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THE IMPORTANCE OF TEST-TAKERS’ VIEWS ON LANGUAGE
PROFICIENCY EXAMS

A VIZSGAZOK NYELVVIZSGAVAL KAPCSOLATOS
VELEMENYEINEK FONTOSSAGA

ANIKO MATYAS!

Abstract: This paper aims to show how face validity has been conceptualized in language
testing literature and also to reveal what characterizes language testing stakeholders’ different
approaches and attitudes to this conceptualization. Based on previous research | discuss the
impacts of face validity and test-taker related factors on test-takers’ perspectives on the
language exam and their test performance. This review is not intended to be exhaustive, but
merely to illustrate the potential effects of test-takers’ perception on the language exam and
to make suggestions for improving the quality of tests and teaching methodology and test
preparation methodology.
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Absztrakt: Ez a tanulmany arra keresi a valaszt, hogy a nyelvi tesztelés kutatas, hogyan
hatdrozza meg a felszini validitds fogalmat, valamint azt is feltarja, hogy mi jellemzi a
nyelvvizsgaztatasban érdekelt felek kiilonbozé megkdzelitéseit a terminushoz. Korabbi
kutatasok alapjan feltarom, hogy a felszini validitas és a vizsgazokhoz kéthet6 tényezOk milyen
hatassal vannak a vizsgdzok nyelvvizsgaval kapcsolatos nézeteire, valamint a nyelvvizsgan
nyujtott teljesitményiikre. Tanulmanyommal nem tdrekszem teljességre, csupan a nyelv-
vizsgazok nyelvvizsgaval kapcsolatos nézeteinek fontossagat kivanom bemutatni, valamint
javaslatokat teszek a nyelvvizsgak mindségének és a tandrok tanitismodszertananak és
vizsgafelkészitési modszertananak javitasara.

Kulcsszavak: felszini validitds, nyelvvizsga, nyelvwizsgdzo, nyelvizsgdazoval kapcesolatos faktorok

1. Introduction

High-stakes language exams that measure the extent to which test-takers use their
language ability in target situations have been used to make educational decisions in
language learning for the purposes of further education admissions, graduation and
promotion at work (Fekete—Csépes 2019). The Hungarian education system
recognizes language proficiency through the state accredited language exam
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certificate, which means a “passport” to further education as a successful exam
certificate means plus scores at the university entrance exam for secondary students
(Fekete—Csépes 2019: 13). This importance of the language exam resulted in a
widely extended language examination system in Hungary, in which test-takers can
choose to take language exam at 200 accredited exam sites of 13 state-accredited
language exam centers. The number of test-takers who took a language exam in
English at B2 level between 2013-2022 in one of the mentioned exam sites surpassed
300,000 (www.nyak.oh.gov.hu).

Not surprisingly, test-takers, language teachers and test developers associate
language exams with high-stakes that may induce large consequences (Messick
1996). In recognition of this, it is important to know whether valid decisions are
made based on test scores and on the consequences of the test use. Therefore, this
article aims to highlight the impacts of test-takers’ perception on the language exam
and provide recommendations for enhancing test quality, improving teaching
methods and test preparation strategies.

2. Face validity — a neglected issue

Language testing has been a subject of debate because test use raises ethical issues
in terms of fairness, test development and interpretation of tests (Fulcher 1999;
Shohamy 1997). Test validation plays an important role in ensuring appropriate and
fair evaluation of the test-takers’ ability. Test validity is a basic consideration in
language testing, justified by multiple traditional and contemporary frameworks
(Bachman 1990; Bachman—Palmer 1996, 2010; Carroll 1980; Lado 1961; Messick
1996) since it represents how accurately a test reflects the test-takers’ actual
proficiency level (Borsboom et al. 2004).

What characterises validity research is a substantial focus on content and
construct validity in terms of test use and the interpretation of test scores (Messick
1995). However, face validity has received only minor attention from testing
research owing to its specific nature, as face validity is “the degree to which a test
appears to measure the knowledge or abilities it claims to measure, as judged by an
untrained observer” (Davies et al 1999: 59). In other words, face validity is the test-
takers’ unscientific judgment based on subjective views (Bachman 1990; Brown
2004; Henning 1987; Stevenson 1985). Several researchers (Akbari et al. 2015;
Davies et al. 1999; Henning 1987; Stevenson 1985) claim that face validity cannot
be empirically tested and thus it is not regarded to be scientific. This is presumably
the reason why the views of test-takers, language teachers and test-developers on
successful performance and qualities of a good test are not similar (Lukacsi 2017).

