on that (Nov., 1996). Only two of them thought so. It might be
because of their advanced English level that they thought the occasional

appearance of daily English language in tests was not necessary.

At the same time, there was the same number of students (6) who either thought
there was a difference between classroom learning and actual tests in terms of
content difficulty (Survey item 7, November, 1996). it was natural that the
students felt a gap between learning and application. It was especially so in

communication, such as listening and speaking since they could not
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communicate with native speakers freely in English. They had been working
hard with the hope to make great progress as a result of their having taken the
program. The majority of them came to Canada from their home countries
directly, many of them from places as far away as Asia. It was not so easy even
for Canadians to go this far just for language training. They certainly had great
expectations and dreams for being able to learn English in an English speaking
country. Many of them expressed that their major goa!l was to improve their
listening and speaking abilities. They might hope to be able to speak as fluently
as native speakers since they had the advantage of learning it in an authentic

anvironment.

However, the reality was that they didn't feel so easy to talk with Canadians in
English, though they had been reading, writing, listening to and speaking in

English in (and perhaps outside) class most of, if not all, the time.

There was indeed some distance between classroom learning and the real-life
situation. In spite of the fact that original materials from North American sources
were used in the classroom, they were not as active and alive as they (the
words, expressions, dialogues) were in real situations, although the former was

usually based on the latter. Here we saw the need for adaptation and fiexibility.

Teachers need to modify teaching materials to adapt to the students’ actual
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ability. Learners, tco, have to adjust and adapt to the real-life situation for which
it is very difficuit to find exact examples, solutions from books, or classroom

learning materials.

[n fact, the different views among the students on the gap between learning and
tests showed from another perspective that the students' diversified
backgrounds decided greatly their perception of the program. More than two-
thirds of the test content was previously discussed and covered. The remaining
one third was also from materials such as take-home assignments, exercises, et
cetera Yet for those who were less competitive, the one-third still appeared too

much for them.

Bachman {1990) notes that there is always some distance between what is
used in actual life settings and what is tested in the classroom. Accordingly, we

should

1) accept 'real life' as a criterion or authenticity and modify our testing
methods so that they do not impinge on the language use observed, or
2} recognize that a tanguage test is different from real-life language,

and attempt to define what constitutes "authentic' test language. (p. 314)

Authenticity does not limit itself to the introduction of real-life language into tests.



88

The authenticity in a test also lies in the students’ familiarity with the topics. But
with the students so diversified in their background and their future pursuits, this
familiarity could only be introduced in a general way. That is, tests could use the
materials that are interesting and readable to most people of similar English
level. An article of too narrow a focus might limit its readers to a certain group,

which was neither the intention of the teachers nor of the students.

Interestingly and strangely enough, many students (eight out of the 18 returned

surveys) (Survey item 8, November, 1996) claimed that there were topics in

e

ests that they knew little about, and 13 of them thought interests had nothing to
do with their test scores {Survey item 9}, although most students believed there
was a close connection between classroom teaching and tests (as teachers
from the interview and students from both the interview and survey
acknowledged that most test materials had been discussed in class, or

previewed ahead of each test).

Nevertheless, it was not strange at all once we knew that the topics in
classroom learning (and consequently in tests) covered a wide range of topics,
from entertainment, to new drugs and new medical experiments, to new
technology, et cetera. Though discussed in class, the wide range of fields

(of the materials) could in most cases give students some impression because

of the iimited time possibly spent on them and the special knowledge
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necessary for further and deeper understanding. There was not, nor could there
be any in-depth understanding because of the wide range of topics and limited
length of time devoted to each topic (of course, it might not be necessary for
students to know the content exactly as long as they could understand what was
being talked about in principle). An important factor was that the topics might
have litile connection with what they were going to study in academic
programs. Despite the fact that they did learn some knowledge and skills from
doing such extensive exercises, they thought they learned little or they had little

connection with their tests.

The students thought interest of little importance because they were going to
study in different subjects. Their interests were therefore diversified. What they
cared about most was that the materials used for both learning and tests be
selected from original English sources and based on their preferences (from the
survey conducted at the beginning of the training). Most importantly, their
understanding of the English materials was solid, the skills they used in
exercises, projects, tests were appropriate. This not only helped them pass the
tests so they could go on with their degree studies at the university, but also

prepare them for the academic studies at the university.

It was based on this consideration that the teachers conducted a survey at the

beginning of the training program, asking students to list their interests and their
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preferences in selecting materials for classroom learning. Indeed, most
teaching materials were selected this way (of course, the teachers had the final
say in deciding whether to use a certain material or not based on their
perception of the students’ English level and its adequacy in terms of difficulty,

sensitivity, and other factors).

The ESL students (nine of them) at the Advanced level classes disagreed with
the statement in the survey "More exams should be conducted on site, e.g., at
library, computer lab, registrar's, bookstore, shopping mall or post office, et

cetera” (Survey item 10, Nov., 1996). Only four out of 18 supported the idea.

Living in an English-speaking country, the priority for a non-English speaking
person is to survive--to know how to do shopping, mailing, greeting people, et
cetera. They were indeed necessary for the beginners, or those whose English
could not allow them to survive in daily needs. It was indeed a real-life

approach to either teach or evaluate students in real life shopping, and so on.

However, it was inadequate and inappropriate for students at the Advanced
level classes. Consequently, 50 percent of them were against it because they,
having learned English for an average time of seven years when they were
admitted to the training program and having lived in English speaking

environments for some time when the survey was conducted, had already
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proven their ability with deeds, or performance-based assessment activities.
For them, these were a too simple, unnecessary repetition. it was simply

redundant and a waste of time for them, too.

And the teachers knew that, so they planned and delivered their curriculum
based on students' needs and the length of the program. Since the majority of
the students were to further their studies in academic (degree) programs at the
university, classroom teaching and learning, as well as tests, were relatively
more adequate (and probably more efficient and effective) for the purpose
because they were similar to what the students were to be exposed to in

academic study programs.

The students also agreed with this. Based on the same item (10), only four out
of the 18 thought that more tests should be conducted on site--library, computer
lab, registrar's office, bookstore, shopping mall, post office, et cetera, while the
remaining nine of them said no. Most of the students who had been living and
learning in Canada for about two and half months at least, had all experienced
those things and could carry out the majority of them independently. It simply

made no sense for them to do the tests on their proven abilities.
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Summary

Authenticity consists of real-life approaches, topic familiarity and personal

interests.

