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ABSTRACT

Several studies (Bachman, 1990; Fox, 2003; Kenyan, 1995; Upshur and Turner, 1999) 

have examined the systematic effect o f item types on scores. However, although writing 

researchers (Elbow, 1991; Emerson, 1983; Faigley, 1994; Fulwiler, 1988; Moon, 1999) 

have generally agreed that reflection affects writing, no research to date has examined the 

effect o f reflective item types on the discourse produced in a testing context. This study 

used a mixed method approach (Creswell, 1994; Greene, et. al, 1989) to examine the 

effect o f reflective test items on the writing scores and test taker composing strategies in 

the context o f a topic based, fully-integrated EAP test. Phase 1 examined scores using 

aggregate data from 116 test takers. Phase 2 used grounded theory (Glaser and Strauss, 

1967) to investigate ten test takers’ composing strategies. Although the results must be 

interpreted cautiously, evidence suggested that adding reflective item types may have 1) 

clarified the task, resulting in increased scores for some test takers and 2) had a positive 

effect on composing strategies.
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CHAPTER I - OVERVIEW

1.1 Introduction

The claim that test method has an effect on test performance has been investigated by 

a number o f researchers (for example, Alderson and Urquhart, 1985; Allison, 1999;

Bachman, 1990; Canale and Swain, 1980; Carroll and Hall, 1985; Turner, 1989). These 

studies have examined how the characteristics of the tasks used to measure a trait always, to 

some extent, affect test taker performance thus affecting test scores (Bachman, 1990). The 

inevitable conclusion drawn from these studies is that test scores are never an 

uncontaminated or “true” measurement o f the ability under observation; test scores must 

always be interpreted through the lens o f the instrument used for measurement. In order to 

ensure that test scores are appropriate for their intended purposes, it is essential that the 

effects of non-construct related test task characteristics are investigated and controlled for. In 

fact, through the understanding and manipulation o f task characteristics, tests can be 

improved and refined in order to maximize the usefulness of the inferences drawn from the 

test scores in relation to their intended purpose (Bachman and Palmer, 1996).

The purpose o f this investigation is to explore the effect o f reflective item types in the 

context o f an academic English language test, specifically the Canadian Academic English 

Language (CAEL) Assessment, where the final task is writing an essay. Reflective item types 

in the context o f the CAEL Assessment are items that ask test takers to reflect on the 

meaning o f the text as a whole, and to relate that meaning to what they know about the topic. 

Reflective items may also ask test takers to begin positioning themselves in relation to the 

interaction between text and the essay task. Over the past two decades, many researchers 

(see, for example, Elbow, 1991; Emerson, 1983; Faigley, 1994; Fulwiler, 1988; Moon, 1999)

5
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have examined the role o f reflection in the development of writing ability, and generally 

agreed that reflection on the meaning of information and articulating this meaning in writing 

allows writers to “discover” (Britton, 1975; Emig, 1983; Freedman, 1987) and expand on 

their thoughts to ultimately produce writing with more clarity and richness. In the late 1970s 

and early 1980s, researchers such as Britton (1970,1982) and Emig (1983) began to examine 

the effect o f reflective writing and its relation to learning. This exploration was continued by 

Fulwiler (1987) who argued that through writing, the learner was able to more fully develop 

ideas and discover new ones. This interest has expanded into a more systematic examination 

of the role o f journal writing in higher education through the work of such researchers as 

Dagher (2002), English and Gillen (2001) and Jarvis (2001). However, there is no research to 

date examining the effect o f  reflective test items on the scores produced in a fully integrated 

test such as the Canadian Academic English Language (CAEL) Assessment where extensive 

writing in the form o f a test essay is the ultimate outcome or task.

The Canadian Academic English Language (CAEL) Assessment was developed at 

Carleton University and is now accepted by many Canadian universities as an indication o f 

academic English language proficiency. It is a fully integrated, topic-based, performance test 

(Fox, 2000) in which test takers are first given an essay prompt, required to read and listen to 

information about it and then write a response to the prompt, incorporating information from 

the test in their response. (The CAEL Assessment is described in more detail in Chapter III.) 

Given that reflection allows writers to clarify ideas, educators at Carleton University (e.g., 

Fox, 2001) have suggested that, due to time constraints during the Canadian Academic 

English Language (CAEL) Assessment, test takers are forced to read at a superficial level, 

skimming for keywords and details, and may not have a chance to reflect on the relationship
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between the information and the essay question. Thus the academic writing produced in this 

exam context may not be truly representative o f the test takers’ competence (Fox, 1999).

This investigation examines the potential o f adding three items to the first reading in 

the new versions o f the CAEL Assessment. These items were designed to encourage test 

takers to reflect on the main ideas o f the article and how this information relates to the essay 

question and to support the composing strategies o f selecting, reorganizing and recombining 

information to form a new product. Studies on the effect o f test method (Bachman, Lynch, 

and Mason, 1995; Corrigan and Upsher, 1982; Lazaraton, 1996; Lumley and McNamara, 

1995) have shown that various facets (Bachman, 1990) o f the test itself, such as item type 

(Upsher and Turner, 1999), genre (Fox, 2003), and task type (Kenyan, 1995) can have a 

systematic effect on scores. For example, several studies have documented task effect in oral 

proficiency. Kenyan (1995) explored the effect o f difficulty in performance-based oral 

proficiency tests. Shohamy and Stansfield (1991) and O’Loughlin (1995) examined the 

scores derived from direct and semi-direct interviews, finding a high correlation between 

them, but noting that the type o f language elicited by each test was different, as a result o f the 

interaction between the test taker and the interlocutor. Other studies have shown that item 

types can affect test takers’ scores. For example, Shohamy (1984) and Gordon (1987) 

examined the effect of multiple choice and open-ended item types on test taker text 

processing and reported significant differences in the resulting scores. Ellis (1994) has 

suggested that such method facets as task formality and planning time can affect the 

discourse produced.

This present study explores the method effect, if  any, o f three reflective items 

positioned at the end of the first reading in the CAEL Assessment.

7
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1.2 Research Questions

There are two specific research questions:

1. Is there a method effect of the reflective item types on the scores in the CAEL 
Assessment?

2. Is there a method effect o f the reflective item types on test taker composing strategies 
(particularly, selecting, reorganizing and recombining information) in the context of 
the CAEL Assessment?

1.3 Organization

The remainder of this investigation is divided into three chapters. Chapter II presents a 

theoretical review of the assessment of writing in a second language context, the importance 

o f reflection in academic writing, method effect, and reflective item types. Chapter III 

explains the methodology used in the study, Chapter IV presents the results and discussion, 

and Chapter V presents the conclusions. It is hoped that this paper will contribute to a deeper 

understanding of the role of reflective item types in English for Academic Purposes (EAP) 

exam contexts such as the CAEL Assessment and support the effort to provide test takers 

with, as Fox (2001) puts it in the CAEL Assessment philosophy o f language testing, echoing 

Bachman’s (l 990) philosophy and Swain’s (l 984) notion of ‘biasing for the best,’ a testing 

experience that “provide(s) every opportunity, given the constraints o f the testing setting, to 

allow test takers to perform at their highest level o f ability” (Fox, 2001, p.5).

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

8



CHAPTER II -  THEORETICAL REVIEW

2.1. The A ssessm ent of Writing in a  Second-Language Context

As we rely more and more on the printed word to construct and convey knowledge, the 

instruction in and testing of effective writing has become more central in both academic and 

professional situations. When we interact with each other across cultures, the ability to speak, 

read, and write second and third languages is often an essential skill in both academic and 

professional venues. In second language classes, particularly in North America the shift 

from the traditional use o f writing as a tool to support developing oral skills is being replaced 

by the idea that writing in a second language is a valuable skill to be pursued in ways distinct 

from the pursuit o f oral, listening or reading skills (Weigle, 2002). As the role o f writing 

expands, so also does the need to develop reliable instruments to assess it.

In examining the role o f writing in first language settings, it is clear that competence in 

writing is developed within the formal education system. By the time children begin the 

study of writing at school, they have already developed a comprehensive system of spoken 

language. Over the years devoted to formal education, they learn the specialized skill of 

writing, which uses the store o f already developed linguistic knowledge as a starting point, 

but diverges in many important ways (Leki, 1992, Vahapassi, 1982, Weigle, 2002). The 

situation, however, is not the same in developing second language writing competence. As 

Saari and Purves (l 992) note, although the goals o f writing may be culture specific, most 

children learn first language writing during the years spent in the classroom. In comparison, 

both children and adults develop second language writing skills in a wide variety of 

situations including, but not limited to, children from a minority language group who enter 

the education system and must learn simultaneously to read, speak, and write a language

9
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other than the one spoken in their home, to adults who elect to learn to speak and write in a 

language they can already read in order to pursue a higher education (Bernhardt, 1991).

These distinctions in the ways that first and second language learners become proficient 

in writing have important implications for testing written language performance. As a result 

o f the differences in background and experience, the types o f writing produced by these first 

and second language writers are also different. According to Allison (1999) “established 

views and values on language use in communities can often be traced to the impact of past 

schooling on present life and these views and values in turn affect the circumstances and 

goals o f contemporary language teaching” (p. 23) and, by extension, testing. The types of 

writing or genres practiced in a North American English school-room setting, such as the 

student academic argumentative or comparison/contrast essay, which may be the automatic 

response o f a first-year native English speaking university student to an exam essay prompt, 

may be unfamiliar genres to a second language student.

Hayes and Flower (1980) in attempting to provide a model of the writing process, 

suggested that the writing process, which is a recursive, rather than a linear action, be 

examined with respect to two types o f language knowledge: 1) the task environment, which 

includes the purpose (the assignment), previous texts, either written or aural and 2) the 

writer’s understanding of the audience, and cognitive skills, such as reflection, planning and 

revising. Hayes (1996) elaborated on this model focusing more on the individual than on the 

environment. Hayes saw the individual’s motivation, beliefs and attitudes as central to 

affecting performance. He defined the cognitive processes as text interpretation, reflection 

and text production.

10
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The main problem with such models is the fact that they do not take into consideration 

linguistic competence and sociocultural knowledge and therefore present difficulties in 

attempting to use these models when assessing second language writing. A more useful 

model o f the writing process, particularly for the purposes of assessing second language 

writing, divides language knowledge into three types: linguistic knowledge, discourse 

knowledge and sociolinguistic knowledge (Bachman, 1990; Canale and Swain, 1980; 

Chapelle, et al. 1993; Grabe and Kaplan, 1996; Hymes, 1972). This view o f writing 

recognizes the importance o f the social aspects o f writing and of familiarity with discourse.

In a testing context, these areas may be as important as linguistic knowledge in producing 

appropriate1 responses to task environments. Tests that do not consider the sociolinguistic 

and discoursal aspects of writing may be limiting the scope of the inferences that can be 

drawn from the test scores.

2.2. The Importance of Reflection in Academic Writing

2.2.1 Reflection in Academic Writing

Moffett (1968), one of the first to theorize about the role o f reflection in the

composing process of writing, describes discourse as “(a) reflective and relational and (b)

rhetorical” (p. 18). He hypothesizes that through reflection a writer builds a representation of

the meaning o f the text, creates an abstraction of the text in the mind. Using this

1 Appropriacy, as defined by Allison (1999) is “the extent to which choices express meanings in ways that are 
suited to situational contexts” (p. 27). Defining what is being tested is “the starting point o f  good testing o f  any 
sort” (Oiler, 1983) and raters can be trained to examine only the linguistic elements and ignore appropriacy. 
However, if  appropriacy is not part o f  the construct, this approach limits the richness o f  the inferences that may 
be drawn from the scores. “The centrality o f  language in human affairs and the variety o f  ways in which people 
evaluate uses o f  language for their appropriacy to circumstances and participants gives language teaching [and 
testing] potentially enormous scope for educational exploration and enrichment. Exploration, however, implies 
an openness to the unexpected that is not always reconcilable with working routines” (Allison, 1999, p.29). 
Training raters to be “open to the unexpected’ is a more challenging concept than training them to evaluate 
linguistic elements.

11
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representation as a framework, the writer is then able to select, reorganize and recombine 

information to form a new product. In a testing context, where extended academic writing is 

the required outcome, the writer may also need to engage in this composing process. In fact, 

the ability to select information relevant to the essay question, and going on to reorganize and 

recombine this information to form an original piece o f writing that answers the essay 

question is key and crucial to accomplishing the exam task.

Britton (1975) suggests that there are three stages in the writing process— conception, 

incubation and production— and that these processes are constantly interacting with each 

other.

First the new experience — the reading or the experimenting — has to be fitted into the 
whole hierarchical complex of what the [writer] already knows and what he thinks
and feels about what he already knows. Then he has to apply it to the writing
assignment, which makes new demands on him (p. 22).

‘Conception’ relates to Moffett’s idea o f ‘creating a representation of the meaning o f the text’ 

and ‘incubation’ echoes Moffett’s idea o f composing as ‘relational’, that is, the writer must 

select and reorganize the new information (gained in the case o f the CAEL Assessment in the 

form o f a reading and/or a lecture), recombining it with an already existing understanding, 

however scanty, o f the topic. These stages, which are accomplished cyclically and/or 

simultaneously, prepare the way for writing.

Elbow (1991), defining the genre o f academic discourse says academic discourse is 

about reasoning and “ ...being clear about claims and assertions” (p. 32). This definition 

again supports the notion that academic writing may reflect the writer’s ability to abstract, 

choose relevant information and reorganize ideas to support claims. As discussed previously, 

Hayes (1996) model o f writing divides the process o f writing into two main parts: 1) the task

12
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environment and 2) the individual. Hayes primarily focuses on the individual, whom he sees 

as interacting simultaneously in relation to four factors: motivation, working and long-term 

memory and cognitive processes. The cognitive processes in Hayes model include text 

interpretation, reflection and text production. According to Hayes, reflection is the process 

through which text interpretation is combined with existing knowledge (long term memory), 

producing a new internal representation o f knowledge. It may be possible to say that these 

activities define the act o f reflection as it is integrated into the process o f  writing in an 

academic setting.

According to Bereiter and Scardamalia (1987), Purves (1992), and others, one o f the 

main functions o f writing in higher education, particularly in the English-speaking world, is 

to expand and develop knowledge through reflection. In fact, the development o f critical 

thinking skills and writing are dependent on one another, and mastery o f writing is seen as an 

indication o f the formation o f the cognitive skills necessary for university work (Weigle, 

2002). The quality o f the writing may depend not only on the skill of the writer to assimilate, 

analyze and reorganize new information, but also, in part, on the amount o f time available for 

these cognitive activities. One could argue, then, that in an academic writing exam setting 

such as the CAEL Assessment, test takers must be given opportunities2 for this reflection 

(including time and guidance) for the writing they produce to be representative of the level of 

writing they are capable o f producing in a classroom setting.

2.2.1 Writing as a Social Action: The Test Developer’s Responsibility

Beginning in the late 80s to the present, the social view of writing has emphasized the 

interdependence o f society and the individual in the co-construction o f knowledge. Learning

2 It is important to emphasize here that, in both the testing context and in the classroom, it is impossible to 
ensure that students take advantage o f  all opportunities available to them.

13
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and understanding are considered by many as inherently social (Giltrow and Valiquette,

1994; Hunt, 1993; Palincsar, 1998) and “explaining one’s thinking to another leads to deeper 

cognitive processing” (Palincsar, 1998, p.345). The role o f reflection in teaching writing has 

greatly expanded as writers are asked to enter into dialogues with themselves and/or others, 

often through reflective journals. The use of reflective journaling highlights the importance 

given to the role o f reflection in constructing knowledge. As Emig (1983) pointed out 

. .analysis and synthesis seem to develop most fully only with the support system o f verbal 

language — particularly, it seems, of written language” (p. 123).

“All writing is inherently social” (Thralls, 1992, p. 64), “an act that takes place within 

a context, that accomplishes a particular purpose, and is appropriately shaped for its intended 

audience” (Hamp-Lyons and Kroll, 1997, p. 8), and the writing produced in a testing context 

is no exception. In fact, from this perspective, testing (and writing in tests) is an intensely 

social interaction (Chalhoub-Deville, 2003, Fox, 2001). It is the process by which established 

members of a community evaluate the readiness of an applicant to participate in the activities 

that constitute the community. Examined from within a sociocultural theoretical framework, 

the test event is a collaboration between the test developer, reader/rater and the test 

taker/writer, a context-driven, co-construction of knowledge in which not only is the 

performance o f the test taker evaluated, but also those o f the test developer and the rater must 

be carefully examined and monitored. In a testing context, for example, the test developer 

initiates the “conversation,” attempting to engage the test taker in situated dialogue through 

text and items. While interacting with the texts and items (i.e., performing), the test taker 

“constructs” the participants in the event (the reader/rater), tailoring the linguistic 

performance to meet perceived expectations. The reader/rater then examines the performance

14
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through the lens o f implicit and explicit expectations, assigning a level according to agreed- 

on criteria (see, for example, Fox, 2001). In evaluating the performances o f test developer 

and rater, then, it is essential that implicit expectations (which may be deeply embedded in 

social and cultural experience) and explicit expectations (which may be a result o f training or 

reflective engagement in the agreed upon target task) be meticulously examined because it is 

the extent to which the test taker is able to negotiate these expectations that defines the 

particular performance. It is interesting to note that ‘the agreed-on criteria’ may not, in fact, 

be agreed-on at all. It is only through constant gathering o f qualitative and quantitative 

evidence -  statistical analysis of item and rater performance, and the relation between test 

performance and the performance in the domain being represented -  that criteria are in fact 

‘agreed-on’ and validation of the inferences drawn from test scores is achieved. It is also 

interesting to note that unless these criteria are accessible to the test taker within the testing 

event itself, the test taker is not in a position to ‘agree’ and thus is disadvantaged. The 

evaluated performance is a performance which is, as Swain (2001) puts it, “jointly 

constructed and distributed across the participants” (p. 275). She goes on to state, 

“Performance is not a solo performance, but rests on a joint construction by the participating 

individuals” (p 278).

