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Using the Metronome to Boost Stress-timing Confidence:
Old-school Methodology in the Modern Classroom

Richard P. MERESY

1) Center for Culture and Language Education, Institute for Excellence in Higher Education, Tohoku University

1. Introduction

Using the metronome, students can better
conceptualize the stress-timing of spoken English. Because
English is a stress-timed language, often certain words are
emphasized when spoken while other words are skimmed
over. Content words often get stressed, while function words
are reduced. The metronome helps students understand and
practice English stress-timing. While metronomes may be
seen as outdated, in fact, smartphones and computers have
modern applications designed for the modern musician
which can be used successfully and enjoyably in today’s

classroom for English language learning.

2. The Metronome

There are various ways of illustrating rhythm and
stress in sentences, the most common of which are the
clapping of hands or tapping of feet. Another way is to use a
metronome. The metronome’s audible click at regular
intervals has been helping musicians for centuries by
providing a musical timer for tempo. The tool has, howevet,
gone beyond its musical application into the classroom. In
fact, it has long been known to enhance rote memory. For
example, a 1979 study showed how the metronome provided
a rhythm that enabled children to learn multiplication tables
more easily. (Milman 1979)

It should come as no surprise how the metronome can
assist in both musical and language learning, since it has
often been argued that music and language are closely

related. The older theory that speech functions were thought

to be localized in the left hemisphere of the brain and music
functions in the right (Bever and Chiarello 1974) has largely
been discredited, mainly due to better brain imaging
technology. This has given way to newer studies pointing to
brain regions, notably the Broca’s area, being responsible for
the comprehension, analysis, production and processing both
language and music. (Maess et al. 2001) Furthermore, a
2011 study helped illustrate how musical training can
improve language skills. (Dege and Schwarzer 2011) The
study found that children who received daily music lessons
had higher levels of phonological awareness (their general
ability to use and manipulate language). Since the
metronome is known to improve music skills, it can be
reasonably assumed that it can help with language, given the
relationship between the development of music skills and
language skills.

In the classroom, in addition to rote memory, using a
metronome can help the students determine the proper stress
words when reciting English passages. The metronome aids
students in understanding the differences between the
stressed and unstressed syllables, and therefore helps them
better understand the overall content of the material. It
increases the likelihood of their English being understood,
and in short helps them to conceptualize the rhythm of
English. Grant (2016) points out that when using English, if
the tendency is to stress every word or syllable equally, the
speaker may sound “abrupt, angry, adamant, or impatient
without intending to.” (p. 98) Just as a musician would use a

metronome for developing rhythmic precision, a learner of

1) EfESE - T980-8576 MIAETHIEX)IN 41 HILKFAEEBEHE « TS

rpm@tohoku.ac.jp

717



English could do the same to develop an ability to recognize

stress patterns and sound more natural.

3. English Stress-Timing

In some languages, every syllable is spoken equally. In
English, it would sound very unnatural to make each syllable
the same length. English is a stress-timed language. This
means that the amount of time a speaker takes to say
something depends on the number of stressed syllables in the
sentence, not the overall number of syllables. For example, if
there are two or three unstressed syllables between the
stressed syllables, the unstressed syllables will be spoken
faster for the speaker to keep the rhythm. And conversely the
speaker will try to stretch out the stressed syllables if there
are no unstressed syllables between the stressed syllables.
Generally, the content words are those receiving the most
stress in spoken English. The content words are often the
nouns, pronouns, verbs, adjectives and adverbs. The
unstressed syllables in a spoken sentence are often the
function words, such as the auxiliary verbs, conjunctions and
prepositions. It is important for the English language learner
to be able to differentiate between the stressed and unstressed
syllables. If the speaker places the same emphasis on all the
syllables, or stresses the wrong ones, the speaker is less
likely to be understood.

The following sentences help to illustrate the concept:

Dogs hate cats.

My dogs hate cats.

My dogs hate your cats.

My dogs will hate your cats.

My dogs’re gonna hate your cats.

In each sentence the number of syllables increases yet the
number of stressed syllables remains the same. In other
words, although the sentences get progressively longer, the
amount of time needed to recite the sentences remains more
or less the same. Using a metronome helps better illustrate
this concept. Another way to illustrate the point is to consider

a conductor raising his baton and directing his musicians by

saying one of the following:

Oneg, two, three, four.
One and two and three and four.

Aone and a two and a three and a four.