Efficient and effective evaluation requires that the tests introduced into class are
materials that people are actually using in real life and work situations, yet not
necessarily on site. Adequacy and appropriateness also count, and that, it

seems on the basis of this study, many times more.

A close connection between classroom learning and tests promotes the
conformity between the two activities. The students, because of their diversity in
background and the lack of direct link between on-going learning and test and
future pursuits, disagreed with each other with respect to the conformity of
learning and test. However, they actually agreed with each other on conformity
between their learning and test and further academic studies when they thought
that there was a close connection between learning and the test because most
of the skills and knowledge were of great use in their later studies. Again,
particular interests were not a concern to them because of their diversified
future plans, and because of the fact that most of the materials had been or

were 1o be covered in class before tests.
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Essentially, the results on authenticity in ESL evaluation derived from the

survey questionnaire corroborates once again the findings from the interviews.

The survey dealt next with the issue of experiential groundedness.

5.3 Experiential groundedness

The survey data indicate that students' familiarity with the format and methods
used in tests would help them perform better in such tests. Their prior
knowledge about the topics used in tests could also lead to their improved
performance. The data in Table 3 provide us with some interesting ideas about
students’ perception of their ESL evaluation from the perspective of experiential

groundedness.

Table 3 : Experiential Groundedness in ESL Evaluation (18 respondents)

Q A ) c p | E
11 5 8 2 2 1
12 1 9 2 5 1
13 1 3 6 8 0
14 4 12 1 1 0
15 ) 12 2 2 0
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Note 1: Horizontally, A (strongly agree) <--——--->E (strongly disagree);

2: Vertically, A=answer Q=question

The majority of the students (13) indicated that there were differences in terms
of test format between the Language Centre in Canada and that of their home
countries (Survey item 11, November, 1996). Multiple-choice test questions

were the main forms used in the test papers at the Language Centre.

Tracing back to the record (Interview and conversation notes, October, 1996},
the researcher found many students said in interviews and outside class
conversations that multiple-choice test questions had also been used in the test
papers in their home countries. The difference was that usually English was
examined as a course consisting of reading comprehension, grammar, writing
with listening and speaking being gradually introduced there, instead of the
individual course and testing for reading, writing, communication, grammar here
at the Language Centre in Canada. Another difference was that in their home
countries there had been lots of translation from their mother tongues into
English and vice versa, while here at the LLanguage Centre there had been

none.

Nevertheless, those differences were sﬁperﬁcial, that is, they could not affect

the students' performance substantially as the core of English learning and
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evaluation--grammar, vocabulary, reading comprehension, writing, listening
were carried out in their home countries. The requirements for knowledge and
skills remained close. That explained why students experienced little shock

when they commenced their training in Canada with the new activities.

There had been writing of essays for the writing course and test, classroom
presentations on chosen topics for communication course and test at the
Language Centre. They were not familiar to most students when they entered

the ESL training program at the Centre.

Though many of them had not experienced the kind of tests before, eight
students said that they knew something about the test topics and subjects in
their mother tongue (Survey item 13, November, 1996), and ten of them
claimed that they enjoyed the format of tests at the Language Centre and had
benefited a lot from them (item 12). One advantage, according to them, was that
the test formats prepared them for the future studies -- the presentation and
essay writing, for example, that were both common practice in academic
studies. As well, and perhaps more importantly was that the requirement for
grammar, vocabulary, writing skills, comprehension skills remained unchanged

at the Centre. Because of this, they did not feel very much difference.

Human beings' history is a history of exploring and uncovering unknowns, from
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land into oceans, into sky and space. It has been human beings' nature that we
want to have control of our fate. We want to know our surroundings and we want
to know what is going to happen to us. We don't like the unknown. The

unknown means uncertainty, which consequently makes us fee! insecure. We
want to know and deal with what is going to happen to us. We want tc have firm
control of curselves and our surroundings. The same was true for the students

in dealing with tests. They didn't want the tests unknown to them or they could
fail. They wanted not only to know what would be in the tests, but know that in
as detailed a way as possible. Thus they could prepare and pass them
{possibly with flving colours!), The situation was exactly what surfaced in the
returned survey: they (16 students) were overwhelmingly for the idea that they
could have done much better if they had known the test content better (item 14,

November, 1996).

It appeared that most students talked more easily when they were out of class.
Many of those the researcher taftked with either in interviews, or casual
conversations, appeared to be better, some of them much better, more talkative
than they were in class presentations or tests. Moreover, they knew it. The
reason they cited was that it was less pressured--one was not to be judged by
one's peers and teachers;one was not to be scored. This certainly had

something to do with exam anxiety.
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Exam anxiety has been one of the important factors that prevents students from
performing their best or to their potential in tests. Anxiety reduction before a test
has been receiving much attention from professional circles. With anxiety
reduced, students could perform better, and the scores from the test would be
more informative to reflect the strengths and weaknesses of both the students’
mastery of targeted knowledge and skills and teachers' design and delivery of

curricufum.

One way of reducing exam anxiety is to have students do more exercises that
have similar requirements to those of in formal tests. More pilot tests could also

be conducted so the students become gradually familiar with them.

The familiarity with the format of, the knowledge about content of, and the time
for preparing for an upcoming test enabled students to feel safer and less
waorried since they made the test less unknown and less uncertain. This was
recognized by both teachers and students and practised in the Centre’s
program. They all showed a quite positive attitude toward the view and practice
in the interviews and returned survey. fourteen students were in favour of the
idea (and the Centre's practice) that some introduction about the coming test

was made ahead of the test implementation (Survey item 15, November, 1996).

On the other hand, this familiarization is reiative. You don't want to, nor can you
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let students know exactly everything that is to be tested. We try to familiarize
students with the format, the topics of tests in the same way we train people to
use tools for production. It is students' responsibility to apply what they have

learned to solve preblems in tests, as well as in their life or work.

It is true that the more you know something, the better you may do it. Yet there
should be a balance. Over two thirds of each test content had been or was to be
discussed in class learning, and some others would be from the students’
assignments outside class. You could not expect more than that. The
researcher was wondering whether it was wise to let the students know exactly
everything that was to be checked in tests. The teachers’ practice concurred
with the researcher's appraisal of this situation. Therefore, students’
requirement for more information about test content was reasonable,

nevertheless unjustifiable.