Several researchers have investigated the effect on test taker performance of the 

interactions between test takers and those responsible for administering the test and/or rating 

the performance. McNamara (1997) questioned whose performance was being evaluated in 

an examination of the interactions between interviewers and interviewees and test takers and 

raters. Brown (1995) found empirical evidence to support the intuitive recognition that the

15
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behaviour o f the interviewer can bias, negatively or positively, a candidate’s performance in 

an oral interview testing situation.

Although the focus o f previous research has mainly been on the performance o f the 

test taker in real time, such as in an oral interview, or the interaction of the rater with the 

created text, as in essay marking, the fact is that the performance being evaluated is a co

constructed event and the test scores represent an assessment o f the test taker’s performance 

when engaging or participating in the particular event. The test, itself, is a dialogue between 

test developer, test taker, and rater, facilitated by all the test items and responses. Bakhtin’s 

(1986) theory o f language and collaboration states that “ 1) all communication is an active 

process involving collaborative partnerships, and that 2) collaborative partners are linked 

through a chain o f responsive reactions” (cited in Thralls, 1992, p. 65). In a test such as the 

Canadian Academic English Language (CAEL) Assessment, the test questions guide the test 

takers through the texts, indicating what is relevant and what may be ignored, mimicking, in 

a sense, a teaching, or instructional situation. Test taker responses represent a construction o f 

knowledge, or cognition, which is, as Snow (1994) suggests when discussing the 

“interactionist’s” point of view, “situated, that is, rather than being located in persons’ heads, 

the structures and processes of knowing, understanding, reasoning, and learning are activities 

defined by relations between persons and tasks or between persons” (cited in Chalhoub- 

Deville, 2003, p. 375). In fact, in a performance test such as the CAEL Assessment it may be 

said that what is being assessed is the ability o f the test taker to enter into this co-construction 

of knowledge, or to take advantage of the “covert collaboration” (Parks and Maguire, 1999) 

offered by the test developers in the form of the test tasks. The responses o f the test takers as 

they construct the knowledge necessary to negotiate the tasks are an indication of their

16

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



readiness to participate in this collaboration with members o f the community -  test 

developers -  as the construction of knowledge is scaffolded through text tasks. It is during 

this dialogue between test developer and test taker that test takers construct their reader (the 

rater) and develop a more complete understanding of the task. In a test like the CAEL 

Assessment, without guidance, test takers may be surprised by the notion that, as Hunt says, 

“meaning is at the center o f all written language” (1993, p. 113). In a testing situation where 

academic writing is evaluated, then, it is imperative that the expectations of the participants 

be made transparent. In assessments o f academic writing, where test takers are expected to 

integrate new knowledge into test output, through the skillful presentation of items, test 

takers may be engaged in a dialogue that encourages or guides them to reflect on meaning. 

This encouragement and guidance, a form of implicit or “covert collaboration” (Parks and 

Maguire, 1999), is necessary because “[w]ritten examinations discourage extensive

premeditation o f the writing it takes courage, or despair, to sit in an exam room just

thinking” (Britton, 1975, p. 25).

This overview of the role of reflection in academic writing and examination of the 

implications o f the view of writing as a social action to test development points out that 

through reflection writers define and redefine the writing task. It is an ongoing process that 

takes place before and during the actual writing down of the ideas. It is dialogic (Bakhtin, 

1981), encompassing the writer and the text and target community. Interactionist theory 

suggests that, in evaluating language performance, it is not sufficient to examine test taker 

traits and features o f the context. It is necessary to examine the interaction between these two 

(Chapelle, 1998). As each test taker interprets and responds to the tasks, the nature of both 

the trait being measured and the task are impacted. As Chapelle (1998) states:
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Trait components can no longer be defined in context-independent, absolute terms 
and contextual features cannot be defined without reference to their impact on 
underlying characteristics (p.43).

Chalhoub-Deville (2003) suggests that, in evaluating performance according to the

social interactional perspective, the challenge in language testing research is “to document

the connections that language users make in varied situations that help them activate and/or

transfer knowledge and skills from relevant experiences” (p.378). She goes on to echo

Chapelle’s comment (above) by saying “that the activated systems cannot be said to belong

either to the examinee or to the situation alone, but rather reflect their synergy” {Ibid). In

other words, in order to establish the validity o f inferences drawn from test scores, it is

necessary to examine in detail the performance of the test taker in context- to attempt to

understand more about the cognitive and socially mediated processes o f the test taker while

interacting with test tasks. Such research furthers investigation into the two views: the

individual-focused cognitive perspective (Bachman, 1990) which sees language as a

psycholinguistic ability possessed by the individual (Bachman, 2002), and the interactional,

co-constructionist perspective, which sees language as social, situated and co-constructed

knowledge, and will add to the accumulation of knowledge needed to unravel the problem

posed by Hamp-Lyons (1991) of “how far a writer’s essay test score is due to theoretically

predictable features of “absolute” writing quality and how far it is due to the interaction

between such features and specifiable characteristics” (p.52). As Douglas (2000) states:

A context is not simply a collection of features imposed upon the language 
learner/user, but rather is constructed by the participants in the communicative event. 
A salient feature of context is that it is dynamic, constantly changing as a result o f 
negotiation between and among the interactants as they construct it, turn by turn 
(p.43).

18

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



The reading and listening items in an integrative test such as the CAEL Assessment 

are designed by the test developer to encourage the test taker to access the information in the 

texts that is particularly important for addressing the prompt. In extracting the information 

necessary to answer the items, the test takers and the developer are co-constructing a context 

within which the test taker may respond to the writing prompt. From this perspective, 

through the three reflective items (or the multi-staged task) at the end o f the first reading, the 

developer invites the test taker to reflect on the information gathered so far, and to review it 

from the perspective of the writing prompt, activities that Britton (1985) and others (Elbow, 

1994; Ellis, 1994; Emerson, 1983; Faigley, 1994) have suggested are key to engaging in 

academic writing. However, unless an examination of the processes test takers engage in is 

conducted, it is not possible to know if the test taker actually engages in this reflection, 

interacting with the item types as the developer hopes, and the rater assumes (Alderson, 

1993).

The act of reflection is at the heart o f constructing meaning in written discourse, 

particularly academic writing, and must be considered part of the construct o f academic 

writing. In exams o f academic writing, when the pressure o f time constraints and the 

concerns about outcomes may distort the natural writing process, opportunities for reflection 

must be built into the testing procedure. Otherwise, the writing produced will not be truly 

representative o f the abilities of the test takers, and thus conclusions based on test results will 

not be valid due to construct under-representation. Equally important is the investigation into 

how test takers interact with these “opportunities” in order to determine if  these items 

perform as test developers hypothesize.
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2.2.2 Assessing L2 Academic Writing in a Testing Context such as the CAEL 
Assessment: Recognition of Genre

In any testing situation, test takers’ readiness to participate in a community of practice 

(Dias, Freedman, Medway & Pare, 1999) is evaluated through a series of tasks often 

designed by members o f the community. For example, those wishing to receive a driver’s 

license are evaluated by a trained examiner on their performance o f a series o f tasks 

identified by the Ministry o f Transportation-Driver and Vehicle Licensing as essential 

elements in the mastery o f the skill of driving. With respect to tests o f English for Academic 

purposes, such as the Canadian Academic English Language (CAEL) Assessment, test takers 

are also evaluated on their performance on tasks identified by teachers and educators as being 

essential elements in the mastery o f academic English (Fox, 1999). As test takers are often 

asked to write an essay in these assessments, a large part of test takers’ evaluation depends 

on their mastery of academic writing.

What is academic writing? Or more specifically, what is the type o f academic writing 

that would be evaluated as “successful” in an assessment o f academic English such as the 

CAEL Assessment? As Leki (1992), Vahapassi (1982), and Weigle (2002), among others, 

have pointed out, first language writing is developed through formal education. In North 

American schools, students are introduced at an early age to the “schoolroom essay”

(Giltrow, 2002, p 26). Although this genre o f writing may appear in slightly altered forms — 

for example, the argument, or the compare/contrast essay, or the expository essay — by the 

time North American students have finished high school and are applying for entrance into 

North American universities, they have had many opportunities to become familiar with the 

“schoolroom essay” or the “academic student essay” and have already been asked to 

reproduce it in a variety of forms such as, short assignments, exam essays, longer classroom
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papers. Through teachers, handbooks, discussions with parents, siblings, and peers also 

familiar with this genre, they have heard “good academic essays” being described as “clear 

and concise”, “not vague or wordy”, and “logical and well organized” (Giltrow, 2002, p26). 

Students may not know what these phrases mean or be able to produce writing that is not 

“vague and wordy”, but they are probably familiar with the phrases.

In fact, this is not to imply that all graduates o f the North American high school 

system are proficient at producing this culturally embedded genre, or even that all graduates 

are aware that they have been engaged in the use o f such a genre. However, with respect to 

the type o f academic writing that would be evaluated as “successful” in an assessment of 

academic English such as the CAEL Assessment, it seems logical to assume that those 

trained to evaluate the specifically academic essays produced in this testing context would be 

trained to look for the characteristics that identify this genre within the academic culture in 

which they function (Allison, 1999).

Kaplan (1966) was one o f the first researchers to investigate cultural aspects of 

writing through the idea of contrastive rhetoric. He analyzed a large number of ESL essays, 

cataloguing distinctive differences in the written discourse o f students from a variety o f 

cultures. Grabe and Kaplan (1996) point out that these differences do not necessarily reflect 

differences in thought patterns but rather culturally shaped preferences for certain linguistic 

possibilities among the options available. Thus, the choice o f option can be seen as the result 

of exposure to cultural specific discourse primarily through the education system. Leki 

(1992) points out that these cultural expectations can affect how writers perceive their 

intended readers, and thus how they organize texts. For example, LI speakers o f English may 

expect ideas in written discourse to be hierarchically organized with direct statements,
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explicit connections, and original content (Leki, 1992). Hinds (1987) refers to English 

writing as ‘writer responsible’ in that readers are not expected to make inferences or to 

discover the writer’s intended meaning, as these connections are made explicit by the writer. 

These characteristics of writing may be seen as indications of well-developed critical 

thinking skills in the context of an assessment o f writing for academic purposes, whereas 

they, in fact, reflect cultural choices. An important fact, sometimes overlooked and 

undervalued, is that those responsible for setting the criteria o f what constitutes good 

academic writing in North America, that is, teachers and educators, are often themselves 

products o f the North American high school system and have thus been exposed both directly 

and implicitly to the culture-specific patterns of academic discourse which reflect the cultural 

values as promoted through this education system. A quick look at main sections of the 

marking rubric used by CAEL Assessment essay markers, developed by teachers and 

educators (Fox, 2000) shown in Table 2.1, will demonstrate that there is a connection 

between what is expected of the schoolroom essay/academic student essay as described 

above and areas examined in evaluating the essays produced in the context of the CAEL 

Assessment.

Table 2.1
The CAEL Academic Writing Assessment Scale (Fox, 2000)__________________________

CONTENT ORGANIZATION LANGUAGE USE
Addressing 
the topic

Developing
ideas

Essay structure, linking 
ideas, cohesiveness

Range, control, flexibility and accuracy o f : 
vocabulary and structure

We may connect “not vague or wordy” to the area of CONTENT, “logical and well 

organized” to ORGANIZATION, and “clear and concise” to LANGUAGE USE. To be 

more precise, the highest level awarded in the CAEL Assessment writing criteria, Band 

Level 90, describes the writing in Table 2.2, as follows:
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Table 2.2
The CAEL Academic Wriiting Assessment Scale (Fox, 20019)

CONTENT ORGANIZATION LANGUAGEUSE
Addressing 
the topic

Developing
ideas

Essay structure, linking ideas, 
cohesiveness

Range, control, flexibility and accuracy 
of vocabulary and structure

Addresses the 
topic with 
authority and 
style.

Develops the 
topic using the 
right amount o f  
detail.

Controls the argument through a 
variety o f  organizational and stylistic 
devises. Cohesive, coherent and 
predictable.

Fluent -  Shows mastery o f  appropriate, concise 
and persuasive English.

“not vague or wordy” “logical and well organized” “clear and concise”

At this point, it is important to clarify that the purpose of this discussion is not to 

justify the existence, teaching, or use o f the genre of the academic student essay. It is only to 

point out that it does exist, and that it may play a part in shaping the expectations o f 

evaluators of academic writing produced in test contexts such as the CAEL Assessment. 

Suffice to say that essay markers such as those evaluating the essays produced during the 

CAEL Assessment may be expecting this genre as they evaluate these exam essays. And 

their expectations may not be unreasonable. The purpose of assessments such as the CAEL 

Assessment is to evaluate the ability of the test takers to use English in academic contexts 

(Fox, 2000). Those wishing to study in an English speaking university setting will have to 

produce writing that contains elements of the academic student essay at some time during 

their studies, whether it is in writing exams, assignments, summaries, critiques, or course 

papers (Fox, 2000, p 8). However, many test takers, particularly those who have not been 

schooled in the North American education systems, may not be familiar with the elements of 

this genre.

It may not, however, be necessary for test takers to be familiar with the genre o f the 

North American academic student essay to produce writing that is evaluated as “successful” 

in a testing context such as the CAEL Assessment. What is necessary is that test takers be
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given opportunities in the testing context to understand what is expected of them. It is 

possible to say, then, that as test takers read the test instructions and answer questions on the 

texts, they enter into a learning situation of “guided or peripheral participation” (Dias, 

Freedman, Medway & Pare, 1999) with the test developers/evaluators. Thus, the quality of 

test takers’ performance in this genre depends to some extent on the type of “guidance” 

offered by the experts through scaffolding provided by texts and tasks within the test. In 

developing such texts and tasks, then, it is imperative that test developers acknowledge the 

importance o f reflection in producing academic writing and recognize the potential for 

affecting test taker performance through test method.

2.3. Method Effect

The recognition of the importance of the context o f language production is not a new 

concept. In the 1950s for example, Firth referred to the context of the situation as the central 

construct o f the study o f language (Firth, 1957, p. 182). A decade later, Hymes (1972) stated 

that the language produced in any context was shaped by, among other components, the 

participants, the purpose, and the environment. Labov (1972) suggested that variations in 

linguistic elements, such as word choice and grammatical structures, could be correlated with 

variation in such non-linguistic variables as the purpose o f the event, the participants, and the 

setting o f the event.

In this regard, it is necessary to recognize that a test o f any kind constitutes a context 

and therefore may have an effect on the performance. The discussion o f whether the 

performance on a specific task can be generalized to represent a general ability of the test 

taker or whether this ability “can only be defined in relation to a specific situation”
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(Wilkinson, 1968, p. 125) has concerned language testers for several decades. Performance 

based tests are developed by “selecting certain representative communication tasks as we do 

not use the same language for all possible communication purposes” (Weir, 1988, p. 15). 

Tarone (1983) argues that “speech production varies systematically with elicitation task” (p. 

142) and Skehan (1987) notes that the implication o f this view for language testing is that the 

testing context must consist of a sampling of tasks which “achieve a representative sample 

for the purpose for which the scores are going to be used” (p. 200). In examining these 

arguments, Fulcher (1996) posits that a multi-task test would produce low equivalency 

coefficients between the tasks. However, he found that although rater and task are significant 

sources o f variance, the amount o f variance attributed to test taker ability is much greater. 

This indicates that although it is possible to generalize from one task to another, it is equally 

important to recognize that test method can affect test performance, and the amount of 

variance caused by task type needs to be investigated.

Both Cronbach (1989) and Messick (1994) have noted that information on test 

content alone is not enough to make valid interpretations o f test scores. It is also necessary to 

examine the actual test performance. In investigating construct validity o f interpretations 

made on test scores, information concerning the abilities to be measured as well as the 

characteristics of the tasks used to measure them need to be gathered and analyzed 

(Bachman, Davidson, and Milano vie, 1996). Bachman (1990), in his book, Fundamental 

Considerations o f  Language Testing, regards the features of the testing situation as 

“analogous to the features that characterize the context o f the situation or speech event” 

(Bachman, 1990, p. I l l ) ,  noting that it “is not surprising to find that aspects of the test 

method, which provide much of the context o f language tests, affect performance on
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language tests” (p. 113). He systematically addresses the issues of how test ‘facets’ (p 112) 

such as whether an oral assessment is conducted through a live interview or is tape mediated, 

or the test items are multiple choice or open ended, can affect test taker performance, and 

hence result in construct irrelevant variation of test scores. Bachman (1990) presents the 

following taxonomy of test method facets:

1) testing environment,
2) test rubric
3) input
4) expected response
5) relationship between input and response (p 119)

Other research has demonstrated that facets o f test method influence how test 

takers perform on language tests. For example, Turner (1989) examined the method effect of 

cloze tests on test taker performance. Bachman and Palmer (1981), Clifford (1978), and 

Shohamy (1983) examined how test method affected oral production and concluded that 

facets o f test method influence and affect performance on oral language assessments. In 

terms of input and response, Lumley and McNamara (1995) investigated the relationship 

between the relative harshness or severity of rater judgments and the relative difficulty of 

tasks, noting that, through many faceted Rasch modeling analyses, the relationship between 

the elements of a facet can be estimated, adjusting the ability estimates o f test takers to take 

these differences into consideration.