Differently from researchers’ theoretical interpretation of tests, test-takers and
language teachers perceive them “in very material ways” (Hamid et al. 2019: 2). To
investigate what makes a good language exam, David (2014) asked language
teachers to choose one from eleven state-accredited language exams of Hungary and
evaluate it. According to David (2014), teachers select based upon their learners’
opinion and chose the exams that they found relatively easy with acceptable time
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allotted and the fastest results to be received. For test-takers, besides these factors, it
is also important to hear what their peers comment on the topics of the exam tasks,
the attitude of examiners and the difficulties of the tasks. In this sense, the scientific
importance of face validity can be doubted.

However, other researchers do find face validity important, because if the test is
“acceptable for users”, the test-takers will be more likely to achieve the best possible
results (Alderson et al. 1995: 173). Brown (2000) and Messick (1994) also
emphasized the importance of face validity in terms of language testing, as
information on behalf of a large population, through test-takers, is gained. Chan and
Schmitt (1997), along with Watanabe (2001), revealed a positive relationship
between face validity and learning motivation. Further, Watanabe (2001), drawing
from interviews held with learners at tertiary level, claimed that test-takers’
perceptions about the difficulty and quality of the exam strongly influence their
motivation and also their inclination to learn. Further, Weir (2005) emphasized that
face validity can play an important role in maintaining test-takers’ motivation, as a
face-valid test may improve their performance. In addition to motivating the learners,
a face valid test may also increase the test-takers’ willingness to take the test and the
possibility of achieving good scores (Karelitz 2013).

A commonly held belief is that test scores mirror the test-takers’ actual skills,
though this assumption may be challenged, if any changes in the tasks or in exam
settings occur that the test-taker had not anticipated (Brown 2004). Further, if test-
takers do not find the purpose of the test relevant and comprehensible, they may
devote less energy to performing well at the test and the scores may not represent
their real ability (Bachman 1990). In other words, if dictation is used for measuring
writing ability for instance, the test presumably will not be considered face-valid by
test-takers as dictation measures listening and spelling skills, while a writing task
tests whether the test-taker can organise and express ideas in a clear and coherent
way (Davies et al. 1999). Therefore, prior to accepting the test as valid and the tested
sample as representative, it should be analysed if the test-takers were motivated to
achieve the best scores and were aware of task types and task solving strategies,
because test tasks that seem irrelevant may discourage test-takers from spending
effort on them (Kane 2004, 2006).

3. The importance of test-taker related factors

Validity is not only a basic consideration in language testing, but also a complex
issue that is influenced by different visible or unidentified test-taker related factors
that can impact test-takers’ scores and performance. Test-taker related factors are
classified by Bachman and Palmer (1996: 64) into the following categories:
“personal characteristics, topical knowledge, general level and profile of language
ability and predictions about test takers’ potential affective responses to the test and
personal characteristics”. As stated by Brown (2004: 117), test-taker related physical
and psychological factors such as “a bad night’s rest, illness, an emotional
distraction, test anxiety, a memory block” can make the received score deviate from
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the true scores. Therefore, he suggests that when designing a test, in addition to the
test format and the content, timing and allocation of tasks, test-taker related factors
should also be taken into account (Brown 2004). It is essential, as emphasized by
(Brown 2000, 2004), because the mentioned factors may change test-takers’
performance, so relying solely on test-takers’ cognitive abilities is not appropriate
(Brown 2000, 2004). Further, as argued by Shohamy (2001), a passionate supporter
of fair language testing, test use and test quality can be recognized through the test-
takers’ feedback. Considering test-taker related factors in test-development is crucial
to avoid test bias (Weir 2005).

In their study on self-chosen learning strategies, Sundre and Kitsantas (2004)
found a link between test-taker related factors and written exam scores, as the
performance of motivated test-takers was better than those of their demotivated
peers. Cheng and DeLuca (2011) investigated test-takers’ perceptions on validity of
four different language proficiency exams and found that in addition to external
factors not related to test-takers (such as raters and the location), test-takers’
emotions impact their performance. According to the test-takers’ perceptions, their
emotions were not only influenced by the test invigilators’ behaviour but also by
their own test preparation and test-taking strategies. The above studies on the
interplay between test-taker related factors, their perceptions and test performance
showed that test-taker related factors and test-takers’ perceptions of face-valid tests
are dynamic and also context-sensitive.

4. What makes a face-valid language exam?

In light of the above considerations, it can be concluded that authenticity and
reliability are two important components of a face valid language exam (Bachman-—
Palmer 1996; Brown 2004). According to the framework proposed by Bachman and
Palmer (1996), authenticity should be one of the indispensable issues when
developing the test as it may be critical, in reference to test-takers’ performance,
because their perception of authenticity will influence the way in which they
approach a certain task and what strategies they will use to carry it out.