One thing many students pointed out repeatedly was that they still could not
speak fluently, write good essays after about two and a half months' training;
they still had difficulty in making themselves understood either orally or in
writing, or both. As well, many a time they would find themselves unable to use
proper words and expressions to communicate effectively with others. Because
of that, ten of them claimed in the returned survey that the skills and knowledge

checked in the tests had been little help for their future academic studies, while
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only six thought otherwise.

it was reasonable that they wanted to achieve a lot from their training at the
Language Centre. However, the length of the program, their entrance level, the
length of time necessary for English fluency (in writing, speaking, or other
areas) and other factors all determined that it was unlikely that great, dramatic
achievement could be made within such a short training period, and that their

expectations were not very realistic.

The students made visible progress; some of them were rather impressive. Yet,
not everyone feit so because it was built up on a cumulative, gradual basis.
There was always a comparison between themselves with people around them,
especially with native speakers and writers, which made them feel inferior and

far behind, and sometimes frustrated.

if those students had known that even native speakers and writers had to learn
and improve themselves constantly (even as university students), they might
feel better for what they had achieved in a relatively short period of time. As
well, they might not have said that there was no relation between their learning
and later academic studies in terms of English language knowledge and skKills,
because those presentations and essay writings they had been practising in

classes are common practices in university studies. Therefore, the practices at
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the Language Centre better prepared them for their further academic studies.

Summary

Experiential groundedness means that we have to pay attention to students’
prior and current knowledge and experiences and the knowledge, skills and
topics which appear in tests. The form of questions and answers could all affect
their performance in tests. Want of knowing and uncertainty may result in
ingaaurity, which in turn leads to anxiety. Reduction of exam anxiety enables
students to perform better and closer to their potential. The scores from the tests,
therefore, reflect more closely the students’ real English ability, which is the
purpose of tests. The results from such tests are naturally authentic. The
teachers tried to familiarize the students with test format and content as much as
they could while the students thought they benefited a lot from the teachers'
such efforts. As a result, their anxiety was reduced and the evaluation results

were closer to their real English abilities.

A balance, however, is necessary when we try to relieve students from feeling
uncertain and insecure in the tests. The relief should not be overdone. An
informative test is one that neither puts too much pressure on students nor

allows them to feel too easy or comfortable.
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Students' expectations regarding what they might achieve overail in terms of
their language abilities in so short a course of study also appear to have been

very ambitious or overly optimistic for most.

In the next section, the survey instrument dealt with other evaluative factors

considered important in this study.

54 her factors (formativ mmative, NRT. n RT.

A test aims either at checking students' mastery of targeted knowledge and
skills for decisions to be made on placement, admissions, et cetera, or at finding
out their strengths and weaknesses from a unit of study for further modification

of curriculum design and delivery.

Sometimes the researcher heard some students complain that they did not
perform well in a certain test. Still, the resuit from it would be used for some
important decision making. They felt this was not fair. Indeed, it was not very
informative if one student happened to be sick either physically or emotionally
during an test. There were simply too many odds that would result in the

inaccuracy of a test result.
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To reflect more accurately the students’ targeted knowledge and skills ability,
both teachers and students recognized the necessity for cumulative records of
the students from tests, assignments, and leamning activities. This way, even if
one, or some students could not perform well in one, or a couple of tests,
assignments, activities, the final resuits for their study would not be affected too
much as long as they performed normally in the rest of tests, assignments,
activities. Of course, one’s performance may be atypical at some occasions.
However, it can't be so all the time. If cumulative records were the basis of the
final score, one's final result would be derived from the accumulated records of
that overall performance. Table 4 is based on the data collected on other factors

that may affect efficient and effective evaluation.

Table 4 : Other Factors in ESL Evaluation (18 respondents)

[
16

17
18
19
20

o (o |

14
13
11
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Note 1: Horizontally, A (strongly agree) <-------- >E (strongly disagree);

2: Vertically, A=answer Q=question
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The students were uniformly in favour of the cumulative records as their final
scores for studies (Survey item 19, November, 1996). The teachers and
students (in the interviews) believed that only through the students'
performance in tests, projects, exercises, assignments and classroom activities
could their real English ability be closely reflected. All 18 students agreed their
final scores should be drawn from the series of tests, assignments, projects,

conducted from the beginning to the completion of the program.

To them, the merits of ongoing tests and projects were quite obvious: it was
diagnostic in that the scores from each test and project could provide valuable
feedback for teachers who could accordingly make adjustments and
modifications in their consequent curriculum delivery; for students, their
strengths and weaknesses would be displayed and they could adjust their study

and narrow their focus on key area(s) that needed improving.

The cumulative, ongoing evaluation could, as has been contended by
Jacobson (1982), examine the match between program and learner activities
and provide feedback for both teachers and students in terms of their
curriculum delivery, their performance in learning and evaluation. It is indeed
more accurate and closer to the students' real ability since it illustrates the
points of performance at the different phases of the learning spectrum, which

could avoid the bias from the atypical performance of students in just one or two
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tests. Logically, 15 students rejected overwhelmingly the idea that their final
score from ESL should be the one they got from their final exam only (item 16).
Only one student was in favour of one snapshot exam. However, there were five
of them in favour one-two tests over five-six tests during their training while
seven students were against this (item 20). The students might have
misunderstood this item as it was almost the same question as item 16, only
with the extra statement "This helped me to focus on learning”. Otherwise it was

difficult to explain their response to item 186.

most of the students got 90 or above in the same test? Similarly, he/she would
feel depressed from his/her result in a test being 55. By comparison, it was too
low. However, what would he/she feel if his/her peers all got scores below 60 in
the same test? A comparison with others in the same condition might help one

to see more objectively his/her standings in a test.

A NRT is helpful in telling people more objectively their English abilities. Citing
the merits of NRTs, Brown and Yule (1983) note that each student’s score on
NRTs js interpreted relative to the scores of all other students in the same test so
that each of them is spread along a continuum of scores and their location

aiong the continuum immediately tells their abilities relative to the norms in

ESL.
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The students saw the merits of NRTs. The researcher (November, 1996)
suggested "after each unit test, the instructor should let all students know their
standings in class based on the exam or test" in order to have a more objective
view of their standings with relation to others (survey item 18). The majority of
them (13) thought it a good idea that they be informed of their evaluation
standings in relation to each other. Only one student disagreed. Generally, it
was felt that a student would not feel discouraged even if his/her score from a
test was not very high if he/she knew maost of his/her peers were not any better

in the same test.