Other researchers have examined the effect of test method when assessing reading 

comprehension. Bachman and Palmer (1982) found that the variance in scores produced by 

the translation and interview method of measuring reading ability could be attributed more to 

test method than specific trait factors. Davey and Lasasso, (1984), Lee (1986), Read (2000), 

Riley and Lee (1996), and Shohamy (1984) have all investigated the effects o f multiple

26

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



choice, cloze, open-ended and selected response items on reading performance and found 

there to be a significant task type effect. Kobayashi (2002), using Bachman’s model o f test 

method facets, and focusing on the third and fourth facet, input and expected response, 

examined the method effects o f test organization and response format, noting that these 

facets interacted with the level of ability o f the test taker, affecting the performance o f test 

takers with certain levels o f ability. Her conclusion was that there will be interactions 

between reading-comprehension test performance, learner proficiency level, and test 

organization and/or test format.

It is clear from the above review of research into task-based performance assessment 

that the issues regarding content validity and test score interpretation are very complex. It is 

essential to investigate the relationship between test method and performance in order to be 

confident in the predictions about the success of performance on language tasks outside the 

context o f the test. Statistical analysis software packages have made it possible to analyze the 

effect o f various facets o f test method and scoring procedures on test taker performance, and 

to adjust score interpretation to reflect this evidence. The next section examines the 

reflective item type as a facet o f test method in relation to both the test taker and the rater.

2.4. Reflective Item Types

As stated in the introduction to this study, reflection on meaning is an integral part of 

constructing a written response in academic writing (Britton, 1975; Elbow, 1998; Emig,

1983; Freedman, 1987). As Britton (1975) says, “ [T]he writer is selecting from what he 

knows and thinks,... and embodying that knowledge and thought in words which he 

produces” (p. 23). This activity requires greater engagement with the text than simply
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locating specific information in a text based on identifying key words. In a testing situation, 

where there is the pressure o f time, test takers find it difficult to perform such reflective 

actions, feeling that there is not enough time to think. If it is true that academic writing is by 

nature, as Moffett (1968) says, “reflective and relational” (p. 18), and as Elbow (1991) 

maintains, that it involves “ ...being clear about claims and assertions” (p. 140), then, 

opportunities for reflection must be built into the construction of the test, if  the inferences 

made from the evaluation of such writing are to be valid.

In this light, then, it is important for test developers to include opportunities for test 

takers to understand what specifically is expected of them, and opportunities to reflect on the 

best way to present this new knowledge and understanding. Certainly this opportunity for 

reflection does not ensure success; however, the question does arise as to whether or not, 

without time to reflect and a clear understanding of what is required, the writing produced in 

an EAP testing context such as the CAEL Assessment, adequately represents the ability of 

the test takers. Research has indicated that test method affects the production o f language in 

the same way as any context affects linguistic performance. In examining the effect o f the 

reflective item types, it is important to understand the structure and organization of the 

Canadian Academic English Language Assessment (CAEL) as a fully integrated test.

The CAEL is a high stakes test o f EAP designed to assess the level of English 

language proficiency of test takers planning to study in universities where English is the 

medium o f instruction. It is a fully integrated, topic-based, criterion referenced performance 

test (Fox, 2000) in which all tasks in the written test are focused on the exploration of a 

single topic.3 Test takers read articles, listen to a lecture and answer questions about them, 

and, finally, write a short essay, all on the same topic. The essay question is given to the test

3 Speaking is tested separately on a task-based test, which is not integrated.
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takers at the beginning of the test, and all test items are designed not only to test reading and 

listening proficiency, but also to scaffold or support the response to the essay question. The 

three reflective items at the end of the first reading ask test takers to reflect on the main ideas 

o f the article and how this information relates to the essay question.

In order to provide a testing environment that encourages test takers to perform at 

their highest level o f ability (Fox, 2002), it is necessary to provide methods to scaffold 

(Bruner, 1975) reflection and understanding of the task during the test. The three reflective 

items at the end of the first reading may give test takers time and guidance in reflecting on 

what they have just read, how it relates to the larger issue of the essay question, and the 

importance o f the information in the readings and the lecture in formulating the essay 

response. It may refocus their minds on the initial question after the first introduction to the 

topic. Figure 2.3 below presents examples o f reflective item types and Table 2.4 analyzes the 

purpose of each item.

Figure 2.3
Reflective Item Types on the Topic of Sleep______________________________________

1. What are the most important ideas found in Reading 1 ?
(2 points-1 point for each idea)

2. According to Reading 1, is it possible for humans to work effectively with much 
less sleep? (Put a check V beside the best answer.)

 YES
 NO

Explain your answer:

(1 point)

3. How will the information in Reading 1 help you to write your essay at the end o f 
the test?
(2 points)_________ '__________ ;_________ ,__________________

The purpose o f each reflective item is analyzed below.
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Table 2.4
Purpose of Each Reflective Item

Item Purpose
What is the most important 
information in Reading 1 ?

Encourage test taker to step back from the activity of 
detail gathering to examine the article as a whole in 
order to establish its purpose.

Based on Reading 1 (the essay 
prompt is inserted here, in the form 
of a yes/no question)

Remind test taker o f the purpose o f reading; 
encourage test taker to take a position based on new 
information gathered in Reading 1.

How will the information in Reading 
1 help you to write the essay at the 
end of the test?

Encourage test taker to begin to think about essay 
organization. Answers to this question might include, 
define, give examples, give background to problem.

According to The Dictionary o f  Language Testing by Davies, et al (2002), test items 

are “those parts o f a test requiring a specified response from the test taker” (p. 201). Their 

form may vary from instructions for writing a report or essay to a short answer question, 

constructed response such as a cloze or selected response (multiple choice). They range on a 

continuum from discrete point, which may test the individual’s knowledge about certain 

finite features o f the language, to integrative, which may require the test taker to manipulate 

a range o f features in providing a response. Test items that require an integrated response 

from the test taker are often referred to as test tasks. Again, according to the Dictionary o f  

Language Testing (Ibid), the term test task is used to refer to a test item that involves 

“complex performance in a test of productive skills” (p. 196).

Using these definitions, it could be argued that the reflective items are, indeed, tasks, 

as they require the test taker to perform complex activities: review, summarize, select 

relevant information to support a position, analyze information critically, and prioritize. 

Although the response itself will be packaged as a short answer, the strategies used to arrive 

at the response reflect the types o f strategies used in writing an academic summary or 

argumentative essay. In fact, whether the test taker chooses to approach this section of the
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test as a series o f discrete items, or a complex multi-staged task will affect the number of 

points awarded to the responses. The items are scored by raters who may award partial credit. 

The answer key specifies a number of possibilities, requiring the rater to examine the 

response for relational logic. For example, do test takers relate the information they retrieve 

to answer the items to an ultimate logical purpose, that is, connecting it to the final essay, 

explaining the logic o f the essay, etc... Figure 2.5 is an example o f responses that would be 

given partial credit.

Figure 2.5
Reflective Item Types on the Topic of Sleep: Partial Credit Responses______________

4. What are the most important ideas found in Reading 1 ?
The physiology of sleep (.5/2 - This is the title o f the reading)

5. According to Reading 1, is it possible for humans to work effectively with much 
less sleep? (Put a check V beside the best answer.)

_±YES
n o  :

Explain your answer:

Humans needfrom 5 to 8 hours of sleep each night (0/1 — Although the information 
is important, and can be used is a response to the question above, it doesn’t support a 
positive answer)

6. How will the information in Reading 1 help you to write your essay at the end of 
the test?
/  think this article will give me a lot o f advantages and disadvantages to help me 
write my essay. (.5/2 -  The answer is given partial points because, although the 
answer is not specific enough to be awarded full points, the article does give some 
advantages and disadvantages o f reducing the number o f hours o f sleep.)

Figure 2.6 below is an example of responses that would be given full credit.

t
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Figure 2.6
Reflective Item Types on the Topic of Sleep: Full Credit Responses_______________

7. What are the most important ideas found in Reading 1 ?
A definition o f sleep and what happens if  you don't get enough (2 /2 -  two ideas 
that are important in view o f the essay prompt (See Examples o f essay prompts,

' figure 3.9))

8. According to Reading 1, is it possible for humans to work effectively with much less sleep? 
(Put a checkVbeside the best answer.)

 YES
_V.NO

Explain your answer:
Lactic acid builds up in muscles and you have to sleep. (1/1- This is true and 
represents a potential problem when reducing the number of hours of sleep; also the 
relation between this statement and the negative response above is clear.)

9. How will the information in Reading 1 help you to write your essay at the end of the test? 
l ean get definition of sleep and can explain some problems about lacking of 
sleeping and get examples (2/2 -  This response shows the test taker is already forming 
a strategy for organizing the response to the prompt.)

As is evident from a close examination of the items and responses above, these three 

items are connected -  one response building on the previous one -  drawing the test taker 

towards taking a position in reference to the prompt. In this regard, they could be considered 

a complex multi-staged task. For the purposes o f this study, however, the term item type will 

be retained, recognizing that in order to respond effectively, test takers will be required to 

perform complex activities.

To summarize, then, these items are designed to encourage test takers to find relevant 

information within the text to scaffold their response to the essay question. They may also 

serve to emphasize how important the information in the readings and the lecture is to 

formulating their response to the essay question. This highlights one o f the fundamental
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elements in academic writing, which is, as Moffet says (1968) its “relational” quality (p. 18). 

In Britton’s (1975) terms, .. the reading or the experimenting... has to be fitted into the 

whole hierarchical complex o f what the [writer] already knows and what he thinks and feels 

about what he already knows” (p. 22). In other words, academic writing is concerned 

particularly with “positioning [the writer’s] own voice amongst these other voices” (Giltrow, 

2002, p.40). It is not simply about stating a personal opinion. It is about stating an educated 

opinion, one in which the writer takes a position, presents an argument using what has been 

said before about the topic to shape and support a presentation of a unique relationship of 

ideas. Without some form of direction, test takers may not attempt the more difficult task of 

assimilating new information into a unique point of view. What they may produce is simply 

reflective or personal writing, not because they can’t produce the more demanding academic 

writing, but because, given the time constraints o f the testing context, and the assumption 

from previous experience with English language tests that evaluators are examining mainly 

grammar, it is less cognitively stressful; in fact, writing a personal essay is easier (Fox, 

1999).

The study used an emergent quasi-experimental research design applying a mixed 

method approach (Creswell, 1994; Greene, et. al, 1989). It is hoped that this study will 

contribute to the growing research on method effect by investigating the effect o f reflective 

test items on the essay produced in testing settings such as the Canadian Academic English 

Language (CAEL) Assessment where extensive writing in the form of a test essay is the 

ultimate outcome or task.
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CHAPTER III -  METHODOLOGY

The chapter will describe the investigation o f the two research questions across the 

two phases:

Phase 1: Is there a method effect o f the reflective item types on the scores in the CAEL 
Assessment?

Phase 2: Is there a method effect of the reflective item types on test taker composing 
strategies (particularly, selecting, reorganizing and recombining information) in the 
context o f the CAEL Assessment?

In the section below, I will give a brief overview of both phases and then I will describe the 

participants, materials, procedures and analyses o f each phase before discussing the results in 

Chapter IV.

3.1 Brief Overview of Phase 1 and Phase 2

This study was exploratory and/or emergent in that the findings in one stage helped 

clarify further exploration o f the data in the next. It used a quasi-experimental research 

design, applying a mixed method approach (Creswell, 1994; Greene, et. al, 1989), employing 

both quantitative and qualitative analysis in order to examine reflective item types in an EAP 

testing context from two perspectives. In Phase 1, aggregate data was analyzed from a 

randomly selected administration of the CAEL Assessment for the purpose of discovering 

evidence of an effect of the reflective item types on the test scores. In Phase 2, recorded 

responses from test taker interviews were analyzed using grounded theory (Glaser and 

Strauss, 1967). Here the focus was on what effect, if  any, the reflective item types had on the 

composing strategies o f test takers in the study.

The next sections will describe the method of investigation.
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3.2 Participants 4

3.2.1 Phase 1 Participants

The first phase o f this study was designed to explore, through statistical analysis of 

aggregate data, the effect (if any) on the scores o f adding reflective item types to the first 

reading in the CAEL assessment. The participants in Phase 1 were 116 test takers who 

registered to take the CAEL Assessment at a Canadian university. The test is offered at this 

university approximately once per month and the average number o f test takers at each sitting 

is 100. Test takers who take this test require assessment o f their English language 

proficiency in order to study in an English medium academic institution or for accreditation 

from a professional institution. They are typically foreign students wishing to complete a 

degree at a Canadian university. However, they may also be permanent residents in Canada, 

high school students wishing to continue their education or adults returning to upgrade their 

education.

In order to identify any salient differences between the sample population used in this 

study and the larger test taking population, a comparison was made between the 116 test 

takers who took the test on this date (August, 9,2003) drawn for the study and all test takers 

who took the CAEL Assessment between January 2000 and January 2004. The sample group 

considered in this study was representative o f the larger test taking population in relation to 

gender, language groups and test outcomes as shown by the information presented below.

At this university in both the academic population and in the test taking population, 

the number o f males is greater than the number o f females. This is also true in the sample test

4 All procedures o f  both phases were reviewed and approved by the Carleton University Ethics Committee. 
During Phase 1 o f  the study, a form describing Phase 2 and requesting volunteers was distributed. Test takers 
who participated in Phase 2 interviews were informed o f  how the information would be used. The identity o f  
test takers was protected through the use o f  test ID numbers.
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taking group. Tables 3.1a and b below show the comparison of males to females in the 

sample group and in the test taking population from January 2002 to January 2004. The 

difference in gender distribution in the sample and target populations was roughly 

comparable.

Table 3.1 
Gender
Table a_________________Gender sample (n=116)

Gender Frequency Percent
Valid

Percent
Cumulative

Percent
F 40 34.5 34.5 34.5
M 76 65.5 65.5 100.0
Total 116 100.0 100.0

Table b Gender 2000-2004 Target (n=4186)

Gender Frequency Percent
Valid

Percent
Cumulative

Percent
F 1709 40.8 40.8 40.8
M 2477 59.2 59.2 100.0
Total 4186 100.0 100.0

The following table compares first language frequency between the sample and target 

populations. The representation o f Mandarin speakers was approximately the same, differing 

by only 1%. Arabic speakers were more highly represented in the target population;5 

however, here I estimated that the difference was not enough to appreciably affect the results. 

My main concern was that the representation of the largest group (Mandarin) be similar. 

Table 3.2
Language Groups

Sample (n=116) Target (n=4186)

Languages Frequency Percent ■ Frequency Percent
Other 42 36.2 1201 28.7
Mandarin 71 61.2 2626 62.7
Arabic 3 2.6 359 8.6
Total 116 100 100

5 This shift in numbers reflects a shift in student enrollment over time.
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The following table (3.3) presents the distribution o f scores across the two groups. In 

interpreting these scores, it is important to take into consideration that CAEL Assessment 

scores are reported as band scores ranging from 10 to 90. Thus although the mean scores 

were different, the band scores for Overall, Listening, Writing, and Speaking were the same. 

In the sub-skill o f Reading, however, the target population had a mean band score one band 

higher than the sample population.

Table 3.3
Descriptive Statistics

Sample (n~116) Target (n=4186) Band Scores
Std. Std.

Sub skills__________ Mean Deviation Mean Deviation Sample Target
OVERALL 35.57 14.820 36.82 13.020 30 30
READING 37.22 16.089 42.11 14.182 30 40
LISTENIN 39.13 17.500 36.70 15.514 30 30
WRITING 36.78 15.980 34.25 15.247 30 30
SPEAKING 48.70 13.862 48.85 14.690 40 40

The following figures {Figure 3.4) compare the distribution of the overall band scores 

between the sample group and the target test taking population. Although the standard 

deviation was slightly higher in the sample population, the mean in each group was almost 

exactly the same.
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Figure 3.4
Overall Band Distribution 
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The above information suggested that the sample population of test takers was representative 

of the test taking population in all major ways. Therefore, any conclusions made based on the 

behavior o f this group may arguably be generalizable to the test population as a whole.
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3.2.2 Phase 2 Participants

3.2.2.1 Test Takers

The second phase of the study was designed to examine more closely the test takers’ 

experience while taking the CAEL Assessment with reflective item types and to investigate 

what effect, if  any, the reflective items had on the composing strategies o f the test takers. 