Authenticity is a disputed term in language testing because it is regarded as “a
matter of perception” (Leung—Lewkowitz 2006: 215). Bachman and Palmer (1996:
23) conceptualized authenticity as “a means for investigating the extent to which
score interpretations generalize beyond performance on the test to language use”.

In terms of language exam tasks, Bachman (1991) made a distinction between
situational authenticity and interactional authenticity. Situational authenticity
refers to “the perceived relevance of the test method characteristics to the features
of a specific target language use situation” while interactional authenticity
represents the link between the features of the test task and the test-taker’s abilities
and cognitive processes (Bachman 1991: 90-91). A task is viewed interactionally
authentic according to “the degree to which test materials and test conditions
succeed in replicating those in the target situation” (McNamara 2000: 131); in
other words, if the tasks were to test language functions relevant in real-life
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contexts, and the test-takers’ strategies for completing the tasks could also be
appropriate in non-test situations.

As emphasized by Morrow (1979) and Weir (1990, 2005), authenticity is an
important component of communicative testing (Bachman, 1990), which permits the
use of texts in the test that originally were not intended for educational purposes.
David (2020: 9) finds this approach “a limited, practical conceptualisation of
authenticity” as these texts ,,must have been rewritten to suit the pedagogical
purpose”. Therefore, according to David (2020), Bachman’s (1991) interactional
approach is a more profound conceptualisation of authenticity, in which the test
developer involves the test-taker and scrutinizes the test-takers’ performance to
select characteristics of communicative language use and use it as a guidance for test
task preparation (David 2020).

However, completely authentic texts cannot be created, as test-takers are well
aware that they are being tested and the test cannot imitate reality (David 2020;
Davies et al. 1999; Lewkowitz 1997, 2000). Further, tests are taken in a specific time
period, at a certain place, which also challenges authenticity (David 2020; Davies et
al. 1999; Lewkowitz 1997). Accordingly, it is important that test-takers meet “an
authentic testing experience”, although it cannot be considered “real-life authenticity
or some nontesting situation” (David 2020: 9).

A test that is considered authentic by test-takers may escalate their “concentration
and involvement in the target activity more than artificial materials” (Peacock, 1997:
152). Lewkowitz (2000) revealed that several test-takers found authenticity an
important supporter of their performance and only realized how important it was
when the test tasks were not found to be authentic.

In Chun’s (2006) study the test-takers thought that test tasks were unnatural,
which increased anxiety and stress that they felt because of the exam. The
participants in Fan’s (2014) study expressed negative reactions towards the test
caused by the speaking tasks that were different from those they would use in real-
life communication. Furthermore, to improve the authenticity in test development
without abandoning the scientific accuracy in scoring poses a challenge (Chun 2006,
2008). As the particpants of the study indicated, since the test was delivered on a
computer and phone, the conversation with a machine was found odd. The test-takers
were also disappointed as they noted only a limited part of their actual language skills
were tested.

In addition to authenticity, keeping up a balance between face validity and
reliability is also important, as a reliable test consistently measures what it is
supposed to measure under all conditions. In other words, test-takers should receive
similar results irrespectively of what version of the test is taken and even if the test
is corrected by different raters (Bachman-Palmer 2010; Harrison 1983; Hughes
2003). A reliable test can add to the validity of score interpretations and provides
proper information about the test-takers’ language skills (Fulcher—Davidson 2007).
Along these lines, reliability can be described in two ways, namely the reliability of
the scoring and the reliability of the test (Harrison 1983). Similarly to Bachman
(1990) and Bachman and Palmer (1996), Brown (2004) also claimed that the
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reliability of the test viewed by the test-takers is influenced by several test-taker
related factors. Not only “the extent of the sample of material selected for testing,
the administration of the test, test instructions” matter in terms of reliability of the
test, but also test-taker related factors such as motivation and health issues (Heaton
1975: 162-163).

Bachman and Palmer (1996) emphasized the importance of test-taker related
factors more than cognitive variables in terms of the test reliability but also found
the former difficult to rate; it was complicated to separate them from the tested
language ability. Test-taker related factors can contribute to whether or not a test is
reliable and authentic in the eyes of the test-takers and the reverse is also true. As a
step towards ensuring that test-takers find the test authentic, Brown (2004: 28)
proposed a number of considerations that might be helpful to support the authenticity

9

of the test to be developed including “natural language in text”, “contextualized
items”, “meaningful topics”, “thematic organization” of items and “real-world
tasks”. In order to maintain reliability of the test Hughes (2003: 44-50) made several
suggestions, from “unambiguous items” and “clear and explicit instructions” to
making test-takers “familiar with format and testing techniques”, as well as the need
to trained scorers and “uniform and non-distracting conditions of administration”.