But one weakness of NRTs is that it gives people relative, instead of absolute
information of performance of the students on specific tasks. One may be the
best in class, yet he/she may not achieve what he/she is supposed to because
of factors other than himself/herself or histher performance. For example,
students were asked to write ten sentences with past, present, present
continuous, present perfect, future and future perfect tenses. One might be able
to write sentences with only two tenses, yet he/she might pass the test because

many of his/her peers did worse than him/her.

Suppose stakeholders need to know how well the students can perform on
specific tasks so that they will be in a better position to determine the students’

mastery of English. To accomplish this task, we have CRTs. Instead of relating
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one student's score to his/her peers, CRTs "relate the scores directly to the
performance of specific tasks, usually at a given number of levels of mastery”
(Carroll & Hall, 1985, p. 5). A group of students might be able to write ten
sentences with all the required tenses in a test except one who could

only write nine sentences with required tenses. He/she was at the bottom of the
group according to NRTs. However, he/she passed or should pass the test
because his/her knowledge and skifls of grammar and writing in English had no
relation to how his/her peers performed but to the objective only. Shohamy
(1985) notes that in CRTs "success is measured according to defined

objectives” (p. 23).

Brown and Yule (1983) suggest that unit tests, projects and assignments (in
CRTs) serve to measure "well-defined" and "fairly specific" instructional
objectives: the resuits from each test, project and assignment are informative to
the teachers who would accordingly adjust and modify their teaching and tests,
allocating appropriate time and materials to the key areas in order to enable
students to develop the knowledge and skills on specific objective, or a set of
objectives. The data from the research proved the theory. Sixteen students
supported the idea of unit test or assignment and thought it helpful for adjusting

their focus (Survey item 17, November, 19986).
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Summary

The merits of formative, on-going tests were obvious: they were diagnostic and
informative. The final scores of the students accumulated from each test, project
or assignment enables more accurate inference regarding the students' English
language ability, even if they might have performed abnormally once, or twice

previously.

"~ The results fram cumulative tests oresent a spectrum of students’ study which is

less biased and closer to their real capability in English.

On the basis of the results of our survey, it was noted that the series of tests,
projects, assignments and other activities in NRTs provide the knowledge about
individual students’ standings on each of the activities in relation 10 others in
class, give students’' an objective view of their own studies and confidence and
incentive to carry on and to catch up. The different ability of the students, their
personal growth in study are shown through the cumulative record of the

activities.

At the same time they (NRTs) are able to present teachers information on the

adequacy and appropriateness of their learning and test, enabling them to
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either stick to, or modify their curriculum.

On the other hand, CRTs are able to present a spectrum of students’ study
which is less biased, more informative than a single test by measuring students

according to specific objectives.

The final area of the survey questionnaire, to which this study turns next,
provided some opportunity for the students to respond to open-ended questions

about ESL evaluation.

5.5 General questions

The researcher put forward some statements on things that the students might
concern about in ESL evaluation. They included such things as involvement of
students in test material selection, the combination of ESL training and
academic studies, and additional help after class, et cetera. The data in Table 5

gives us an idea about the students’ views on those things.
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Table 5 : General Questions Regarding ESL Evaluation (18 respondents)

&% A B C D E
21 i0 3 S 0 0
22 5 ) 8 o o
23 11 2 5 0 0
24 11 0 7 0 )
25 12 2 4 0 o

Note 1: Horizontally, A=yes; B=no; C=I don't know;

2: Verically, A=answer; Q=question

Many neople like to know the process of our personal growth. We like to know
how much we have achieved after a certain period of time. We especially like to
compare our current status with that of the past. The comparison gives us a

clear picture of our progress and may add to our confidence and incentive.

The same was true for the students at the Centre. They liked to know their
personal growth, too. They liked to know how much they had achieved in
English through their ESL training program. Ten students believed that a test at
the beginning of their learning was good because the resuits could be
compared with those of from the last test (Survey item 21, November, 1996).

Only three did not want the pretest.

Because of the diversity of the students, they always had some difierent views

on many things. For example, five students thought the test material selection
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should involve them while the same number of students did not want the

selection to involve them (item 22).

The students at the training program had some striking characteristics. One was
that most of them wanted to study at the university's undergraduate program
upon their successful ESL training at the Centre. As they had little idea of how
academic study was carried out at Canadian universities, they were certainly
eager to learn it, and that as early as possible. Consequently, 11 of them were
in favour of the suggestion that one or two academic (undergraduate) courses
should be conducted simultaneously with their ESL training (Survey item 23,
Nov., 1996), and 12 of them agreed that some relation should be there in the
test content between ESL training and their future academic pursuits (item 25).

In each case, only two students disagreed.

It is a common practice that we, as learners, would nct mind to receive extra
help or consultancy in the area we are learning. In fact, many times we would
like to receive as much help as we possibly can. Additional help does no harm
to our learning. On the contrary, it sometimes is valuable and may facilitate our

learning greatly.

The students at the Centre had the same point of view. Many of them (11) would

like to receive some outside class help tc reinforce their classroom learning
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(item 24). According to some students, they especially enjoyed some native

speakers as their listening and speaking companions.



Chapter Six Conclusion

In the concluding section of this study, the researcher will report on the key
conclusions of the study, some recommendations for future, related research

and the limitations of this study.

6.1 Conclusions drawn from the study

In the hypotheses formulated earlier in this research, it was put forward that
integration of the content of tests with students’ future academic pursuits will be
discernible in the Language Centre's practice and in interviewees' testimonial
about that practice and; a combination of formative evaluation with summative
evaluation and of CRTs and NRTs, which helps teachers and students to
gain a more objective picture of the students' overall proficiency, will be
discernible in the Language Centre's practice and in the interviewees'

testimonial about that practice. (See pp. 42-43)

Indeed, it was. Eighty-nine percent (16) of the students had positive views of the
Centre's ESL program when they were asked what genera! impression they

had had of that program. The words they used to describe their impression

112
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included "good”, "very good", "helpful," "useful," "very helpful,” "so helpful”.
There was no negative comment at all. The only two students who did not use
positive words had no comment at all. (Survey item 26, November, 1996) Most
of them (13) thought the program helped them better prepare for the planned

undergraduate studies (ltem 27).