Volunteer test takers agreed to take a reflective version of the CAEL Assessment within one 

week o f  their official CAEL Assessment. Ten subjects whose scores represented a range of 

performance were selected from the pool o f volunteers. Table 3.5 provides an overview of 

the test takers who participated in Phase 2 o f the study.

Table 3.5
Profiles of Phase 2 Test Takers

Test Taker 
Subject ID

Native Language Gender Overall Band Score 

1st Test 2nd Test

004 Mongolian Female 40 60
006 Russian Male 40 50
020 Mandarin Male 30 40
032 Mandarin Female 40 30
036 Mandarin Female 30 30
040 Mandarin Female 30 40
044 Mandarin Female 30 40
048 Mandarin Male 40 50
066 Mandarin Male 30 40
074 Japanese Male 40 30

3.2.2.2 Interviewers

Three graduate students in the School of Languages and Applied Linguistics at a Canadian 

university were selected as interviewers. They participated in one training session which 

consisted of a pilot interview session followed by a discussion of the results.
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3.3 MATERIALS

3.3.1 Phase 1 Materials
The main testing instrument used was the CAEL Assessment to which reflective and

non-reflective items had been added. The following section describes the CAEL Assessment 

and the reflective and non-reflective items in more detail.

3.3.1.1 The Canadian Academic English Language (CAEL) Assessment

The Canadian Academic English Language (CAEL) Assessment is a high stakes test 

o f English for academic purposes designed to assess the level o f English language 

proficiency of test takers planning to study in universities where English is the medium of 

instruction. Rather than focusing on what a test taker knows about English, it tests the ability 

o f the applicant to use English in an Academic setting, in other words, meaning is central 

(Fox, 1999).

As Figure 3.6 below shows, the CAEL Assessment is an integrated, topic-based, 

criterion referenced performance (Fox, 1999) test in which test takers read articles, listen to a 

lecture, and write a short essay all on one topic. The reading and listening sections are 

marked according to an answer key, which results in a raw score. The writing is marked 

according to an assessment scale, using a collaborative, holistic method. All scores are 

standardized to a band score. These band scores, including the speaking score, which is 

assessed separately, are then combined into an overall band score using a weighted average 

formula.

The initial instructions o f the assessment emphasize the similarity o f the tasks in the 

test to those in a first year university course. Following in Figure 3.6 are the exact 

instructions given to test takers on the first page o f the CAEL Assessment:
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Figure 3.6
Instructions given on first page of all CAEL Assessments__________________________
Instructions to the test taker:
In this test you will be asked to do the things you would be expected to do in a university 
course. You will read two articles which provide you with background information on the 
topic and answer questions about them. You will listen to a university lecture on the same 
topic, answer questions as you listem Finally; you will be asked to write an essay using 
information from the readings and the lecture.______________________________________^

Topics and texts are chosen from first year introductory university courses. Generally, in 

academic study, the gathering o f information is approached with a specific question or line of 

questioning in mind. In other words, readers have a frame of reference that allows them to 

make judgments concerning relevant concepts and details. In the CAEL Assessment, the test 

takers are first introduced to the essay question to ensure that they are engaged in focused 

reading and listening. The readings and lecture are accompanied by questions which, when 

completed, provide the test takers with a scaffolded response to the essay question and the 

test taker is required to draw from both reading and listening texts to form a response to the 

essay question. In this way, the activities the test takers are asked to perform represent the 

types o f activities they will be required to accomplish in academic study (Fox, 1999). Figure 

3.7 provides a representation of how the CAEL Assessment is constructed.
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Figure 3.7
The CAEL Assessment

fOra! Language
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Reading Response - Lecture Response - Writing Response - Oral Language Response
(Fox, 2002)

All sections in the test are carefully timed. This does not change the inherent nature of the 

lecture as, in the classroom as well as in the test, participants listen as the professor discusses 

the relevant ideas. In the classroom, participants take notes while the professor speaks, or 

they may be asked to fill in a diagram or an outline of some kind. During the CAEL 

Assessment lecture, participants must answer questions that focus their attention on relevant 

details o f the discussion and fill in diagrams and/or charts.

The reading section, on the other hand, is slightly more affected by the timed nature 

o f the test. Test takers are informed at the beginning of the test that they will not have time to 

read every word o f the article. In order to complete the questions, they are directed to read
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the question first and look for the information in the article. They are encouraged to skim the 

article for key words and to use their rhetorical knowledge of English academic writing to 

locate details. Under this type o f pressure when test takers complete the questions they may 

have only a fragmented understanding of the main ideas in the article and how these ideas 

relate to the essay question. Figure 3.8 gives an example o f  one type o f  task found in the 

reading section. In examining the example, it is clear that the answers to the questions may 

be obtained by reading the question first and then skimming the article for key words. 

Figure 3.8
CAEL Assessment Practice Test: SLEEP

Chapter 2: SLEEP
Sleep is a physiological state characterised by 
the loss of consciousness and a very marked 
slowing of the various functions of the mind 
and body. Periods of sleep are recurrent and 
necessary for the preservation of life. It is 
during such periods that the body apparently i- 
recuperates or regenerates from tire effects o f . 
waking activity.

READING 1: “SLEEP”15 minutes/17 points 
Read the questions below and then quickly 
scan the article to find the answers.
1. According to the article, what are 2 
characteristics of sleep? Put check marks 
beside the correct answers.

(2 points)
_  Loud and excessive snoring 
_  Loss of consciousness 
_  Slowing of functions of body and mind 
_  Dreaming and night terrors

2. What is one reason we need sleep?
(1 point)

The essay question asks test takers to use the information from the readings and the lecture to 

formulate a response to the essay prompt. Examples o f essay topics follow:

Figure 3.9
Essay Topics_____________________________________________________________________

•  Using information from the readings and the lecture, discuss the advantages and 
disadvantages o f reducing the number o f hours o f  sleep an individual gets each day.

•  Using information from the readings and the lecture, agree or disagree with the 
following statement

Humans should be able to work effectively with much less sleep.
•  Using information from the readings and the lecture, answer the following questions. 

What is sleep? Is it possible to control the number o f hours o f sleep an individual
 needs each day to function well? -_____________________________________________
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The essay is to be completed in 45 minutes. Although test takers are encouraged to take the 

first 15 minutes to review the information and plan the essay, many test takers, working 

under the pressure o f time, do not use this strategy. In general, this situation does not reflect 

how academic writing takes place. Even the most disorganized students, the ones who leave 

every assignment to the last minute, will have some time, perhaps days and even weeks, to 

reflect on how they will approach a writing task. They will have heard their professors 

referring to the assignment and perhaps engaged in some discussion with other members of 

the class concerning different aspects o f the assignment. Certainly this time for reflection 

does not ensure either that the student will engage in reflection or that this reflection will 

have an effect on the course task. However, the question does arise as to whether or not, 

without time to reflect, the writing produced in response to the CAEL Assessment format 

adequately represents the EAP construct and thus fairly samples or represents the ability of 

the test takers.

As mentioned earlier, it is important to provide a test taking environment that allows 

test takers to perform at their best. That includes transparency of test expectations. In the case 

of the CAEL, expectancy is based on test takers using information in the reading and 

listening sections to construct the essay response. Therefore, keeping in mind the fact that 

incorporating new information into an existing paradigm requires reflection (Britton, 1975; 

Elbow, 1991; Moffet, 1968), then it is important to attempt to provide methods of 

encouraging reflection during the test. Adding these reflective items to the end o f the first 

reading may give test takers time to reflect on what they have just read and how it relates to 

the larger issue of the essay question. The next section will describe the reflective items.
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3.3.1.2 The Reflective Items

The reflective item types were first formulated and piloted in a classroom context.6 

The study focused on student response to the items through a questionnaire (Appendix l) .7 

The reflective items were then piloted on two test takers in a test/re-test format, with and 

without the reflective items. In order to investigate the effect on the scores, if any, o f adding 

reflective item types to a high stakes assessment o f English for Academic Purposes, a 

modified version o f the CAEL Assessment was administered to 116 test takers which had 

been assigned identification numbers from 1 to 116. The CAEL Assessment was modified in 

the following way: three reflective item types were added to the end o f the first reading in 

half the tests; a non-reflective item type was added to the end o f the first reading in the other 

half of the tests. The following section describes the non-reflective items.

3.3.1.3 The Non-reflective Items

Vocabulary-matching items were chosen as the alternative item type in order to 

ensure that the cognitive skills needed to answer this question were not the same as those 

needed to answer the reflective item types. In other words, it was important that the non- 

reflective item did not require the test taker to synthesize any of the ideas found in the text, or 

to relate these ideas logically to the essay prompt. The vocabulary-matching items are 

discrete point items that require the test taker to scan the text rather than process meaning. 

The assumption was that these items would in no way affect the writing. In other words, if 

test takers answered the items correctly they would have no extra information to use for 

developing the essay, and if they answered them incorrectly they would have no less

6 Please refer to section 2.4 The Reflective Item Type, above, for a rationale concerning item development.
7 For details o f  this study, please contact the author.
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information for the essay. They were developed as items requiring mechanical work that 

would take approximately the same time as the reflective items.

The version of the CAEL Assessment used in the study for this thesis concerns a new 

technology. The text contains a glossary, as many textbooks do, in order to introduce new 

terms to the reader. The lexical items chosen for the non-reflective task were contained in 

this glossary. As test takers were required to match the definition rather than produce a 

definition using their own language, and the definitions were taken directly from the text, to 

complete the item, test takers had only to skim the text to find the exact configuration of 

words. They could accomplish the task without understanding either the lexical item or the 

definition.

The pilot study was conducted in a low stakes setting. The participants were two 

intermediate level EAP students. After the test was completed, the students filled out the 

same questionnaire (See Appendix 1) used in the development of the reflective items.

Neither participant identified the vocabulary-matching item as centrally relevant or useful in 

writing the essay (Question 2). They all felt that the vocabulary-matching item was not 

difficult to answer (Question 3), as the definitions were easily recognizable in the text. They 

indicated that the type of information was not different (Question 4) from the other items in 

the test. This small study suggests that test takers did not perceive the vocabulary-matching 

item as useful in any way in writing the essay.

3.3.1.4 The Oral Language Test (OLT)8

The Oral Language Test is a separate test o f speaking. The scores are factored into the 

results o f the reading, listening, and writing scores produced by the written sections of the 

CAEL Assessment to calculate an overall band score.

8 For information concerning the Oral Language Test, please see Fox, 2000.
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3.3.1.5 The Cloze

The Cloze test was used as an independent measure of language proficiency to ensure 

that any changes noted in performance between the two groups (reflective and non-reflective) 

were the result o f the addition o f the reflective items and not differences in language 

proficiency. The CAEL Assessment is administered in two parts, the Oral Language Test 

(OLT) and the written section. As the reflective items were added to the written section only, 

the OLT as an independent assessment o f speaking was used as one point o f comparison. A 

second point was the cloze, which was administered at the beginning of the written 

assessment.

The cloze test was designed and developed by Janna Fox (2001) and used as one tool 

in the examination o f test reliability. Fox offers several arguments for the use o f this 

particular method o f measurement in this specific situation. She finds that although, in the 

literature (here she cites Bachman, 1984; Jonz, 1990; Read, 2000; Turner, 1989) it is difficult 

to find agreement on what the cloze test measures, it is generally accepted that “the cloze is a 

useful holistic measure o f English language ability” (Fox, 2001, p. 199). In addition, as it 

could be administered in a fairly short period o f time, (10 minutes), it could be added onto 

the written administration time without unduly fatiguing the test taker (Ibid).

3.3.1.6 The Post-Test Questionnaire

The Post-Test Questionnaire (see Appendix 2) was administered to all test takers. Its 

purpose was to discover if  test takers were able to recognize the usefulness o f the reflective 

item types. The multiple choice questions asked test takers to evaluate which section 

(Reading 1, Reading 2, or Listening) o f the test helped them most in responding to the essay. 

As the test takers were unable to review their test while they were answering these questions,
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the questions could not be too specific and, as a result, the questionnaire did not provide 

detailed information.

The first question (Can you remember any questions that helped you decide what you 

would say in the essay? I f  yes, where? Reading 1, Reading 2. Listening?) was designed to 

determine if  the test taker was able to remember any particular section as being helpful in 

writing the essay. The second question (Did you think o f  the essay after Reading 1? I f  yes, 

how did  you feel?  More confused, less confused, or no change) asked the test taker to focus 

specifically on Reading 1 and to determine if this reading (which contained the reflective 

items) was particularly helpful. The questions were scored dichotomously according to 

whether they identified the reflective items in Reading 1 as useful.

3.3.2 P hase 2 Materials

The materials used for Phase 2 of the study were similar to Phase 1: the CAEL 

Assessment with reflective and non-reflective items, the cloze, and the post-test 

questionnaire. However, these ten test takers were also asked to participate in a recorded 

interview which took place during the assessment. The interview consisted of several 

questions asked after Reading 1, Reading 2, and at the end of the test. Test takers were asked 

to look systematically at the test items and decide if they were helpful or not in writing the 

essay. (See Appendix 3 for the Interview Questions.) During the interview, interviewers 

attempted to engage test takers in a discussion o f their composing strategies.
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3.4 PROCEDURE

3.4.1 Phase 1 Procedures

Test Administration: The administration of the test was conducted according to the 

established testing protocol. The cloze was administered during the first ten minutes o f the 

test administration. The test versions (Reflective=version with reflective item types; Non- 

Reflective=version with vocabulary-matching type) were distributed to test takers in the 

same room: Reflective version to all test takers with even seat numbers, Non-Reflective 

version to all test takers with odd seat numbers. Test takers were not aware that they had 

different versions o f the same test. Five minutes were added to the amount o f time allotted 

for the completion of the first reading in order to accommodate the extra items, both 

reflective and non-reflective.

At the end o f every CAEL Assessment, test takers are encouraged to fill out a short 

post-test questionnaire regarding the test and the testing conditions. Three questions were 

added to this questionnaire designed to discover if test takers recognized the reflective item 

types as helpful in answering the essay question at the end of the test. As this part of the test 

is voluntary, some test takers did not complete this form.

Test Marking: All tests were marked by trained raters (see Fox, 2000, for an 

explanation o f marking procedures). As this was an official administration of the CAEL 

Assessment for which test takers would receive official scores, the raters o f the reading 

section were instructed to ignore the reflective item types or the vocabulary-matching type in 

order to avoid corruption of the official score produced by the test. Therefore the scores 

received on the added items were not calculated into the raw score test takers received for the

49

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



reading section. Essay raters were not informed of the research study, in order to avoid 

affecting the essay evaluation in any way.

The cloze test was marked dichotomously, using a key. The three questions from the 

post-test questionnaire were also marked dichotomously: 1 point if the answer showed 

recognition of the integrative aspect o f the test and identification of Reading 1 (the reading 

with the reflective items) specifically as being helpful and 0, if both these elements were not 

indicated. As test takers did not have access to the test when they filled out this 

questionnaire, it was not possible to ask questions on specific items.

3.4.2 Phase 2 Procedures

Interviews: Ten test takers who had taken the Non-reflective version of the CAEL 

Assessment were administered the Reflective version of the CAEL Assessment (a version 

with three reflective items positioned at the end of Reading 1) within one week o f the first 

administration. Before the test began, test takers were given a copy of the questions they 

would be asked during the interview. At the end of Reading 1, Reading 2 and the writing, 

testing was stopped while the interviews were conducted. Test takers were directed to answer 

the interview questions in writing as they waited for their interview turn. The following 

figure {Figure 3.10) displays how the interview sessions were placed within the test..

Figure 3.10
Placem ent of the Interview Sessions

Reading 1 interview Listening Reading 2 interview Writing '
°  Session 1 °  °  Session 2 b  S

The CAEL Assessment consists o f two reading texts and one listening text. The order 

o f  presentation is first an introductoiy reading (10 minutes), then the listening section (20
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minutes), followed by a second more in-depth reading (30 minutes). After this information 

gathering session, the test takers have 45 minutes to write an essay on the question they were 

given at the beginning of the test. Instructions at the beginning of the test tell test takers that 

they will be writing an essay using the information from the readings and the listening (see 

Figure 3 .7, above). One main purpose o f the reflective items is to encourage test takers to 

review the prompt at the end of the first reading in order to support their composing 

strategies o f selecting, reorganizing and recombining information to form a new written 

product.

As this was a three-hour, high stakes test, an effort was made to reduce, as much as 

possible, disturbance to the test takers in order to avoid any impact on scores. Therefore, the 

interview was designed to access the information as expediently as possible, limiting the 

amount o f time devoted to the interview to approximately five minutes per test taker. It was 

also important to design the interview questions in such a way as to avoid affecting 

performance by giving directions that the general population of test takers does not receive. 

Although it was difficult to estimate if the interview, itself, affected test taker performance by 

introducing reflection, every attempt was made not to identify particular questions or sections 

o f the assessment as being more or less important than others. As indicated in Figure 3.10, 

above, the interview was divided into three short sessions: the first set of questions were 

asked after the test takers had completed Reading 1 (with the reflective items) and just before 

the listening; the second set were asked after the reading and listening items but before 

beginning the essay; and the last set were asked after the essay was completed and the test 

was finished.
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3.5 ANALYSIS

3.5.1 Phase 1 Analysis

My analysis was exploratory (rather than a priori as in classic quantitative studies). 