If the conditions proposed by Brown (2004) and by Hughes (2003) are not met,
negative perceptions on authenticity and reliability of the test may appear. Language
teachers try to compensate for test-takers’ negative perceptions during language
exam preparation, where a variety of activities are practiced to review the domain of
skills sampled by the language exam (Alderson—Hamp-Lyons 1996). By narrowing
the curriculum, teachers can focus on strategies to increase scores and, in the interest
of authenticity, to master certain structures such as the passive voice to improve
learners’ linguistic and communication skills (Vrauké 2022).

Besides improving performance, teachers’ aim is also to prevent test-takers from
encountering unexpected events at the exam, since face validity will likely be high
if test-takers encounter familiar tasks in expected formats that relate to the tasks and
topics practiced during preparation and that present test-takers with reasonable
challenges.

Not only teachers feel it their duty to improve test-takers’ perceptions of the
exam, but also the state accredited language exam centers that are competing for test-
takers country-wide (www.nyak.oh.gov.hu). The examination centres constantly
monitor test-takers’ views on the exams and try to adapt accordingly. Due to the
strength of the non-experts’ perception (David 2014; Lukacsi 2017) the examination
centres are determined to ensure the most positive experiences possible for test-takers
by providing them with placement tests, mock exam tasks, sample answers as well
as feedback from experts to increase the face validity of the exam.

Further, in the last twenty years, exam centers have introduced several alterations
in the exam tasks and test administration in Hungary, including but not limited to the
followings policies. Test-takers are entitled to use bilingual and/or monolingual
dictionaries in monolingual exams. The allocated time of certain tasks has been
increased by an average ten minutes in reaction to test-takers’ requests. In addition,
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speaking tests are taken in pairs and the test-taker can choose the partner prior to the
exam. Furthermore, grammatical competence is not assessed in a separate exam task
but integrated into sections that measure reading, writing and speaking skills
(www.euroexam.org, www.nyest.hu).

5. Steps to be taken for better exams

In light of the above, | find it important to emphasise an urgent need for closer
cooperation between test-takers, teachers and test developers in order to avoid the
differences in interpretation of test results between test-takers, teachers and test
developers (Lukacsi 2017). For this cooperation to occur, the following steps should
be implemented:

a) Test-takers need to be informed by teachers that a good test helps the test-taker
achieve the best language performance, which means that the scores not only provide
information on how the test-takers have performed but also how they would behave
in a real language situation. Therefore, the more tasks are involved when a certain
skill is being measured, the more knowledge the test-takers can show, regardless of
their preference for fewer tasks (Cumming et al. 2005).

b) With this in mind, it is worthwhile for language teachers to provide clear
feedback on each step of mock exam tasks that are being practiced in order to teach
learners how to manage the allotted time at the exam. Analysing the tasks when
giving feedback to the learners can also improve learners’ self-assessment skills,
promote motivation and develop autonomous learning, as well as nurture
commitment in learning the language (Harris 1997).

¢) Continual encouragement and support on behalf of teachers can help learners
meet the evaluation criteria established in the exam and decrease anxiety and stress
caused by the language exam.

d) It is worthwhile for language teachers to use real-life materials when preparing
the language course curriculum and also take into consideration what the language
learners also find authentic. In this regard, for instance, test developers and teachers
can account for the changes that have been introduced and apply new tasks that
reflect various forms of digital communication (Harding 2014).

e) Introducing metacognitive strategies to learners — such as planning,
monitoring, and adjusting their test preparation — is pivotal to achieving successful
test performance. It is also important to show learners how metacognitive strategies
can be used to enhance the efficiency of learning.

f) When designing the curriculum, teachers should focus on a needs analysis of
test-takers, as well as the incorporation of exam strategies and feedback mechanisms.

g) Frequent feedback should be asked from test-takers and made available to test-
developers, either right after taking the exam or in a retrospective form.

h) Clearly, if teachers have proper information about a certain language exam
learners have chosen, this will also affect test-takers’ perceptions about the exam and
raise their awareness of the qualities of a good language exam.
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6. Summary

Despite the fact that face validity is underrepresented in testing research and test
development, test-takers’ unscientific judgments and perceptions of the language
exam can provide valuable information for language teachers and test-developers.
Along with meeting the criteria above, it is also important to identify the factors that
can be attributed to test-takers indicated by Brown (2004) and Bachman and Palmer
(1996) — factors that are not part of language ability but either routinely or randomly
influence test-takers’ performance and the received scores. Having these factors in
mind in test development and during teaching could not only help improve test-
takers’ perceptions of the language exam, but also offer opportunities for teachers to
develop their methods and foster learners’ willingness to continue studying after
taking the exam.
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