It was extraordinary to have such a high approval rating of the program with
respect to the variety of the students' backgrounds and their diversified further
pursuits. The consensus only proves that the strategy and tactics the teachers
adopted at the Language Centre were correct and working, and convinced the
students in spite of their differences in country of origin, education experience,
culture and Engiish level. This subjective, holistic response is all the more
impressive vis-a-vis the program , as many of the students also made it clear in
their survey responses that they had had higher expectations regarding their
language competence than they had been able to reach as a result of the
program. They did not appear to hoid this against the program or teachers. One

can only conclude that they recoganized their own expectations were too high.

The Centre's experience showed that integration did not link rigidly the
students' specific subjects of future studies with on-going ESL training. Rather,
the teachers focused on the knowledge and skills that had and have been

widely used in university studies. This was flexible use of the concept of
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connection between ESL training and students' future academic pursuits.

Based on the students' backgrounds and their future pursuits, it was impossible
for the teachers' to connect ESL training with each students' specific future
academic pursuit since they were so diversified. As well, it was unnecessary to
do so since the students' main purpose for the time being was their English
language ability improvement. It was additionally unrealistic to do so, as the
teachers were trained for ESL teaching, not management, computers, liberai

arts and the teaching of other subjects.

The teachers' focus on the teaching, especially their focus on validity,
authenticity, experiential groundedness in the evaluation, proved successful
and had been recognized by the students (Interview notes, October, '96). The
feedback showed that the teachers' curriculum delivery was very appropriate

and effective.

6.2 Some recommendations for_ future, related research

In spite of this generally positive impression of the program, however, students
were not so positive when it came to the specific items about validity,

authenticity, experiential groundedness, and other factors of an effective
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evaluation. Students, consciously or unconsciously, would look at the items and
answer them from their specific perspectives, with the intent of tailoring the
learning and evaluation activities most suitable and adequate for them, or for
the students of similar background and English fevel. Through the observations,
casual conversations, interviews and survey, it was noticed that there were a
couple of things on which the majority of the students (regardless of their
differences) held the same or similar point(s} of view that needed to receive
more attention from teachers and curriculum developers. For example, except
for one (item 19), all the items in the survey showed that the students' had
different views regarding validitv, authenticity, experiential groundedness, and
other factors in ESL evaluation. In fact, sometimes the students were matching
in numbers in holding opposite points of view regarding specific items (items 1,
7, 8, 22). Those split views dealt respectively with validity (item 1), authenticity

(items 7, 8), and student involvement in test material selection (item 22).

Some students expressed as their first priority for English training in Canada to
improve their listening and speaking ability. The advantage they cited to
learning English in Canada was that they were exposed to an English
environment all the time in all places. Accordingly, they held great expectations

from their Engtish training in Canada.

They expressed their desire for more hours for communication ctass, which
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allowed them more opportunities to practise the two (interviews and casual
conversation notes, fall 1996). Therefore, it might be helpful to allocate more
hours for communication class. Of course this had something to do with specific

students’ English levels, or their future endeavours.

Another thing was the balance within tests with regard to validity, authenticity
and experiential groundedness. There was indeed a close connection between
what was learned and what was tested. It was important to reduce the students’
exam anxiety. A well-ballanced test, however, would have both this close
connection, would reduce anxiety, and would have some challenge for students
to apply the principle to actual problem solving as well. Too much pressure in a
test was not good for reflecting the students’ real English ability. No challenge
was not good either for checking the students’ English ability. Some students
mentioned, as a matter of fact, that they liked essay writing and classroom
presentations because they integrated closely classroom learning and actual
application. They had to put something of their own into the activity, not just
memorization. Moreover, such activities were useful in their later undergraduate

or related studies.

It might be suggested also that a future research in this area investigate the
subsequent academic and linguistic success of graduates of this program, who

have gone on to study other subject matter as undergraduates.
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6.3 Limitations of the study

There is always something to learn about the students. As Reid's (1987) survey
of ESL students’ learning style preferences has shown, ESL students from
different language/educational/cultural backgrounds sometimes differ

significantly in various ways from each other as well as from native speakers.

it is difficult to know a person well within three months. it was more difficult to
know a person by talking, or watching him/her once a week in two and half
months. The uniqueness each person brought to the ESL Advanced classes
required more time for the researcher to earn, to appreciate and to have an in-

depth understanding of that person.

Due to the length of time and scope of this study, the conclusicns and thoughts
that have been drawn may be limited to the same or similar context(s) and
situation(s). The limited number of students interviewed, the time allocated for
interviews, the questions used for the interviews, the researcher's specific
background, may all have had some impact on his analysis, interpretation, and
conclusions and thoughts drawn from the study. More time and more frequent
attendance at class, longer interview times, closer relations with interviewees
(both instructors and students) might lead to better understanding of students,

more in-depth thoughts, more in-depth interpretation and conclusions.
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6.4 ncludin tatemen

As with all research, this study has enabled the researcher to find tentative
responses to the questions raised and hypotheses tested. It has also opened up

new avenues for further discovery and reflection relative to ESL evaluation.
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Appendix A

Interview protocol (with instructors)

1. What are the sources most often used for (classroom) instruction?

What is the norm/standard for selection of instruction materials?

2. Do you make any modifications for the materials used in class if
they are adapted from books, journals, magazines, newspapers?

Why (not)?

3. What do you think the students’ (English) level?

4. How did you divide the classes into two (e.g., Class A, Class B,

or intermediate, advanced)?

5. How long have you taught ESL?
Do you see any affect of you teaching experiences on your
current practice of teaching/evaluation?

How?
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6. I have noticed that there are two (students) missing today.
Is it because they pay more attention to exam/test, or because of

whetever other reason?

7. What do you think the students' involvement in classroom

leaming/teaching activities?

8. How do you musually design/develop your exam/test?

9. Do you have any idea about students’ future plan (after their ESL
learning)?
If yes, what specific plans and your response (in

organising learning and consequently evaluation)?