Thus the analysis o f the data gave rise to new questions and new analysis. I began analyzing 

the data by examining the performance of the Reflective and Non-reflective groups through a 

comparison of mean and standard deviation. As a result of this investigation, I performed an 

examination of data collected by the post-test questionnaire. The two questions o f relevance 

to the study in the post-test questionnaire were marked in order to separate the test takers into 

two groups -  those who identified Reading 1 and only Reading 1 as useful in writing the 

essay and those who did not. This questionnaire was administered at the end of the two hour 

test.

Through the analysis o f the post-test questionnaire, eleven test takers whose 

performance warranted further examination were identified. First, the mean and distribution 

of scores o f  this Group of Eleven were compared to the rest of the sample group. Then a 

Kendall’s tau statistical test was run using the ordinal data of the Reflective Group of Eleven 

to examine the correlation within and between the sub skills and the overall band score with 

alpha set at p<.05. In order to further investigate the performance of the Group of Eleven, 

using similarity of performance on the cloze test and the OLT, two sub-groups were selected 

for comparison, one from the larger Reflective group and one from the Non-reflective group. 

A Kendall’s tau statistical test was run on the data to test for significant differences o f the sub 

skills.
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3.5.2 Phase 2 Analysis

In order to examine if the reflective items affected the composing strategies o f test takers, 

first an examination of the scores from Test 1 and Test 2 was performed. The mean of the 

raw scores and band scores of the sub skills and the overall scores were compared. Then the 

results o f the first and third interview sessions were examined. The recorded interviews, 

interviewers’ field notes and the written responses to the interview questions were analyzed 

for indications that the reflective items affected test takers’ composing strategies. Each 

question was analyzed and the results were categorized on the basis o f recurring strategies 

through a process o f analytic induction (Creswell, 1994). For example, several test takers 

reported that the reflective items helped them to “understand the main ideas, not just the 

details, ” “showed what I  have to remember and what I  can forget, ” and “decide i f  I  agree or 

disagree with the essay question. ” I identified this as the process of recognizing information 

relevant to the test taker’s purpose (gathering information for the writing task) and re

structuring it according to this purpose. I termed this strategy as Reorganizing. Similarly, 

several test takers stated that the reflective items helped them “fin d  my own words'’ and 

“make me know what I  think about it. ” I identified this process as reformulating the main 

idea and connecting it to previous knowledge or experience (however remote) of how the 

world functions. I termed this strategy as Recombining. Chapter IV presents the results of 

the analyses.
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CHAPTER IV -  RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

4.1: PHASE 1 RESULTS

In order to be sure that any variance in scores between the two groups, Reflective and 

Non-reflective, was due to the introduction o f the reflective items and not ability, their 

performance was compared. The following table (4.1) summarizes the performances of the 

two groups.

Table 4.1
Group Statistics (n=116)

y * j ^ 1 (n=58), .
2 (=n58) Mean' Band Std. Deviation

Overall Band 1. non 36.38 30 13.598
2. reflective 34.74 30 16.047

Reading Band 1. non 38.45 30 16.522
2. reflective 35.96 30 15.682

Listening Band 1. non 40.86 40 15.926
2. reflective 37.37 30 18.948

Writing Band 1. non 36.72 30 14.676
2. reflective 36.84 30 17.337

Oral Band 1. non 40 10.609
2. reflective r'"* 4 40 16.630

cloze score 1. non
2. reflective

N/A
N/A

4.366
5.064

‘ Highlighted section indicates similarity of scores on two independent tests.

This table divides the two groups into reflective, those who had the Reflective version 

o f the test, and non, those who had the Non-reflective version of the test. As the information 

contained in Table 4.1 suggests, when comparing the mean and standard deviation of the two 

groups, although there were minor differences, both groups performed in a similar manner. 

The CAEL Assessment scores are reported in terms of bands in intervals o f ten. Therefore, 

even though there may be some fluctuation within the band, as for example, in the reading 

band (Non-reflective-ZZ.45; Reflective-25.96), these scores are both reported as band level 

30. Particularly, the overall band score was o f interest, showing that both groups scored at
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band level 30. The one area of difference was in the listening where the Non-reflective group 

scored slightly higher (3.49 points higher). This difference was important because it meant 

that the Non-reflective group actually scored at band level 40, whereas the Reflective group 

scored at band level 30. According to the band level descriptors (See Appendix 4) band level 

40 represents the threshold at which a test taker may begin to engage in limited academic 

study, thus movement at the 30/40 band level can have a major impact on the life of the test 

taker. This difference in the sub skill o f listening did not however, translate into a higher 

overall band score. The cloze test provided an interesting reference point, as it is an 

independent test o f integrated pragmatic language proficiency. This test showed that although 

the Reflective group had a slightly larger range of scores, the mean score was almost identical 

in the two groups, differing by only .34. Similarly, the oral test, which is also an independent 

test, showed that the two groups had similar proficiency in this area. Particularly, the 

similarities in the ways the two groups functioned on these two independent tests (see 

highlighted section on Table 4.1, above) provided some support that any differences in scores 

on the writing sub test might be attributed to variation within the test, itself. To further 

compare the differences in means between the two groups, a t-test was performed on the 

data. The assumptions required for the t-test, normal distribution and independence o f scores 

(Bachman and Kunnan, 2004) were met. A two-tailed mean comparison was made, with a 

null hypothesis that the means o f the two groups would be equal at a  < .05. There was no 

significant difference between the means o f the two groups.

Based on this information, it was possible to assume that, in general, the two groups 

performed in similar ways. A detailed analysis o f these results showed that the Non-reflective 

group scored slightly higher in the reading and listening sections. The writing scores differed
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by only .12. These differences translated into a difference of 1.64 in the overall band score, 

which did not impact the overall band level. However, it did show that the performance of 

the Non-reflective group was slightly better than that of the Reflective group.

A further examination of the standard deviation o f the writing scores revealed some 

differences. Figure 4.2 below analyzes the results of the writing band scores.

Figure 4.2
Non-Reflective/Reflective Distribution of Writing Band Scores 
Non-reflective group

10.0 20.0 30.0 40.0 50.0 60.0 70.0 80.0

Writing Band

Reflective group
30 t --------------------------

20  -

10.0 20.0 30.0 40.0 50.0 60.0 70.0 80.0

Writing Band
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In these two histograms, it is possible to see that the performances of the two groups were in 

fact, slightly different. Although the mean was approximately the same in both groups, the 

standard deviation indicated that the scores were distributed differently across the band 

levels. Table 4.3, below shows the number o f scores placed in each band level.

Table 4.3
Reflective and Non-reflective Writing Band 
I  ̂ “ i. Frequency <• , Valid Percent

„ 1 Non-
Band Reflective reflective . _ Reflective ! Non-reflective
10 1 1 1.8 1.7
20 16 9 28.1 15.5
30 16 22 28.1 37.9
40 8 14 14.0 24.1
50 6 5 10.5 8.6
60 5 4 8.8 6.9
70 3 1 5.3 1.7
80 2 2 3.5 3.4
Total 57 58 100.0 100.0

The distribution of the writing scores o f the Reflective group was more spread out across the 

bands. In other words, raters seemed to respond to these essays by recognizing more 

distinctions among the band criteria.

In order to investigate further the relationship between the reflective items and the 

writing scores, the information collected through the post-test questionnaire was examined. 

Tables 4.4a and 4.4b represent the mean and band scores of both groups in relation to 

whether the test takers indicated that they had found Reading 1 useful or not as described in 

the post-test questionnaire. In both tables, the first column indicates the test section (overall, 

reading, listening, etc.) being examined. The second column indicates those test takers who 

responded ‘yes’ and those who responded ‘no’ to the post-test question. The third column 

indicates the number of test takers in the ‘yes’ and ‘no’ groups and also indicates how many 

of these test takers fall into the Reflective and Non-reflective groups. The fourth and fifth
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columns allow for the comparison of the mean and band scores o f the Reflective and the Non-

reflective groups. For example, the first row concerns the overall band score, showing that o f 

those test takers who responded ‘yes’ to the post-test question, eight were of the Reflective 

group and 10 were o f the Non-Reflective group. The remainder o f the test takers (50 in the 

Reflective group and 48 in the Non-Reflective group) responded ‘no’ to the question. 

Displaying the information in this format allows for comparison of the mean and band 

scores. For example, it seems that the mean score o f the test takers in the Reflective group 

who said ‘yes’ to the post-test question was slightly lower than the mean of those who said 

‘no.’ It was also slightly lower than the mean of the scores o f the Non-reflective. group.

Table 4.4
R -Reflective (n=58) and  NR-Non-reflective (n=58)

Table 4.4a Post-test Question 1 (PTQ1) Can you remember any questions that helped you 
decide what you would say in the essay? I f  yes, where? Reading 1, Reading 2, or the 
Listening?

PTQ N Mean Band
, Test section' 1 R NR R NR R , „NR

1. Overall Yes 8 10 33.75 35.00 30 30
No 50 48 34.89 36.67 30 30

2. Reading Yes 8 10 37.50 33.00 30 30
No 50 48 35.74 39.58 30 30

3. Listening Yes 8 10 36.25 40.00 30 40
No 50 48 37.87 41.04 30 40

4. Writing Yes 8 10 35.00 35.00 30 30
No 50 48 37.02 37.08 30 30

5. Oral Yes 8 10 52.50 47.00 50 40
No 50 48 48.09 49.17 40 40

6. Cloze Yes 8 10 15.14 13.80 N/A N/A
No 50 48 14.31 14.15 N/A N/A

The results o f question 1 showed that although many test takers identified 

Reading 1 as useful, most did not indicate that is was more useful than other sections o f the 

test. More test takers in the Non-reflective group (10) recognized the usefulness o f Reading 1 

than in the Reflective group (8). Also, in examining their performance, there seemed to be
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little difference between the two groups. In comparison, the data presented a slightly

different picture with regard to question 2, displayed in Table 4.4b, below.

Table 4.4b Post-test Question 2 (PTQ2) Did you think about the essay question at the end 
o f  Reading 1? I f  yes, how did you feel about the essay question after Reading 1? More 
confused, less confused, or no change?

I. Test Section
PTQ
2

- N 
R

)

NR
' Mean 
'R . NR

Band
r ; NR

Overall Yes 11 19 41.82 35.79 40 30
No 47 39 32.95 36.67 30 30

Reading Yes 11 19 40.00 37.37 40 30
No 47 39 35.00 38.97 30 30

Listening Yes 11 19 47.27 37.89 40 30
No 47 39 35.23 42.31 30 40

Writing Yes 11 19 41.82 37.37 40 30
No 47 39 35.45 36.41 30 30

Oral Yes 11 19 58.18 51.58 50 50
No 47 39 46.36 47.44 40 40

Cloze Yes 11 19 17.45 15.42 N/A N/A
No 47 39 13.61 13.44 N/A N/A

The results for question 2 on the post-test questionnaire showed that those test takers 

in the Reflective group (n= 11) who identified Reading 1 as useful in writing the essay 

performed better than any other group, the mean o f each of the test modules being one band 

level higher than those who did not recognize Reading 1 as useful. O f particular interest, was 

the fact that the writing band level o f the eleven test takers who identified Reading 1 as being 

useful in writing the essay was one band higher than those who did not recognize it as 

useful.9 As mentioned previously, the Oral band and the cloze score represent independent 

measures o f language performance. Therefore, by examining these scores it is possible to 

note that this particular group o f eleven had a generally higher level o f performance.

9 One thing to keep in mind when evaluating the differences in scores is that although shifts within the band are 
important, it is shifts from one band to a higher or lower one that has the greatest effect on the test taker. 
Particularly the shift between band level 30 and band level 40 is important, as band level 40 is recognized by 
institutions as the lowest cut o ff point to begin engaging in limited academic study. Some institutions have 
designated higher band levels (50 or 60) as important cut offs, but no institution accepts a band level lower than 
40. Therefore, a shift from band level 30 to level 40 has an important impact on a test taker’s life.
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Although the Oral band score o f the Reflective group was higher than the Non-reflective 

group, they both fell within the same band level (50). In comparison, the Oral band level in 

the Reflective group, as identified by post-test question 1, was also one band level higher than 

the Oral band level in the Non-reflective group, yet this did not translate into better 

performance in the other modules (overall, reading, listening, writing). The Cloze test scores 

were slightly higher for the Reflective group than for the Non-reflective group in post-test 

question 2. Interestingly, the same difference (2 points) existed between the Reflective and 

Non-reflective groups as identified by post-test question 1, and yet again, this apparent 

strength did not translate into higher scores in the other modules. The next section describes 

the investigation into the writing scores o f this Group of Eleven test takers.

A comparison of mean scores was a starting point. By comparing the performance of 

the Reflective Group of Eleven test takers with the performance of all test takers o f the 

sample population (see below, Table 4.5), it was possible to see that the overall mean band 

score o f the Reflective Group of Eleven was one band level higher (mean=41.8) than the 

other groups. As previously mentioned, the cut off point between band level 30 and 40 is 

very important, as some academic institutions allow test takers with the higher o f the two 

band levels to begin limited study in their academic field, therefore, this difference in 

performance has a great potential impact on the life of the test taker. (See footnote 7 for an 

explanation o f the importance o f these levels.)

Table 4.5 Descriptive Statistics by Group_____________________________________________
COVERALL; BAND; SCORE BY GROUP n ■ - m e a n ^ 1 . Band .

Reflective Group o f Eleven 11 41.8 40
Reflective Group (Minus Reflective Group o f  Eleven) 47* 33.5 30
Non-reflective Group 58 36.4 30
Reflective plus Non-reflective Groups 105** 31.8 30

♦This number represents the Reflective group (n=58) from which the scores o f the eleven test takers in the Reflective Group o f Eleven have
been subtracted (58-11=47, thus n=47).

♦♦This number represents the sample population (n=l 16) from which the scores o f the eleven test takers in the Reflective Group o f  
Eleven have been subtracted (thus n=l 05).
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Figure 4.6, below, is a representation o f the distribution of overall band scores across 

the levels (10 to 80). The distribution o f these groups followed the typical distribution o f test 

takers (as reported in Figure 3.4 above), that is, the concentration of scores was in the 30/40 

band level. As mentioned, the central tendency of the Reflective Group of Eleven fell within 

the higher o f these two levels, that is, band level 40.

Figure 4.6

Distribution of Overall Band Scores

■^Note increase at 40 band level 
o f Reflective Group of Eleven

ELEVEN

iReflective

IReflective Eleven

I H M B H n o t  reflective
Missing 20 40 60 80

10 30 50 70

Overall Band

The next step in the investigation of the performance of the Reflective Group of 

Eleven was to examine the strength of the functional relations among the sub skills and 

between the sub skills and the overall band score. Of particular interest was how reading and 

listening scores covaried with first, the overall band score, and then the writing score. The 

assumption was that the Reflective Group of Eleven received higher overall band scores 

because they were able to benefit from the reflective items at the end of the first reading. 

According to this hypothesis, reading and listening scores should have contributed to the
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overall band score in a similar manner in all groups; however, the writing score should be 

higher in the Reflective Group of Eleven. This would suggest that the reflective items 

affected the writing scores, and would eliminate the possibility that higher reading or 

listening skills affected the writing scores.

Table 4.7, below presents the results a Kendall tau statistical analysis. The first point 

o f examination was how the reading, listening and writing band scores correlate with the 

overall band score. According to the results o f the Kendall’s tau test, the correlations were 

statistically significant, with no correlation lower than .549 (reading with overall). However, 

caution must be applied in interpreting this result. Writing is given more weight when 

calculating the overall band score, and thus it would be expected that writing would correlate 

most highly with the overall band score, as, in fact, it did.10 It was interesting to note, 

however, that the significant relationship that existed between the overall band score and the 

listening band score (p= 779) accounted for more of the variance than did the reading band 

score (p=.549). It was, however, quite surprising to note that there was no significant 

correlation between reading scores and writing (.374) and there was a considerably higher 

and significant correlation between listening and writing (p=.614) (highlighted section in 

Table 4.7, below). Although, in each of the other groups, the trend of a lower relation of 

association between reading and writing than between listening and writing was evident, only 

the Reflective Group of Eleven actually showed no significant correlation between reading 

and writing. (See highlighted sections in tables 4 .7 ,4.8a, 4.8b. and 4.8c.)

10 The CAEL Assessment is a fully integrated topic based test in which reading and listening arc equally weighted and 
writing is weighted more heavily. The Oral and the Cloze are administered and measured separately.
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Table 4.7
C orrelation of the Sub Skills of the Reflective G roup of Eleven (n = ll)
H f ^ n  ,  * 
^Correlations^ Overall Band

Reading
Band

Listening
Band Writing Band Oral Band

cloze
score

Overall Band 1.000 .549(*) .779(0 .870(0 .5590 .417
Reading Band ,549(*) 1.000 .406 .374 .261 .422
Listening Band .779(**) .406 1.000 .6140 .6770 .6110
Writing Band .870(**) .374 .6140 1.000 .452 .292
Oral Band .559(*) .261 .6770 .452 1.000 .309
cloze score .417 .422 .6110 .292 .309 1.000

* Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level ** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level

Tables 4.8a, b, and c below display the results of the other groups. Table 4.8a below, 

shows that, in the Reflective group (from which the scores of the eleven in the Reflective 

Group of Eleven have been subtracted), reading and listening correlated significantly with 

the overall band score (p=.793 and .853, respectively). When examining how reading and 

listening correlated with writing in this group (highlighted section), it was apparent that 

reading and listening contributed in a similar manner to writing (p=637 and .640, 

respectively).

