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Commentary on Establishing a Life-Language M oddl of
Proficiency: A New Challengefor Language Testers

Janna Fok

The intriguing article Establishing a life-language model of proficiency: A new challenge for
language testers, raises two concerns. First, the proposed cortsbifie “life-language model” of
proficiency in the hands of “Educational Languagsstérs” would require the measurement of
“the psychological, emotional, and social needdeainers (through careful design bife-
Language Tests)” (p. 97). This is a very broad definition of proficiency irete more suited to
other kinds of tests, namely diagnostic tests. Seécthe proposed construct of critical thinking,
which is highlighted within the discussion of thd#ekLanguage Test, may be more of a proxy
measure for intelligence testing than critical knig which, it is argued, is embedded within
disciplinary cultures. Each of these concernsssuised below.

1) Purposesfor testing: proficiency testing versus diagnostic testing

The article limits its discussion of tests anditgsto proficiency testing. However, the first step
in testing of any sort is to carefully define therpose of the test (and whether or not a test is
even necessary). In my view, a key omission indtiele’s consideration of construct is its
failure to acknowledge different purposes for assent. In other words, purpose shapes what
and how a test measures a construct of interesttes$s of language proficiency are essentially
rather crude, external, at-a-distance measures;hwiy their nature are not tied to specific
curricular or classroom contexts (unless the pwemdshe class itself is narrowly defined as test
preparation). They provide a window on whether aranperson “has a sufficient command of a
language for a particular purpose” (Mousavi, 2009531). They are typically used alongside
other sources of evidence to identify students waee acquired a level of language that will
allow them to function in a particular context, Buas academic study in university. In my view,
it would be inappropriate to measure other consdrsach as motivation, goal setting, affect, and
so forth in a proficiency test.

However, a quality of life construct might be measuby two other types of tests. For
example, diagnostic tests might be developed teesgmt language constructs which could also
take into account such ‘whole person’ qualitieshsas motivation, goals, interests, and abilities.
At present diagnostic tests such as the Diagndstiglish Language Needs Assessment
(DELNA) (see www.delna.auckland.ac.nz/) are increasingly being used by English-medium
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universities. Such tests are typically administeiedll new undergraduate students (regardless
of their language background) after they have laekmitted to their first-year of study.

DELNA is specifically designed to measure languaweds, but in some cases,
institutions have added their own components to D& NA language battery in order to
measure other knowledge, skills or capabilitiest Ewample, at my own university, where
DELNA is administered to new undergraduate engingestudents, we added a questionnaire
which elicited information on background and expece in engineering, along with a
mathematics diagnostic test. It would, of coursepbssible to add measures of other quality of
life constructs, such as motivation, goal settisgcial adaptability, etc., by adding to the
diagnostic test -- provided a justification coul@ Imade for such measures. If such a
measurement were used, what would be the outcome®Xample, would a counsellor meet
with students who were potentially unmotivated sdzhon test results? Given the complexity of
motivation, how could we use such information tpart student learning? How would it help a
student to know that he or she tested at the bottba motivation scale? What would be the
impact of such testing? Perhaps in the contextBagfnostic assessment such information might
be used to scaffold a student’s transition to uisite In the context of proficiency testing,
however, the un- or under-motivated might well bevpnted from entering the university.

Diagnostic tests such as DELNA typically link scaretcomes to specific accelerated
programs or specific academic support. In otherdaothey are used specifically as assessment
for learning measures. Such tests have little or nehback on classroom teaching; they
diagnose strengths (for accelerated learning) dedtify potential gaps in knowledge, skill or
capability. They tend to have less content or feaality than other types of tests because they
measure narrowly, in precise and arguably morenstieways, and teachers could not or would
not generally be inclined to appropriate them fee in their own classrooms. Results could be
used by teachers to inform their teaching, but gings rise to other issues. (For a discussion of
differences in teachers’ use of diagnostic assessmasults within a university-level English for
Academic Purposes (EAP) program see Fox, 2009).

The second type of test that comes to mind as ktyjoalife measure is the end of term
or end of unit summative assessment. These arewvarhent tests which teachers, alone or in
groups, are often responsible for developing. Taey typically content specific and directly
represent or operationalize what has been taugia lf@pefully learned) in a unit, course, or
term of study. Although the emphasis of suchstestassessmenf learning (i.e., summative
assessment), they can and do directly support stuarning when they are linked to
assessmeriior learning approaches. For example, portfolio apgrea allow students to develop
collections of their work to demonstrate and docoiméheir learning. Such approaches
encourage the development of reflectidtox( & Hartwick, 2011; Hirvela, 1997), becoming a
repository of artifacts for future reference. Bytwe of being unique, individual collections of
work, they also provide a place that officially ogoizes thewhole person, and could easily
house quality of life measures (or be viewed a9.dech approaches require that teachers have
increased assessment literacy, i.e., knowledgdls sland practices “in both normative and
classroom assessment” (Fulcher, 2012, p. 126pds gvithout saying that assessment literacy is
a critical requirement for both effective teachargl for testing of quality of life constructs.

In sum, in my view, the issues raised by the atmle not so much ones of construct
definition, but rather issues of purposes for testProficiency tests are global measures which
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take a wide sweep, at-a-distance view of what wenkand can do with a language. They cannot
and do not operationalize incremental language Idpaeent (of relevance in a classroom) or
personal attributes. This is why a determined aard-fwvorking student can study in an intensive
25-hour a week language class for three monthke #@aproficiency test before and after the
course, and test at the same level. Change anirigaaire no doubt there, but proficiency tests
detect large criterion-referenced leaps in langu@gg., a move from band 5 to 6 on IELTS).

Proficiency tests are not designed to detect allsthhall incremental steps (or all of the personal
effort a student put forth) in attempting to ingeaproficiency. Proficiency tests are not

appropriate vehicles for so-called quality of lfeasures, whereas diagnostic tests may be.

2) Critical thinking asa construct

Hopefully teachers will not be inclined to use Seltic Aptitude Test (SAT) or Graduate
Record Exam (GRE) items as examples of items tatidoe used in a classroom to encourage
the development of critical thinking (although theyght engender a discussion of vocabulary
meanings and relationships). Critical reading artical thinking are discipline and context
specific. What is valued as critical thinking withone discipline is often not of value to another.
Much undergraduate study is devoted to the devetoprof thinking that is consistent with
disciplinary perspectives. Whether thinking like economist or thinking like a sociologist, the
thinking is not the same. Only within English ®pecific Purposes (ESP) contexts would it be
possible to attempt to define a construct whichuably represented critical thinking as
embedded within disciplinary language use. Agaliggnostic tests might be useful in
identifying students’ understandings, skills, aagabilities for doing engineering, or chemistry,
or philosophy. There are some examples at the rolass level of diagnostic assessment
approaches that inform teaching within the conteixia university discipline. For example,
Artemeva and Fox (2010) describe the use of a dstgntesting approach in the context of a
first-year undergraduate engineering communicatomsse.

In sum, if there are issues and challenges to nartdefinition in the field of proficiency
testing, they may relate more to increasing redagrs of the multimodality of written and
spoken communication; to recognitions that meairsngade through more than words. Rather,
language use occurs in situated contexts which geeeto meanings that are realized not only
through linguistic modes (spoken or written), bigoathrough images, sound, gesture, gaze,
expression, movement, and the use of space. Thammdhlity of language may be more
relevant to issues of construct representation riofiggency testing than the life language
constructs considered in the article.
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