10. Is there any connection between their {students') future plan
(subject area) and the present ESL learning/teaching at the two

advanced level classes?
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I11. Some people (in ESL circle) argue that the closer link between
instruction/learning and exam/test, the more accurate/reliable

the data out of exam/test.

What do you think?

12. What do you think of the connection between your course and
other courses in the program (e.g., is there any discussion
between you and your peers who teach other subjects of the
same classes in terms of curriculum and evaluation

development and/or delivery? If yes, how? If not, why not?)?

13. How do you see the relation between facts search and problem
solving in terms of instruction and exam/test)?

What is you solution to/recommendation for it (the relation)?

14. You mentioned that most articles were discussed and sought
after based on the survey conducted at the beginning of
semester.

How do you see a teacher's role in ESL training and/or

evaluation?
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15. How do you balance your curriculum (e.g., how do you design
and deliver your curriculum without favouring certain students

and discouraging/discriminating others?)?

16. What does a project usually consist of?
What is the percentage of each project in the final score?
Why have you included

projects as part of evaluation?

17. How many exams/tests altogether are there?
What is the percentage of each exam/test in the students'/

examinees' final score?

18. What do you think the variety of the students' background in
country origin, education and/or other fields?
Did/does the variety have any affect on the students’/
examinees' performance in leaming/ examinations?

How do you cope with the variety and possible consequence?
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Appendix B

Interview Protocol (with students)

Which country are you from?

What was your education before you came to Canada (senior high

school, college, university, or other)?

How long had you learned English before coming to (Canada?

What is the difference in English instruction between your

country and here in Canada?

What are the advantage(s) and/or disadvantage(s) of learning

English here?

How was English evaluation conducted in your home country?

What is the difference in English evaluation between your

country and Canada?
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Which (English) evaluation is better?

Why?
What are you going to study after ESL study?

Are there any conflicts between the ESL exam and your future

study?

How?

When do you think of the questions in ESL exams?
Are the exam forms familiar to you? (specify)
What do you think of the instruction in class?

Are there any connections between classroom instruction and

exams?

Do you think there should be connection(s) or not?

Why?
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Do you think the exams reflect your real English ability or not?

What would you do if you were to design and carry out an ESL

exam?

What suggestions do you have to make?
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Appendix C

Questionnaire Survey

The following are some questions. After each question, there are 5
answers ranging from A to E. Please use your pen or pencil to mark
the answer that you think best reflects your thinking. Please be
advised that your answers will be used for the purpose of the
researcher's study only. Your academic status will in no way be
affected by your participation in this activity. The information you
provide is confidential and will be destroyed immediately after the

study is completed.

1. I found that the contents of ESL exams/tests were easy to
understand. I could answer questions without much difficulty.
A. strongly agree B. agree C. no comment
D. disagree E. strongly disagree

2. I still am poor in real-life English performance (reading, writing,
listening, or speaking), though I got good scores in ESL exams/
tests.
A, strongly agree B. agree C. no comment

D. disagree E. strongly disagree
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3. The exams/tests (results) showed that I was always studying the

wrong thing, though I focused on the text.

A, strongly agree B. agree C. no comment

D. disagree E. strongly disagree

4. The exams/tests were good. My scores were good when I worked

hard. They were not good when I didn't work hard.

A. strongly agree B. agree C. no comment

D. disagree E. strongly disagree

5. The exam/test content should be prepared with more focus (e.g.,

have clear goal, target).

A. strongly agree B. agree C. no comment

D. disagree E. strongly disagree

6. The exams (communication, grammar, reading, writing, etc.)

focused too much on daily life (English) language such as

shopping, greeting, etc. that I already knew before my ESL study

here.

A. strongly agree B. agree C. no comment

D. disagree E. strongly disagree
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11.
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The sentences and/or paragraphs for the exams/tests were
longer and more complicated/difficult than I usually met in
classroom learning.

A. strongly agree B. agree C. no comment
C. disagree E. strongly disagree

There were topics in the exams that I knew little about.

A. strongly agree B. agree C. no comment
D. disagree E. strongly disagree

I did not do my exams well because they were not interesting to

me.
A, strongly agree B. agree C. no comment
D. disagree E. strongly disagree

More exams should be conducted on site--library, computer lab,
registrar's, book store, shopping mall, post office, et cetera.

A. strongly agree B. agree C. no comment
D. disagree E. strongly disagree

The forms/format of exams here were different from those in my
home country.

A. strongly agree B. agree C. no comment

D. disagree E. strongly disagree
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12. The exams/ftests had little knowledge/skills that I will be able to

use in my future academic study.
C. no comment

A, strongly agree B. agree
D. disagree E. strongly disagree
13. I did not even know some of the exam/test topics/subjects in
my mother tongue.
A. strongly agree B. agree C. no comment
D. disagree E. strongly disagree

14. I could have done much better if the test/fexam content were

familiar to me.

A. strongly agree B. agree C. no comment

D. disagree E. strongly disagree

15. Before each examy/test, there should be some introduction about

the exam/test, or some group discussion about it and preparation

for it.
A. strongly agree B. agree C. no comiment
D. disagree E. strongly disagree

16. My final score for ESL study should be the score from the final

€xam.

A. strongly agree B. agree C. no comment

D. disagree E. strongly disagree
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17. The test after each study unit was very good. It told me about

my strengths and weaknesses. It helped me to focus on my

learning.
A. strongly agree B. agree C. no comment
D. disagree E. strongly disagree

18. After each unit test, the instructor should let me know my
standing in class based on the test. This enables me to have a

better picture of my learning compared with that of other

students.

A, strongly agree B. agree C. no comment

D. disagree E. strongly disagree

19. The score from each unit exam/test should be part of my final

score for ESL learning.

A. strongly agree B. agree C. no comment

D. disagree E. strongly disagree

20. I preferred one or two exams/iests over having five or six during

the ESL learning. This helped me to focus more on learning.

A. strongly agree B. agree C. no comment

D. disagree E. strongly disagree
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The followings are some statements. There are three
responses after each statement. Please mark the response

that is closest to your opinion.

21. At the beginning of my learning, there should be an exam/test.
Each student's score from the pre-test should be used to
compare with his/her final examination results in the course.

A. Yes. B. No. C. I Don't know.

22. The materials for exams/tests should be selected by both

teacher/examiner and students/examinees.
A. Yes. B. No. C. I Don't know.