Table 4.8a
C orrelation of the Sub skills of Reflective G roup (Minus G roup of Eleven) (n=47)

Sub skills Overall Band
Reading

Band
Listening

Band Writing Band Oral Band cloze score
Overall Band 1.000 .793(0 .853(0 .841(0 .652(0 .606(0
Reading Band .793(0 1.000 .712(0 .637(0 .539(0 .699(0
Listening Band .853(0 .712(0 1.000 .640(0 .656(0 .584(0
Writing Band .637(0 .640(0 1.000 .518(0 .456(0
Oral Band .652(0 .539(0 .656(0 .518(0 1.000 .509(0
cloze score .606(0 .699(0 .584(0 .456(0 .509(0 1.000

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

Tables 4.8b and 4.8c, below, present the correlation coefficients o f sub skills in the Non- 

reflective group (Table 4.8b) and both groups (Table 4.8c: Reflective and Non-reflective) 

combined. The relationship among the sub skills and between the sub skills and the overall 

band score seemed to follow the same pattern as presented in Table 4.8a, above. In all sets of 

statistics, the trend of listening covarying with writing at a higher level of statistical
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significance was present. However, only in the Reflective Group o f Eleven was there no 

statistically significant correlation between reading and writing.

Table 4.8b
C orrelation of the Sub skills of Non-reflective (n=58)

is lu ^ lk ills
> si ~  „ r, i f  

Overall Band
Reading 
^Band* -

Listening 
Band ‘ fFWntmg Band Oral Band cloze score <

Overall Band 
Reading Band 
Listening Band 
Writing Band 
Oral Band 
cloze score

1.000
,734(**)
.763(**)
.8 4 9 H
.477(**)
.514(**)

.734(**)
1.000

.652(**)

.593D
,334(**)
.528(**)

.763(**)
,652(**)

1.000
^111.600(1*1

.424(**)

.492(**)

.8 4 9 D  

.593(**) 

.600(**) 
1.000 

.373(**) 

.510(**)

.477(**)

.334(**)
,424(**)
,373(**)

1.000
.295(**)

,514(**) 
,528(**) 
,492(**) 
.51 o n  
.295(**) 

1.000
** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

Table 4.8c
Correlation of Sub skills of Total Group (n=l05) {Reflective and Non-reflective)

Overall • IReading Listening cloze
Sub skills Band . Band Band Writing Band iDral Band score
Overall Band 1.000 ,793(**) .837(**) .826(**) .6 3 7 D .61 o n
Reading Band .793(**) 1.000 .707(**) .618(**) .511(**) .686(**)
Listening Band .837(**) .707(**) 1.000 .598(**) .655(**) ,5 7 2 n
Writing Band ,8 2 6 n iS;:,6tj3(f');Vp: .5 9 8 n 1.000 .489(**) ,456(**)
Oral Band .637(**) .51 i n .655(**) .4 8 9 n 1.000 .466(**)
cloze score .610(**) ,686(**) .572(**) .456(**) ,466(**) 1.000

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).)

The statistical analysis indicated that the correlation between the writing band score 

and the overall band score remained fairly constant in the Reflective fp=.841) and Non- 

reflective fp=849) groups and slightly lower in both groups combined (p=.826). However, 

the correlation was slightly elevated in the Reflective Group of Eleven (p=.870). This was 

also true, to a lesser degree, of the correlation between the reading band score and the overall 

band score. Here, again, the Reflective Group of Eleven behaved slightly differently, showing 

the lowest correlation at .549. However, an interesting pattern emerged when examining the 

relationship between the listening band score and the overall band score in the different 

groups, with the Reflective group showing the highest correlation between listening and the 

overall band score (p=.831) and the Non-reflective group showing the lowest correlation
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(.763). A further examination revealed that the listening in all groups correlated more highly 

with the overall score than the reading. In the Reflective and Non-reflective groups the 

correlation between reading and writing was low, but still statistically significant. In the 

Reflective Group o f Eleven, at .374, the correlation between the reading and writing was not 

statistically significant (see highlighted sections in each table, above). But what affected the 

listening? Did the reflective item types support test takers’ listening skills, or were their 

listening skills, quite simply, better? The next section presents the investigation into this 

question.

To investigate the question o f whether the Reflective Group o f Eleven received higher 

overall scores because o f the reflective items or because of better listening skills, the Oral 

Language Test (OLT) and the cloze tests were used as independent measures o f comparison 

across the groups. The oral and the cloze tests are independent assessments o f aspects of 

language competence that may provide information uncontaminated by the method effect (if 

any) o f the reflective item types. Particularly the oral assessment has a strong listening 

component. In order to perform well on this assessment, test takers must listen to instructions 

and gather information through aural channels. This line of reasoning assumes that if 

listening is key to performing well on the essay, then those test takers in the Reflective and 

Non-reflective groups with scores in the oral component similar to the Reflective Group of 

Eleven would perform in a similar manner in the writing sub test. Two groups were selected, 

one from the Reflective and one from the Non-reflective group. (See Appendix 5 for a 

diagram of the groups.) The selection criterion was that their oral and cloze scores matched 

those of the Reflective Group of Eleven. Table 4.9 reports the descriptive statistics comparing 

the scores of these three groups. The two new groups were quite small: n=8 in the Reflective
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Sub-group (adjusted to eliminate individuals already in the Reflective Group of Eleven) and 

n=10 in the Non-reflective Sub-group. The overall mean was quite similar in both Reflective 

Groups (Reflective=42.50 and the Reflective Group of Eleven =41.82) and slightly higher in 

the Non-reflective Group (45.00). There was an important difference in the mean of the 

reading, the Non-reflective reading section mean being a full band level above the Reflective 

Group o f Eleven, and two band levels above the Reflective Sub-group. The mean of the 

listening section in both Reflective groups was similar, and one band level higher in the Non- 

reflective group. Here, it might be expected that, with the reading and listening scores so 

much higher in the Non-reflective Sub-Group, the writing score would also be higher. 

However, the writing mean scores were very similar in all three groups. This finding was 

interesting, as it seemed to support the idea that it was not reading that was the main 

contributor to success in the writing sub test. The fact that the mean of the Oral band was 

lower in the Non-reflective Sub-group and higher in the Reflective Sub-group and yet the 

writing mean was similar in all three groups suggested again that the listening, as it was 

assessed in the oral sub test, did not contribute greatly to the writing performance. In other 

words, the fact that the writing score was similar across the groups while the other sub skills 

fluctuated suggested that some other variable contributed to the difference in writing scores. 

The results are displayed in Table 4.9, below.

Table 4.9
Descriptive Statistics: Individual test takers with comparable Oral and Cloze Scores

V. •« f < -Vv
Reflective Sub-group 

(n=8)
Reflective Group of 

Eleven (n=11)
Non-reflective Sub- 
, Group (n=10)

Sub Skills Mean ' Band ‘ Mean Band ~ Mean Band
Overall Band 42.50 40 41.82 40 45.00 40
Reading Band 38.75 30 40.00 40 50.00 50
Listening Band 47.50 40 47.27 40 52.00 50
Writing Band 42.50 40 41.82 40 43.00 40
Oral Band 62.50 60 58.18 50 55.00 50
cloze score 16.88 N/A 17.45 N/A 16.00 N/A
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An examination of the correlations (Table 4.10, below) of the scores of the two 

groups, {Reflective Sub-group and Non-reflective Sub-group) showed that, whereas in the 

Reflective Sub-group, the listening correlated highly with the overall score, in the Non- 

reflective Group it did not account for a significant amount of the variance in the overall band 

score (see highlighted section in each o f the tables, below).

Table 4.10
(a)Reflective Sub-group -  test taker with comparable O ral and Cloze Scores (n=8)

l Sub Skills Overall Band Reading Band '
Listening

Band Wnting Band Oral Band
cloze
score

Overall Band 1.000 .542 .845(**) .845(**) .553 .459
Reading Band .542 1.000 .426 .384 .286 .480
Listening Band .845(**)' .426 1.000 .591 .7830 .640(*)
Writing Band .384 .591 1.000 .348 .341
Oral Band .553 .286 .783(*) .348 1.000 .6530
cloze score .459 .480 ,640(*) .341 .6530 1.000

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). *Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).

(b)Non-reflective Sub-group -  test takers with comparable O ral and Cloze Scores(n=10)

Sub Skills
'  ! » V ,  

Overall Band

a. •» > ( I
J ' '  t

•Reading Band
Listening

Band Writing Band Oral Band
cloze
score

Overall Band 1.000 .466 .466 .850(0 .508 .377
Reading Band .466 1.000 .105 .395 .201 .501
Listening Band .466 .105 1.000 .263 .459 •584(*)
Writing Band ,850(**) i .395 .263 1.000 .545 .362
Oral Band .508 .201 .459 .545 1.000 .182
cloze score .377 .501 .5840 .362 .182 1.000

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). ‘ Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).

The results o f these analyses suggested that the reflective items may, in some way have 

affected test takers’ performance in listening, which, in turn, affected writing performance. 

However, due to the very small samples, without further investigation the results remain 

inconclusive. Phase 2 results, below, report on an initial examination.
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4.2 PHASE 2 RESULTS

Phase 2 o f the study was designed to investigate first, if test takers actually used the 

reflective items to support their composing strategies during the information gathering 

sections of the assessments, and second, to discover if they perceived the reflective items as 

useful to their performance on the assessment. Ten test takers who had taken the Non- 

Reflective version o f the CAEL Assessment were administered the Reflective version o f the 

CAEL Assessment within one week o f the first administration and interviewed during the 

test. The first section will present information about their scores. The second section will 

present information about their interviews.

4.2.1 The Scores

A comparison o f the results o f the two tests for each test taker is displayed in Table 

4.11, below. The scores for the first test (T l) in each sub skill are displayed first and then, for 

comparison the scores o f the second test (T2) for the same test taker are displayed in the next 

column. The scores that changed from T l to T2 are identified with an asterisk * if higher and 

an arrow ▼ if lower.

Table 4.11
Comparison of Scores -  Test 1 (Tl)-Non-reflective and Test 2 (T2) -Reflective

:■ i ' v  " Reading '' Listening Writing i* Speaking Overall
LID Tl T2 Tl • T2 ' T-L *• ,T2 ’ Tl T2 Tl T2

004 50.00 50.00 50.00 70.00* 40.00 70.00* 50.00 50.00 40.00 60.00*
020 50.00 60.00* 30.00 40.00* 20.00 40.00* 50.00 50.00 30.00 40.00*
032 50.00 20.00 ▼ 30.00 40.00* 40.00 30.00T 50.00 50.00 40.00 30.00T
036 50.00 40.00 ▼ 30.00 20.00 T 30.00 30.00 30.00 30.00 30.00 30.00
040 50.00 40.00T 40.00 60.00* 30.00 40.00* 30.00 30.00 30.00 40.00*
047 50.00 50.00 40.00 50.00* 30.00 30.00 40.00 40.00 30.00 40.00*
044 30.00 40.00* 30.00 30.00 30.00 40.00* 40.00 40.00 30.00 30.00
048 60.00 60.00 40.00 50.00* 40.00 40.00 60.00 60.00 40.00 50.00*
066 50.00 50.00 30.00 50.00* 40.00 50.00* 30.00 30.00 30.00 40.00*
074 50.00 30.00T 40.00 30.00 30.00 40.00* 50.00 50.00 40.00 30.00T

* Scores were higher in second test
t Scores were lower in second test
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As can be seen from Table 4.11 above, four o f the ten test takers received a lower score in 

the reading section (40%), and two test takers’ scores in the reading improved (20%). The 

following table (4.12) shows the total number in each section that moved either up or down, 

or stayed the same. In all, 60% o f the test takers received a higher overall score in T2 (with 

reflective items), 70% improving in the listening section and 60% improving in the writing

section.

Table 4.12
Total N um ber of Changes from T l to T2
Direction Reading Listening .: .Writing Speaking Overall
Higher 2 7 6 0 6
Same 4 2 3 10 2
Lower 4 1 1 0 2

It can be noted from examining the mean o f the reading section o f the two tests 

(Table 4.13, below) that the scores were generally higher in Test 2 (with reflective items). 

Interestingly, four o f the 10 reading scores went down. It might be expected that there would 

be a similar slip in the overall band. However, such is not the case. In fact, six o f the overall 

band scores rose a level, and only two went down. Surprisingly, seven of the listening band 

scores rose, and only one decreased. The writing subtest showed an increase in six of the 

scores.

Table 4.13
Descriptive Statistics of Test 1-Non-reflective and Test 2-Reflective
i

, Sub Skills

, TEST 1 

Mean
i j.
Band

TEST 2

Mean Band

Reading 49.0000 40 44.0000 40

Listening 32.0000 30 44.0000 40

Writing 33.0000 30 41.0000 4o

Oral 43.0000 40 43.0000 40

Overall 34.0000 30 39.0000 30
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The listening scores, in particular, showed a consistent increase, similar to the 

increases seen in the Reflective Group of Eleven. Seven of the ten test takers’ listening scores 

increased, while one test taker’s score fell. Here, again, it seems that the reflective items 

(which were placed between Reading 1 and the Listening) may have had an impact on 

performance in the listening section, perhaps by alerting test takers to important information, 

thereby activating their “noticing” (Swain, 2001) or predicting strategies. By examining 

Table 4.13, it is possible to see that the mean of the listening scores was 12 points higher in 

Test 2, a meaningful and significant increase.

The writing scores also showed a substantial increase (8 points). Six test takers’ 

scores increased, while one test taker’s score decreased. Interestingly, this test taker was one 

whose reading score had decreased substantially (3 band levels). Even so, the listening score 

increased by one band level. In all cases, the oral score remained the same, as might be 

expected, as this test is given separately and there was no change in the administration 

protocol. The effect o f these changes in the overall score was to raise the band levels o f six of 

the test takers, and lower the band level o f two. The next section will discuss the results of 

the interviews in relation to the effect o f the reflective item types.

4.2.2 The Interviews and the Academic Composing Process

4.2.2.1 F irst Interview  Session: The Effect of Reflective Items on Test T aker Academic 
Composing Strategies

Although the purpose o f the interview questions after Reading 1 was to discover the 

effect o f the reflective items, the same questions were asked about all items in this section. 

The most interesting information in the first interview session (after Reading 1) came from 

questions one (Table 4.14), five (Table 4.15), and six (Table 4.16).
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Interview Session 1 Questions 

Table 4.14
Question 1: C an you identify any questions (items) in Reading 1 tha t will help you write 
the essay?

Most test takers did not recognize the usefulness o f the reflective 
items in writing their essay. They were more focused in gathering 
the discrete point information in questions 1-5, rather than 
interfacing with the more global academic strategies o f looking at 
the whole article and its relation to the essay prompt.

$jTest Items Frequency:bf:;
Usefulnesses;

1 V
2 w v
3 WWW
4 v w w w
5 "7 W 7  "
6 - R  * v w
7 - R V
8 - R 1 ...............
*R=Reflective

Table 4.15

In the words o f  the test 
taker

Academic strategy Number o f 
Responses

Understand the main idea 
as opposed to details

Synthesize details into one idea in 
relation to essay (Reorganizing)

w v w

Use your own words Reformulate main idea, connecting 
it to what you already knew and now 
know from reading (Recombining)

v w

Decide if you agree or 
disagree with essay 
question

Formulate argumentative stance in 
relation to essay question 
(Reorganize)

w w

Summarize ideas Select relevant details V
Write the essay Begin process of using information 

to form  new product
v w

Understand the ideas in 
Listening and Reading 2

Select relevant information through 
focused listening and reading

V

When forced to examine the purpose o f the reflective items, test takers were able to 

recognize the academic strategies necessary in deciding on a position in relation to the essay 

prompt and selecting and recombining relevant ideas and details to support this position. 

Some test takers (TT) indicated by their comments (below) that they realized these items 

tapped into more global strategies. They seemed to understand the usefulness of the reflective 

items in constructing the essay (Hamp-Lyons, 1991).
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TT 066: You can V fin d  the exact answers fo r  these questions. It is fo r  understanding. 
You have to make conclusion to write. It is a higher ability.

TT 040: [The reflective items] make sure we understand the main idea o f  Reading 1 
and know about reading strategy. You have to use your own words -  not copy, see i f  
you can do that.

TT 004: Very useful [to decide position fo r  essay] but depends on information from  
listening and reading

However, several test takers’ responses to this question showed that, rather than thinking 

about how the reflective items aided them in responding to the essay, test takers approached 

the reflective items in a superficial manner, forming their responses (justifiably) in terms of 

what they believed raters might expect. Here, again, it is clear that recognizing the purpose or 

usefulness o f the reflective items was not crucial to benefiting from the activities they 

provoked. Both the following test takers’ overall scores increased when writing the 

assessment containing the reflective item types.