23. My ESL learning should be carried out simultaneously with one
or two courses in my further academic (degree) program.

A. Yes. B. No. C. I Don't know.

24. A resource person outside class would be more helpful in my ESL
learning (like a tutor on regular hours).

A. Yes. B. No. C. I Don't know.

25. There should a relation/tie between the eaxm/test content and
the academic areas that I might pursue in the future.

A. Yes. B. No. C. I Don't know.
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Please briefly answer the following questions:

26. What is your general impression of the ESL program at the

Center?

27. What are your future plans after the ESL program? How might

the ESL program prepare you for your future studies?

28. What is your nationality (Which country are you from)? Is there
any relation/tie between your nationality and your study here in

Canada? How?

29, How is the ESL program at the Language Center compared with

ESL in your home country?
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30. What is your age (i.e. 15-19, 20-24, 25-29, 30-34, etc.)? What is
your sex (i.e. female, male)? Do you believe they have had any

impact on your ESL learning here?

Finally, you are more than welcome to raise any
concerns or constructive observations that have something

to do with your ESL learning and/or evaluation.
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Appendix D

Questionnaire Survey (with categories)

The following are some questions. After each question, there are 5
answers ranging from A to E. Please use your pen or pencil to mark
the answer that you think best reflects your thinking. Please be
advised that your answers will be used for the purpose of the
researcher's study only. Your academic status will in no way be
affected by your participation in this activity. The information you
provide is confidential and will be destroyed immediately after the

study is completed.

[. Content Validity of the ESL test

1. I found that the contents of ESL exams/tests were easy to
understand. I could answer questions without much difficulty.
A. strongly agree B. agree C. no comment

D. disagree E. strongly disagree
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The exams/tests were not meaningful because I still could say

little, write little in English, though I got good scores in the

exams/tests.
A. strongly agree B. agree C. no comment
D. disagree E. strongly disagree

The exams/tests showed that [ was always studying the wrong
thing, though I focused on the text.

A. strongly agree B. agree C. no comment
D. disagree E. strongly disagree

The exams/tests were good. My scores were good when I worked
hard. They were not good when I didn't work hard.

A. strongly agree B. agree C. no comment
D. disagree E. strongly disagree

The exams/tests content should be further integrated.

A. strongly agree B. agree C. no comment

D. disagree E. strongly disagree



142

II. Authenticity

10.

The exams focused adequately on daily life (English) language

such as shopping, greeting, etc. that I had learned before my ESL

study here.
A. strongly agree B. agree C. no comment
D. disagree E. strongly disagree

The sentences and/or paragraphs were longer and more
complicated than I usually met in classroom learning.

A. strongly agree B. agree C. no comment
C. disagree E. strongly disagree

There were topics in the exams that I knew little about.

A. strongly agree B. agree C. no comment
D. disagree E. strongly disagree

I did not do my exams well because they were not interesting to

me.
A. strongly agree B. agree C. no comment
D. disagree E. strongly disagree

More exams should be conducted on site--library, computer lab,
registrar's, book store, shopping mall, post office, et cetera.
A. strongly agree B. agree C. no comment

D. disagree E. strongly disagree



1.

11.

12.

13.
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15.
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Experiential Groundedness

The forms/format of exams here were different from those in my
home country.

A. strongly agree B. agree C. no comment
D. disagree E. strongly disagree

The exams had little connection with my future academic study.
A. strongly agree B. agree C. no comment
D. disagree E. strongly disagree

I did not even know the exam topics in my mother tongue.

A. strongly agree B. agree C. no comment
D. disagree E. strongly disagree

I could have done much better if the test/exam content were
familiar to me.

A. strongly agree B. agree C. no comment
D. disagree E. strongly disagree

Before each examf/test, there should be some introduction about
the exam/test, or some group discussion about it and preparation
for it.

A. strongly agree B. agree C. no comment

D. disagree E. strongly disagree
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16.
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Summative, CRTs, and NRTs

My final score for ESL study should be the score from the final

exam.,

A. strongly agree B. agree C. no comment

D. disagree E. strongly disagree

17. The test after each study unit was very good. It told me about

my strengths and weaknesses. It helped me to focus on my

learning.
C. no comment

A. strongly agree B. agree

D. disagree E. strongly disagree

18. After each unit test, the instructor should let me know my

standing in class based on the test. This enables me to have a

better picture of my learning compared with that of other

students.
A. strongly agree B. agree C. no comment
D. disagree E. strongly disagree

19. The score from each unit exam/test should be part of my final

score for ESL learning.

A. strongly agree B. agree C. no comment

D. disagree E. strongly disagree
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20. I preferred one or two exams during the ESL learning. This
helped me to focus more on learning.
A. strongly agree B. agree C. no comment

D. disagree E. strongly disagree

V. The followings are some statements. There are three
responses after each statement. #Please mark the

response that is closest to your opinion.

21. At the beginning of my learning, there should be an exam/test.
Each student's score from the pre-test should be used to
compare with his/her final examination results inthe course.

A. Yes. B. No. C. I Don't know.

22. The materials for exams/tests should be selected by both
teacher/examiner and students/examinees.

A. Yes. B. No. C. I Don't know.

23. My ESL learning should be carried out simultaneously with one
or two courses in my further academic (degree) program.

A. Yes. B. No. C. I Don't know,
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24. An advisor outside class would be more helpful in my ESL

learning.
A. Yes. B. No. C. I Don't know.
25.
A. Yes. B. No. C. I Don't know.

VI. Please briefly answer the following questions:

26. What is your general impression of the ESL program at the

Center?

27. What are your future plans after the ESL program? How is the

ESL program connected with your future plans?

28. What is your nationality? How does your nationality affect your

ESL learning?
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29. How is the ESL program at the Language Center compared with

ESL in your home country?

30. What is your age (i.e. 15-19, 20-24, 25-29, 30-34, etc.)? What is
your sex (i.e. female, male)? Do you believe they have had any

impact on your ESL learning here?

Finally, you are more than welcome to raise any concerns
or constructive observations that have something to do

with your ESL learning and/or evaluation.