TT 020: Make sure our opinion about the topic is correct.

T T  040: To see i f  we understand the reading or not.

Table 4.16
Question 6: Indicate how useful the questions are to writing your essay (on a scale of 1 -  
not useful to 6 -  very useful).

Item Groups_________ Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation ^ est ta^e*’s recognized
Items 1-3 2.00 5.00 3.8000 1.03280 the usefulness o f  the
Items 4-5 3.00 6.00 5.5000 .97183 reflective item types at

Items 6-8 (reflective) 2.00 6.00 4.1000 1.19722 j ie ,t  Hu,te use u
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------  level.

In evaluating test takers’ response here, it was enlightening to examine all items in Reading 1 

in relation to usefulness. The essay prompt asked tests takers to assess a particular process in 

relation to safety and to write an essay either for or against its continued use. The purpose of 

the items based on the reading is defined in the following table (4.17).
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Table 4.17

Purpose of Test Items
1 1 -General Purpose Specific'Purpose

l
Identify context

Where it is used and who uses it
2 Who is concerned about it
3 Define important 

terms
To define the process

4 Gather specific 
examples

Identify advantages of the process
5 Identify disadvantages of the process
6
(Reflective) Relate information 

to essay task by: 
selecting, 
reorganizing, and 
recombining.

To summarize the main ideas of Reading 1 (Select)

7
(Reflective)

To ask test taker to form an initial opinion concerning the 
essay prompt, using the information gained in Reading 1 
(Recombine)

8
(Reflective)

To encourage the test taker to relate the information 
gathered in Reading 1 to essay organization (Recombine 
and reorganize)

The purpose o f the items in Reading 1 could be broadly categorized as 1) identifying context, 

2) defining important terms, 3) gathering specific examples, and 4) relating this information 

to the purpose of writing.

At a superficial glance, items 4 and 5 may seem the most useful as they present 

information specifically relevant to assessing safety. Test takers who are aware of the 

academic conventions of first establishing context and then defining terms may recognize the 

usefulness o f items 1 - 3 ,  but, as the results o f survey question 6 suggest, most test takers 

indicated that they found these questions the least useful. When asked to indicate which of 

the three reflective items (6, 7, or 8) was most useful, test takers indicated that item 6 

(Reflective Item Type 1) was very helpful as it encouraged them to summarize the 

information in Reading 1. Here, again, there is an indication that test takers are focused on 

the details o f writing rather than the meta-linguistic features of text organization. Item 7 

(Reflective Item Type 2) was the second item identified as being most helpful, indicating that
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it forced them to form an opinion, and, as one test taker said, to reflect on “ Why the writer 

want to write ” (TT036). Here, the test taker recognized the discoursal organizational feature 

of purpose, but only after all other avenues had been examined.

The focus o f Phase 2 o f the study was to investigate what effect, if  any, the reflective 

items had on the composing strategies o f  test takers. The first and third interview sessions 

were designed to elicit this information by directing the test takers’ attention specifically to 

the reflective items. The next section, therefore, examines the results o f the third interview 

session.

4.2.2.2 Third Interview Session: The Effect of Reflective Items on Test Taker Academic 
Composing Strategies

The first two questions in this interview session were designed to ask test takers to 

compare their two test taking experiences, with and without reflective questions. Nine o f the 

ten test takers said that they felt more confident about the second experience (with reflective 

items), but the reasons given were because they were in a smaller group and they didn’t feel 

the pressure o f time constraints (due to the intervals between sections to accommodate the 

interview). It is also possible that performance was improved by reflecting on the testing 

experience during the interview itself.

The third, fourth, and fifth questions attempted to elicit how test takers believed their 

essays were being evaluated. Most test takers mentioned that the most difficult part of 

writing the essay was organizing the examples and the details. When asked to identify the 

most important aspects of the essay, test takers identified explaining and supporting ideas as 

the most important, followed by using information from  the readings and listening; 

organization (introduction, body, conclusion); expressing your opinion; and, grammar and 

vocabulary.
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Question six asked test takers to look back at the reflective items and to indicate their 

importance in writing the essay in the same manner as they had after Reading 1. The results 

are tabulated below in Table 4.18. The importance attributed to the first two groups (Items 1- 

3 and Items 3-5 in the table) had declined slightly, and the importance attributed to the 

reflective questions had increased slightly. These shifts were not large, however, they did 

indicate that the need to reflect on the test as a whole and how it relates to the essay was still 

recognized as important, and if  anything, its importance had increased after the experience o f 

writing the essay.

Table 4.18
Item Usefulness in Writing Essay

vij;«
Item

After Reading 1 , 
Std.

After Complete Test 
Std.

Groups Mean Deviation Mean Deviation
Items 1-3 3.8000 1.03280 3.5000 .97183
Items 4-5 5.5000 .97183 5.4000 .96609
Items 6-8 
(Reflective) 4.1000 1.19722 4.3000 1.56702

At the end of this interview session, test takers were asked if the reflective items helped them 

in their test performance. The following table (4.19) shows some of their comments, 

grouped into those that identify the quality of integrating new information into a 

comprehensive paradigm from which to write (relational), and those that identify the quality 

o f helping the test taker to perform better. This table also presents a summary of the how the 

composing strategies o f selecting, recombining, and reorganizing may be related to these 

comments.
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Table 4.19

The Effect of Reflective Items on the Academic Composing Strategies of Selecting, 
Recombining, and Reorganizing

Quality
{t

Composing
strategy'"

Relational Recombine
Select

Reorganize
Reorganize

Helped form own opinion
Helped understand how important the reading was
Don’t give you details but helps you understand more clearly
Didn’t give examples but helps you gain the main idea
Helped in connecting information in readings an listening
section

Aid to test 
performance Select

Select

Recombine
and
Reorganize

Opportunity to think about reading
Helps to give yourself more clear information; when you have 
more clear information, you can find more information 
For my benefit to write essay
Helped me understand -  made it easier to find detail I would 
use so I didn’t have to re-read the whole article 
Helped me relate to essay question 
Helps you to think about the whole article

4.2.2.3 One Test taker’s Viewpoint

In general, the test takers that were interviewed for this section of the study were of 

limited language ability. The highest band level awarded was band level 60, below that 

which is accepted by most universities for regular study (70), and which indicates that there 

is still a need for ESL/EAP support. In order to capture the experience o f a test taker whose 

language skills are adequate for study at university, an L2 English graduate student was 

asked to participate in the interview sessions. The findings for this individual were not 

integrated into the preceding data because she was not a typical test taker. However, her 

observations were interesting and relevant. Therefore, this section will report the findings of 

this particular individual, identified as 029.

029 was a graduate student in the department o f linguistics in a Canadian university. 

She entered the university based on a high TOEFL score, thus was under no pressure to
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perform well when taking the CAEL Assessment as her score would not be used for 

university placement. She took the assessment under the same time constraints as other test 

takers, receiving an overall band score o f 80, with her sub skills as follows: Reading 70, 

Listening 70, Writing 80, Speaking 90.

In discussing the reflective items, she described herself as a “strategic learner.” As an 

experienced language learner (she is fluent in three languages), she looked for the meta

linguistic features o f a situation that would help her to find the relevant information. As such, 

she regarded the reflective items as indicating a “hunt” for information. They were “clues, 

keys to extract the most important information from the readings.” Not only is she an 

experienced language learner, but she was also experienced in the North American academic 

context. She regarded text in this context as embodying instruction, in effect, “pre-text that 

could provide [...] support for text construction” (Hamp-Lyons, 1991, p.63). The reflective 

items indicated to her that she “ha[d] to go back into the text to look for definitions, to get the 

main point for the essay.” In fact, she mentioned that she looked for the same items at the 

end of Reading 2, as there was more detail to sift through in this reading, and she felt “lost 

and anxious” when she discovered that there was no such “guidance.” Even though, in reality 

she did not need the results of this test to continue her academic career, when faced with a 

time limit, she felt overwhelmed with information. At the end of Reading 1, the reflective 

items helped her to “organize her thoughts” to prepare for the sections to come.11 At the end 

of Reading 2, when the information gathering sections are over and the test taker must begin 

preparation for writing the essay, she found it difficult to start. She felt that similar reflective 

items at this point would help to “scaffold the beginning [of the essay], and the beginning is

" In fact, her listening score improved by two levels over her previous CAEL Assessment score. This 
information is interesting but inconclusive as there were many reasons other than the addition o f  the reflective 
items that could account for this improvement.
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always the hardest.” The time pressure “increase[d] anxiety, especially after Reading 2 as 

now I have so many details. I can do this or that but I don’t know how to decide what to use. 

After Reading 1, the [reflective items] helped form criteria for selecting important details 

from the Listening and Reading 2, a framework for the rest o f the test.” By inserting similar 

reflective items at the end of Reading 2, test takers might have an opportunity within the 

testing context to reflect on the important features in the reading and this would “reduce 

anxiety and help manage time,” Although test takers are given the option to organize and 

plan the essay, many do not exercise this option because o f the time pressure. However, as 

the reflective items help “to scaffold the essay,” the negative impact o f  not spending time 

planning the essay due to anxiety produced by time constraints, is reduced.

It is possible that this test taker’s language proficiency was at a level enabling her to 

take full advantage o f the opportunity offered by the reflective items. It is also possible that 

anxiety, among other things, has a negative impact on performance. In this test taker’s case, 

it affected her ability to apply criteria to the selection o f relevant detail, leaving her 

floundering in a sea o f detail.

4.3 DISCUSSION

In examining the results o f both phases o f the study, one o f the most interesting 

findings is the possible relationship between the listening scores and writing performance 

which was noted both in the Reflective Group of Eleven and the test takers who participated 

in the interview. It is possible that, in preparing the test taker for writing, listening to 

extended text on the topic plays a more active role than reading. The lecture identifies 

particularly salient ideas, which, if  listening skills are developed enough to allow the test
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taker to access this information, provide a logical framework and/or potential approach to 

organizing the response to the writing prompt. As the reflective items are positioned at the 

end of Reading 1, just before the listening section, they may prepare the test takers for the 

listening section by reinforcing the salient information. Test takers unable to access this 

information may generally perform less well on the writing sub test. In Phase 1 o f the study, 

although the correlation between writing and listening in all three groups was significant, the 

highest correlations were in the Reflective groups (Reflective p=.640; Reflective Group of 

Eleven p=.614). In Phase 2, the listening performance improved when reflective item types 

were added to Reading 1. This supports the suggestion that the reflective items may 

encourage test takers to engage in the strategy of focused listening or predicting information, 

aiding test takers in noticing (Swain, 2001) key points and relevant information, and 

therefore allowing them to perform better on the listening section. The ability to organize 

new information into a logical framework is a key element o f academic performance at the 

EAP threshold (Fox, 2004) and signals readiness for academic study. At this point or 

threshold the individual, with guidance and support, is ready to begin peripheral participation 

(Dias, Freedman, Medway & Pare, 1999) in a particular academic community. CAEL band 

score descriptors identify band level 40 as that threshold level. The argument here is that the 

reflective items act as support in a testing context, helping the test taker to engage in the 

academic activity o f focused listening, which, in turn, improves the quality o f the writing 

response. In other words, due to the fact that writing correlates most highly with the overall 

score, it is clear that these test takers received a higher overall score because their writing 

was better, but it is more difficult to isolate why they performed better in the writing.
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Listening seems to have a positive correlation with both the writing and the overall score. It 

is possible that the listening is improved by the presence of the reflective item types.

In comparing the test/re-test scores of Phase 2, it is interesting to note that most test 

takers’ scores improved. However, this improvement could be due to other variables, such as 

test familiarity, reduced anxiety, heightened awareness o f the necessary or useful composing 

strategies resulting from interaction with the interviewers. Thus, although this score 

improvement is intriguing, it is also inconclusive in providing evidence that the reflective 

items affect scores. On the other hand, comments o f the interviewed test takers in Phase 2 

suggest that these items may support the composing strategies of selecting information 

relevant to the essay prompt and reorganizing it with other information presented in the 

readings and articles. They also help test takers to recombine the infonnation with what they 

already know about the topic and the task to form a new product. In other words, they may be 

beneficial to interpreting and responding to the essay prompt. By helping the test taker to 

identify and interpret the parameters of the writing task, the reflective items seemed to have 

encouraged the test takers to engage in activities such as forming an opinion with respect to 

the essay prompt early in the information gathering section of the assessment, which in turn 

aids in predicting what is relevant to the essay. Their opinion may change, as more 

information is gathered, but, by encouraging this process of selection early in the assessment, 

the task o f organizing the information is facilitated.

If, indeed, as test takers indicated, using information from the readings and listening 

(selecting and reorganizing) and explaining and supporting ideas (reorganizing and 

recombining) are the most important aspects o f the assessment, then, according to the test 

takers, the reflective items help them in performing these activities. Particularly in the
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performance o f Test Taker 029, reflection, as it has been described in this study, allowed her 

to construct the meaning of the text with reference to the essay question, thus aiding in 

negotiating the value o f the examples and details available to define and support his or her 

personal opinion. The meaning o f the text was co-constructed through the dialogue that 

developed between the test taker and the test developer. The relationship between the 

participants is one o f guidance or “covert collaboration” (Parks and Maguire, 1999), as it is 

in most academic contexts. The output, of course, depends on the proficiency of the test 

taker, but it also depends on the quality of the input, which consists of both the text provided 

by the test developer as well as the text provided by the test taker. This suggests that the 

method of testing as embodied in the reflective item types may create an effect on the output 

o f the test taker, and thus affect scores.

The benefits o f the mixed method approach are obvious, as it is clear that Phase 2 of 

this study added an important dimension to the overall study o f reflective item types within 

an exam context. It added the voice o f the test taker which is a rich source o f information 

when attempting to discover if  tests do what we think and want them to do. Although 

inconclusive, the analysis o f the data in Phase 1 o f the study suggests the reflective item 

types have an effect on the scores, particularly at a certain threshold, band level 30/40. Phase 

2 gave some insight into how test takers interact with the reflective items. In the next chapter, 

I will provide a brief review o f the study and summarize the outcomes and implications.
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CHAPTER V -  CONCLUSION

5.1 Summary of th e  Study

The purpose o f this study was to explore the effects of reflective item types in the 

context o f an academic English language test, specifically the Canadian Academic English 

Language (CAEL) Assessment. The two research questions were:

1. Is there a method effect o f the reflective item types on the scores in the CAEL 
Assessment?

2. Is there a method effect o f the reflective item types on test taker composing strategies 
(particularly, selecting, reorganizing and recombining information) in the context of 
the CAEL Assessment?

The study used a quasi-experimental approach by dividing a testing cohort into two 

groups based on the numbers assigned at registration. Half the group received a CAEL 

Assessment with reflective item types and half received a version with non-reflective item 

types and the scores were compared. Phase l o f the study investigated the first research 

question: Is there a method effect o f reflective item types on the scores in the CAEL 

Assessment? The results o f the investigation were inconclusive; however, there were two 

interesting findings. First, there was some evidence to suggest that including reflective item 

types at the end of Reading 1 may have positioned the test taker to engage more effective 

listening strategies, which resulted in a slight increase in listening scores for some test takers. 

Second, by examining the standard deviation of the writing scores, it is also possible to 

suggest that there was an effect on the essay writing, particularly at a certain threshold -  the 

30/40 band level -  which allows raters to make more fine grained decisions when assigning 

essay placements across the bands. However, it was not within the scope of this study to 

examine what those effects might be.
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Phase 2 o f the study investigated the second research question: Is there a method 

effect o f the reflective item types on test taker composing strategies (particularly, selecting, 

reorganizing and recombining information) in the context o f the CAEL Assessment? In this 

phase o f the study, 10 test takers volunteered to re-take the CAEL Assessment within one 

week o f the first assessment. Test takers in this study were unaware o f the fact that, unlike 

the first assessment, this second assessment contained reflective item types. During the 

second assessment they were also interviewed about their composing strategies. The scores 

from the two tests were compared, and the interviews were analyzed for evidence that the 

reflective items affected test taker composing strategies. There were two interesting findings. 

First, test taker scores improved in the second administration and second, the reflective items 

seemed to support test taker composing strategies of selecting, reorganizing and recombining 

information. Although the improvement in the scores could be accounted for by other factors, 

such as, test familiarity, discussion with the interviewer, or extended testing time, the 

comments o f the test takers during the interview suggest that the reflective item types may 

have a beneficial effect on the composing strategies of some test takers in the context of the 

CAEL Assessment. If this is true then some form of reflection should be included in testing 

situations such as the CAEL Assessment so as to provide the best situation for test takers to 

display their skills.

5.2 Limitations of the  Study

There were several limitations to the study. First, in order to confirm these tentative 

findings, it would be necessary to examine a much larger sample population. Particularly in 

Phase 1 o f the study, as the investigation narrowed its focus the groups became very small 

(consisting of eleven, ten, and eight subjects). It is impossible to make any generalizations
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based on such a small sample, and further investigation would be needed in order to confirm 

any tendencies noted. Second, in analyzing the interview material in Phase 2 o f the study, it 

would be useful to have other researchers examine the material to establish categories and 

findings. Third, because of the exploratory nature o f the research, the data yielded many 

different interesting aspects. It was impossible to investigate all avenues, and, as a result, this 

study is only a beginning. In fact, each phase could be the subject of a single investigation.