Appendix E

Consent Letters

Letter [ (to the director of the Language Centre)
Dear , Director:

I am conducting a study of how to improve the effectiveness of ESL evaluation
building on your Centre's current sound base. The purpose of this study is to
investigate the possibility of increasing the validity, authenticity, and experiential
groundedness of the ESL evaluation used so that the results from tests will
reflect even more closely the students' English language ability. | anticipate the
students (and the instructor who is to teach and test the students) at your Centre
will benefit from participation in this study by having their English capacity
reflected as objectively as possible in tests. | would like your permission for your
employee (ESL instructor) and the students to participate in this study.

As part of this study, the instructor and a sample of 10% of (as well as two-three
students for pilot interview protocol) the students will be asked to talk and write
about what they think regarding the classroom instruction, test design and
delivery. There will be some (informal) classroom observations and interviews
based on a questionnaire survey for both instructor and students. Therefore,
some extra time will be needed from them for participating in conversations and

148
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interview (answering the questionnaire). Please note that all information will be
handled in a confidential and professional manner. When responses are
released, they wilt be reported in summary form only. Further, all names,
locations and any other identifying information will not be included in any
discussion of the results. You also have the right to withdraw the instructor and
students at the Centre from the study without prejudice at any time. Participants’
rights will always be considered first. They may withdraw their participation at
any time without penalty. Their right to confidentiality will be guaranteed.

if you choose to do so, please indicate your willingness to aliow the instructors
and students (in one class) to participate by signing this letter in the space
provided below.

| very much appreciate your assistance in this study. If you have any questions
please feel free to call me at (403)329-2018 (O) or (403)329-6242 (H). Also feel
free to contact the supervisor of my study Dr. Heffernan, Associate Dean,
Faculty of Education at (403)329-2424 and/or any member of the Faculty of
Education Human Subjects Research Committee, if you wish additional
information. The chairperson of the committee is Dr. Robert Runte Faculty of
Education.

Yours sincerely,
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Guohua Pan  M.Ed. Candidate, Graduate Studies, Faculty of Education, the
University of Lethbridge (403) 329-2018

(Please detach and forward the signed portion)

The validity, authenticity, and experiential groundedness of
English as A Second Language (ESL) Evaluation: A Case Study

[ agree to allow the designated instructor, , and
students of (class), to participate in this study.
Name Signature

Date
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Letter I (to the instructors)

Dear Ms./Mr, the Instructor:

| am conducting a study of how to improve the effectiveness of ESL evaluation
building on your Centre's current sound base. The purpeose of this study is to
investigate the possibility of increasing the validity, authenticity, and experiential
groundedness of the ESL evaluation used so that the results from tests will
reflect even more closely the students’ English language ability. | anticipate you
will benefit from participation in this study by having the students' English
capacity reflected as objectively as possible in tests. | would like your
permission for your participation in and cooperation with this study.

As part of this study, you as instructor will be asked to talk and write about what
you think regarding the classroom instruction, test design and delivery. There
will be some (informal) classroom observations and interviews based on a
questionnaire survey for both you and students. Therefore, some extra time will
be needed from you for participating in conversations and interview (answering
the questionnaire). Please note that all information will be handled in a
confidential and professional manner. When responses are released, they will
be reported in summary form only. Further, all names, locations and any other
identifying information will not be included in any discussion of the results. You
also have the right to withdraw from the study without prejudice at any time.
Your rights will always be considered first. You may withdraw your participation
at any time without penalty. Your right to confidentiality will be guaranteed.
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If you choose to do so, please indicate your willingness to participate by signing
this letter in the space provided below.

| very much appreciate your assistance in this study. If you have any questions
please feel free to call me at (403)329-2018 (O) or (403)329-6242 (H). Also feel
free to contact the supervisor of my study Dr. Heffernan, Associate Dean,
Faculty of Education at (403)329-2424 and any member of the Faculty of
Education Human Subjects Research Committee, if you wish additional
information. The chairperson of the committee is Dr. Robert Runte Faculty of

Education.

Yours sincerely,

Guohua Pan  M.Ed. Candidate, Graduate Studies, Faculty of Education, the
University of Lethbridge (403) 329-2018

(Please detach and forward the signed portion)

The validity, authenticity, and experiential groundedness of
English as A Second Language (ESL) Evaluation: A Case Study
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I, , as the designated instructor, agree to participate in
this study.

Name Signature

Date
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Letter Ill (to the students)

Dear ESL Student:

| am conducting a study at the Language Centre. It is about ESL evaluation. The
ESL program has been quite successful. The study will see if it can be even
more successful. | will investigate the possibility of increasing the validity,
authenticity, and experiential groundedness of the ESL evaluation. As an ESL
student, you will benefit from participation in this study. You will know whether
your examination results can better show your real English level. | would like
vour permission for your participation in and cooperation with this study.

As part of this study, | will ask you some questions. | will also ask you to write
some of your ideas. They are all about ESL instruction, test design and delivery.
I will talk to you, attend your class. And | will ask you to fill up questionnaire
survey at the end of your study. Please note that all information will be kept
confidential. Other people will not know anything that 1 ask you to say or write.
When responses are released, they will be reported in summary form only.
Your name, class, or this Language Centre will not appear in summary or any
other documents about this study. The documents and summary will not
mention where this study takes place, either. You can stop doing what [ ask you
at any time. Your stop will not have any affect on you and your study, your test
scores. Your rights wili always be considered first. You may withdraw your
participation at any time without penailty. Your right to confidentiality will be
guaranteed.
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If you like to participate in this study, please sign this letter in the space below.
And your signature shows that you are willing to participate in this study.

Your participation will be helpful for this study. | will appreciate your help very
much. [f you have any questions please feel free to call me at (403)329-2018
(O) or (403)329-6242 (H). Also feel free to contact the supervisor of my study
Dr. Heffernan, Associate Dean, Faculty of Education at (403)329-2424. You are
also welcome to contact any member of the Facuity of Education Human
Subjects Research Committee, if you wish additional information. The
chairperson of the committee is Dr. Robert Runte Faculty of Education.

Yours sincerely,

Guohua Pan  M.Ed. Candidate, Graduate Studies, Facufty of Education, the
University of Lethbridge (403) 329-2018

(Please detach and forward the signed portion)

The validity, authenticity, and experiential groundedness of
English as A Second Language (ESL) Evaluation: A Case Study



I, , as an ESL student of
(class), agres to patticipate in this study.

Name Signature

Date
sample
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