5.3 Implications and Future Research

Several questions for further investigation arose from each phase o f the study. 

Particularly the question of the effect o f the reflective items on listening could be examined. 

This was an unexpected, but very interesting finding that warrants further investigation. A 

second interesting line of research pertains to the instructions to the test taker concerning the 

nature of the reflective items. For example, in order to maximize the number o f test takers 

who recognize the usefulness o f the reflective items, they may be more effective if  their 

purpose is clearly explained within the test, itself. Research could be gathered on the effect of 

giving clear and specific instructions concerning their purpose at the beginning of the 

reflective items, such as:

This section is designed to help you in relating the information you have just 
read to the writing task. Please review the writing prompt on page 1 before 
answering the next three questions.

It would also be necessary to experiment with the best positioning of the items.

Should they be present at the end of only Reading 1 ? Or would they be useful at the end of 

each o f the reading texts and the listening section as well? Should reflective items be 

interspersed throughout the test? Finally, if  an effect on the listening score and on the
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academic composing process in a context o f reflective items is confirmed, what does this 

mean for test takers? If, due to the reflective item types, the listening scores are improved or 

the composing process is enhanced, particularly at the cutoff point for engaging in (limited) 

academic study, and this improved performance translates into an overall score that allows 

for entry into the academic community that would otherwise have been denied, does the 

affected test taker benefit? A tracking study examining performance in the academic 

community o f these “threshold” test takers might yield very interesting results.

In examining how test takers experience these reflective items it is important to

investigate if  it is possible to improve or refine them so their impact on the scores and the

composing strategies is greater. To do this the following question is important: “How much

[do] we know about the writers who take our writing tests and how much [do] they know

about the special kinds o f discourse we ask them to engage in when we ask them to write for

formal evaluations?” (Hamp-Lyons, 1991, p. 91). As Brossell (1986) states:

All writers are influenced in writing assessment by innumerable factors related to 
background and personality. Elements of culture, gender, ethnicity, language 
psychology and experience all bear upon the way different people respond to a 
writing task (cited in Hamp-Lyons, 1991, p. 52).

One of the purposes of adding reflective items to the end o f Reading 1 in the CAEL 

Assessment was to encourage test takers to reflect on the meaning o f the text in relation to 

the essay prompt in order to use the information when writing. Although instructions at the 

beginning o f the test tell the test taker to use the information from the readings and the 

listening to write the essay, some test takers do not do this. “Each writer needs both guidance 

as to what is important about this writing task and what qualities will be valued, and some 

room in which to maneuver in taking the task and topic and creating an original personal 

response” (Hamp-Lyons, 1991, p. 52). The reflective items may provide such guidance and
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thus one question o f interest to further research is - Do the reflective items aid the test takers 

in understanding the requirements of the writing task? Do the reflective items help test takers 

understand what readers/raters are looking for in the writing task?

It is important in this context to recognize the role that past experience may play in 

how test takers approach tests. Many language tests focus on grammaticality and sentence 

construction (Fox, 1999). Test takers may not be prepared for an integrated, meaning driven 

test such as the CAEL Assessment. As Herrington (1985) mentions, there are “problems 

when professors g[i]ve students mixed messages as to the audience for writing or when no 

issue is perceived” (p. 344). This is equally true in testing situations where the reader is not a 

professor, but a rater. If test takers’ experiences of language tests have mainly encompassed 

multiple choice and non-integrated essay writing, they may not be aware of how important it 

is to integrate the information from the readings and the lecture in a test such as the CAEL 

Assessment. In this case, then, the writing produced in the exam context may not be 

representative o f the ability of the test takers to perform in a classroom context where the 

potential exists for meaning to be clarified and even negotiated, and therefore, the inferences 

drawn from the test results may not be valid. In fact, if  reflection is not added into the context 

of the exam through the use of tasks such as the reflective items, perhaps the EAP construct 

is under-represented.

Research suggests that test method affects test taker performance. Test method forms 

an integral part o f the dialogue that is constructed among the participants in the testing 

process. It is through this dialogue that meaning is constructed for all the participants. 

Inferences concerning the language proficiency o f the test takers are drawn from an 

examination o f the quality of their performance, or their part of the dialogue. In this sense,
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then, the principal o f “biasing for the best” (Bachman, 1990, Fox, 2000, Swain, 1984) comes 

into play. Swain (1984) defines biasing for the best in a testing situation as providing clear 

instructions and useful suggestions that will help to elicit the test taker’s best performance. 

The reflective items are intended to clarify the dimensions of the writing task, and to provide 

useful suggestions implicit in the dialogue (for example, the test taker is encouraged to use 

the information in Reading 1 in constructing a response to the writing task) that may help to 

improve the test taker’s performance.

This study has investigated the effects of test method on test performance. Other 

researchers (for example, Bachman, 1990, Kenyon, 1995; Shohamy, 1983; Upshur and 

Turner; 1999) have undertaken similar investigation. These studies have demonstrated that 

the characteristics o f the tasks used to measure a trait interact with test taker proficiency to 

some extent thus affecting test scores (Kobayashi, 2002). By investigating and controlling the 

effects o f test task characteristics, inferences made from the resulting test scores will be more 

useful and reliable. If test developers and users ignore the imperfect nature o f test scores 

they run the risk o f assuming that inferences drawn from a specific language test are equally 

valid in all situations. In fact, inferences drawn from test scores are context specific. Test 

scores are never uncontaminated or “true” measures o f the ability under observation; they 

must always be interpreted in relation to the instrument used for measurement and the 

context in which the instrument was used. In recognizing that tests -  as indeed, all language 

events -  are contextual and that test task characteristics form a major part o f the context of 

the testing experience, the qualities o f tests can be refined and improved, making the 

inferences drawn for the test scores more useful (Bachman and Palmer, 1996). Communities 

depend on tests to accurately assess the proficiency level o f those wishing to enter into the
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“social and interactional processes long recognized as the vehicle through which culturally 

specific knowledge, language, discourse, cognition, skills and practice are transmitted and 

developed” (Jacoby and McNamara, 1999, p. 224). The continued investigation into method 

effect is one important aspect o f designing reliable and valid tests.
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Appendix 1
INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS IN THE CAEL ASSESSMENT 
Pilot Study

l . Did you think about the essay question at any time while you were answering the 
question to Reading 1?

Explain:

2. Can you identify any question in Reading 1 that might help you to write the essay? 

Explain:

3. Did you find the last three questions o f the reading difficult to answer? 

Explain:

4. Do you think there is a difference in the type of information being asked for in these three 
questions?

Explain:

5. Do you have any other comments about how you felt or what you thought while you were 
answering these questions?
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Appendix 2

POST-TEST QUESTIONNAIRE

Name_______________________  Test ID

1. Can you remember any questions that helped you decide what you would say in the 
essay?

 YES Where? Reading 1___ Reading 2 The Listening___
NO

2. Did you think about the essay question at the end of Reading 1 ?
 YES
 NO
 DON’T REMEMBER

If you said YES, how did you feel about the essay question after Reading 1?
 MORE CONFUSED
 LESS CONFUSED

NO CHANGE
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Appendix 3
INTERVIEW QUESTIONS

At the end of Reading 1:
1. Can you identify any questions in Reading 1 that will help you write the essay at the 

end of the test?

2. How will they help you?

3. Look at questions 1 to 3. What do you think is the purpose o f these questions?

4. Look at questions 4 to 5. What do you think is the purpose o f these questions?

5. Look at questions 6 to 8. What do you think is the purpose o f these questions?

6 . Indicate how useful the questions are to writing your essay.

QUESTIONS NOT USEFUL VERY USEFUL
1 TO 3 1 2 3 4 5 6

4 TO 5 1 2 3 4 5 6

6 TO 8 1 2 3 4 5 6

At the end o f reading 2:
1. Did you think about the essay question during the readings and listening?

2. Do you have an idea of how you are going to answer the essay question?

3. What do you think is the purpose o f writing the essay?

At the end o f the complete test:
1. How do you feel about your performance on this assessment?

2. How do you compare it with your last assessment?
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3. What do you think the essay markers will look for when they are evaluating your 
essay?

4. What was the most difficult part o f writing the essay?

5. Put the following aspects o f the CAEL Assessment essay in the order o f importance:
 explaining and supporting your ideas
 expressing your opinion
 using information from the readings and listening
 organization (introduction, body, conclusion)
 grammar and vocabulary

6. Indicate how useful the questions are to writing your essay.
QUESTIONS NOT USEFUL VERY USEFUL

1 TO 3 1 2 3 4 5 6

4 TO 5 1 2 3 4 5 6

6 TO 8 1 2 3 4 5 6

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

97



Appendix 4: CAEL A ssessm ent Level Descriptors

CAEL Assessment R C t t d l l t f *  Proficiency Criteria

Band score: 10-20
Very L im ited  R e a d e r  

X is unable to read effectively
X takes some meaning from textual cues, pictures, titles and random words
X reads on a word-by-word level
X may understand the main idea at times but misses almost all supporting detail

Band score: 30
Lim ited R e a d e r  

X does not read with accuracy and fluency
X reads with some understanding of the main ideas but is unable to identify specific, relevant detail 
X does not recognize the predictive features of text 
X is often unable to identify the meaning of unfamiliar terms from context

Band score: 40
M arginally  C om petent R ea d e r  

X is able to understand main meaning
X is restricted by limited vocabulary and a lack of familiarity with textual conventions
X reads slower than most academic readers
X is able to negotiate meaning from text

Band score: 50
C om petent but Lim ited R ead er  

X understands textual meaning
X reads slower than some academic readers
X may misinterpret information at times due to limited vocabulary
X has a solid base upon which to build fluency in reading

Band score: 60
C om petent R e a d e r  

X understands textual meaning well
X is able to interpret information correctly
X is distinguished from English speaking academic readers by the amount of effort required to take 

meaning from text and by the reading speed 
X lacks some flexibility but has an extensive base upon which to build fluency in reading

Band score: 70
G ood  R e a d e r

X reads academic texts with ease provided sufficient time is available
X interprets information correctly and accurately
X demonstrates flexibility in reading
X is able to draw on context in order to elicit meaning of unknown words and/or phrases

Band score: 80 - 90
E xp ert R e a d e r

X demonstrates comprehension of academic texts which is equal to that of educated English speakers
X understands both main ideas and supporting details with ease
X predicts text with ease based on extensive vocabulary and knowledge of grammatical structures
X interacts with the text and is able to synthesize information
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CAEL Assessment Proficiency Criteria

Band score: 10-20
V ery Lim ited L is tener 

X  demonstrates very limited comprehension of lecture-text
X understands with a very limited degree of efficiency or accuracy
X takes some meaning from individual words
X has sketchy and random understanding

Band score: 30
Lim ited  L is tener

X demonstrates limited and inconsistent comprehension of lecture-text
X does not recognize the predictive features of lecture-text and is at times unable to identify the meaning of 

unfamiliar terms from context 
X makes sense of some sections of lecture-texts by guessing
X does not yet have a sufficient vocabulary or knowledge of grammar necessary for comprehension

Band score: 40
M arginally  C om petent L istener 

X demonstrates uneven comprehension of lecture-text
X recognizes some predictive features of lecture-text
X is able to identify the meaning of unfamiliar terms in a familiar context
X is limited by vocabulary or knowledge of grammar

Band Score: 50
C om petent but Lim ited Listener 

X  demonstrates somewhat limited comprehension of lecture-text
X is able to process extended text for general ideas
X may miss or misinterpret specific details from time to time
X has sufficient strategic and grammatical competence to compensate for some missed details

Band score: 60
Competent Listener

X  is able to follow extended lecture-text and transfer information regarding both main ideas and supporting 
details

X is able to select relevant information from a flow of text and to listen for key information
X may lack some flexibility and miss some information because of unfamiliar phrases or jargon
X compensates for missed information by ascertaining the gist of what is being said

Band score: 70
Very C om petent L istener 

X  is able to follow extended lecture-text with apparent ease, even when the topic is unfamiliar
X is consistently able to select relevant information from a flow of text
X has sufficient strategic and grammatical competence to compensate for unfamiliar vocabulary or 

terminology 
X is aware when information is being missed

Band score: 80 - 90
E xp ert L istener

X  demonstrates comprehension of extended lecture text which is equal to that of educated English 
speakers

X understands both main ideas and supporting details with ease
X is fully engaged by and interacts with the information being presented
X predicts lecture-text with ease based on extensive vocabulary and knowledge of grammatical structures
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CAEL Assessment rr ru m g  Proficiency Criteria 
Band score: 10-20 
V ery  L im ited W riter 

X is generally unable to express ideas effectively in writing
X uses very restricted and/or ungrammatical language
X may copy extensively or produce short sentences relying on one grammatical structure
X uses words randomly and without overall coherence

Band score: 30
Lim ited  W riter

X attempts to make some links among ideas, but these are random rather than systematic connections
X attempts to write something which is related to the topic but the writing is not predictable
X uses restricted and/or ungrammatical language
X seems to understand the topic, but is unable to develop ideas because language constrains or distorts 

expression

Band score: 40
M arginally  C om petent W riter

X makes links among ideas and addresses the topic, but the writing lacks clarity and cohesiveness
X displays elements of control in the writing (e.g., a thesis statement, an introduction and conclusion) but

internal coherence is lacking 
X attempts to express meaning, but the reader must strain to understand and is left with a sense of

incompleteness, confusion and/or dissatisfaction 
X writes text which is uneven and/or choppy in parts but demonstrates potential

Band score: SO
C om petent but Lim ited W riter 

X demonstrates some understanding of how to write an argument but lacks flexibility in developing it
X produces text that is not predictable at times
X uses support which is somewhat uneven or superficial although related to the controlling thesis
X is able to control the argument to a limited degree but is constrained by a limited vocabulary, and/or poor

comprehension of content, and/or poor understanding of the requirements of academic writing

Band score: 60
C om petent W riter 

X is able to develop a thesis by using a range of support
X produces text that is generally predictable, but the reader may need to increase attentiveness at times in

order to fully understand
X uses language that is generally accurate but is constrained by a somewhat limited vocabulary
X responds readily to the demands of the topic but lacks some stylistic flexibility and fluency

Band score: 70
V ery C om petent W riter

X responds readily to the demands of the topic with a degree of stylistic flexibility and fluency.
X presents information clearly, logically
X draws effectively on academic texts to support argument and is able to integrate personal perspective in

writing
X writes with occasional language irregularities, but the do not interfere with the overall comprehensibility of 

the text

Band score: 80 - 90
E xp ert W riter

X writes with ease
X demonstrates mastery of appropriate, concise, and persuasive English
X demonstrates flexibility, controls nuance, shows a stylistic flare in writing
X writes with authority and style on a range of topics
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CAEL Assessment U l d l  Proficiency Criteria

Band score: 10-20
V ery Lim ited S p eaker  

X  speaks with great difficulty
X speaks with many hesitations and misunderstandings 
X mispronounces words, uses non-English intonation, phrasing or stress
X may manage to communicate necessary information, but does so by obviously resorting to other

strategies such as confirming understandings in L1 (first-language) or repeating key phrases

Band score: 30
Lim ited  Speaker:

X speaks with some difficulty
X speaks with hesitations, false starts and misunderstandings
X mispronounces some words, and uses non-English intonation, phrasing or stress
X searches for words or provides studied and careful responses

Band score: 40
M arginally  C om petent S p eaker  

X  speaks with some fluency but without flexibility
X tends to respond appropriately, although at times is difficult to understand 
X may ask for repetition
X may either hesitate in responding or speak quickly and with a distinct, non-English intonation which 

impedes understanding

Band score: 50
C om petent but Lim ited S p eaker  

X  speaks with some fluency and flexibility
X responds appropriately and can be generally understood although there are some noticeable obstacles to 

easy communication (e.g., pronunciation, word choice, phrasing, cadence, emphasis)
X may ask for repetition or clarification
X speaks unevenly, so at times there is a natural and easy quality to the response, and at other times the 

response breaks down

Band score: 60
C om petent S p e a ke r  

X  speaks with a degree of ease
X responds appropriately and can be readily understood although at times the communication is

characterized by clearly non-English language choices 
X demonstrates some flexibility by offering additional information or asking questions
X is able to compensate for some restrictions in language use by drawing on appropriate communicative

strategies

Band score: 70
Very  C om petent S p e a ke r  

X  speaks with ease
X presents information clearly and logically
X responds readily to changes in tone and topic
X demonstrates flare and flexibility in compensating for any remaining restrictions in language use by

drawing on appropriate communicative strategies

Band score: 80 - 90
E xp ert S p e a ke r

X  speaks with authority on a variety of topics
X is adept at initiating, expanding and developing complex ideas, themes, topics
X demonstrates flexibility, controls nuance, shows a stylistic flare for communication
X may speak with non-English accent and/or a certain precision in pronunciation which is not generally

characteristic of English speakers, or use non-idiomatic expressions
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Appendix 5: Phase 1 Participant Groupings

selected for comparis?
\ w ^3pS S l^^^5W l

4 -( ijtti S$ft{ fefs'a Hi slSifrtl aft syspt

. '  *.;fessajpVi'

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

102