The number of syllables in each of the above phrases differs
but the number of beats needed to recite the phrases remains
the same. Again, the metronome helps learners visualize and
vocalize this concept. If an English learner can understand
the stress points in a phrase or sentence and maintain the
rhythm of the language, that learner is likely to sound more

natural and fluent.

4. Classroom Applications

Of course, no one in real life speaks English like a
metronome with every sentence spoken with a steady,
synchronized beat. The most natural sounding spoken
English has the internal, flexible rhythm of the speaker. But
the metronome can help the speaker better visualize the
stress-timing of English, grasp the concept of content words
versus function words, and help eliminate unnatural
rhythmic errors. Thanks to modern technology, the
metronome is now easily accessible for the students, and
convenient for the instructor. Teachers no longer must ask
students to purchase a metronome to bring to the classroom,
nor do teachers have to carry their own collection of
metronomes to provide to the class. Instead, students can
download any number of mobile applications and access
them in the classroom on their mobile devices such as their
smartphones or tablets. (Figure 1). And for teachers who
have never considered using this tool in their classroom, the

metronome is now a simple and convenient option.

Figure 1 the classic metronome vs. the modern metronome application



A simple search in the iPhone App Store using the
keyword “metronome” will result in more than one-hundred
free and paid apps. These apps function the same way the
traditional metronome functions by keeping various tempos
with audible clicks. However, the computer applications
offer user-friendly interfaces allowing students to have a
more personalized and enjoyable experience in the
classroom. The modern apps have functions that were not
available on the standard metronome, such as built-in timers,
cameras, recording devices, playlists, time signatures, tone
options and so on.

Using their device’s mobile applications, students in
the classroom can read and record various English passages
using the metronome. Carefully selected passages will work
with rhythm and contain clear examples of content words
being stressed and function words being reduced. Students
can begin by selecting a slow tempo to acclimate to the
stress-timing of the passages, and then slowly accelerate the
tempo to practice reduction and linking of text. Below are
some examples of text with rhythm.

Similar to the earlier example, the following six
sentences get progressively longer, yet the amount of time
needed to recite each sentence remains the same. Using the
metronome, students can recite the sentences with rhythm
and tempo, gradually increasing the tempo to practice the
reduction and linking in the longer sentences. The underlined
words, which are the content words, are stressed while the
remaining words, which are the function words, are

unstressed, reduced and linked.

Cats chase mice.
The cats chase mice.
The cats have chased mice.
The cats have chased the mice.
- The cats have been chasing the mice.
The cats might’ve been chasing the mice.

Using the metronome, students can practice four-beat
sentences. The content words are underlined and stressed on

each pulse of the metronome. The function words are

unstressed, reduced and linked.

- We gave her some flowers to make her feel better.

She sang him that song to help him cheer up.
John is in front of the boy with the hat.
Our teacher’s been trying to tell us a joke.

- She’s been wanting to attend that college in Rome.

Nice is a town in France by the sea.

Finally, rhyme is often a useful way to emphasize
stress-timing in spoken English. There are numerous
examples of poems, song lyrics, and storybooks using rhyme
that can help the speaker practice the stress-timing of content
words and the reduction and linking of function words in
One rhythmic

English-language passage is the popular children’s’ poem A

sentences. simple example of a
Visit from St. Nicholas (popularly known as The Night before
Christmas) Using the metronome at gradually increasing
speeds, students recite passages from the poem while
figuring out on their own the stressed content words and the

unstressed, reduced and linked function words.

"Twas the night before Christmas, when all through the house
Not a creature was stirring, not even a mouse;
The stockings were hung by the chimney with care,

In hopes that St. Nicholas soon would be there;

The children were nestled all snug in their beds,
While visions of sugar-plums danced in their heads;
And mamma in her 'kerchief, and | in my cap,

Had just settled down for a long winter's nap...

5. Summary

Second language learners commonly speak with
varying degrees of foreign accents, and unnatural rhythm
and stress-timing making comprehension difficult. As
Romero-Trillo points out (2012), the L2

pronunciation of a second language may “deviate from the

learner’s

pronunciation norms of native speakers of the L2” (p.41)

Using the metronome can help the language learner



understand the natural rhythm of English, boosting their
chances of being understood. And as Dauer (1993) notes,
when we speak naturally, words are parts of phrases and
longer sentences. What we hear is a “sequence of syllables in
time, like notes in music. The time relationships among
syllables make up the rhythm of language.” (p83) Just as
music has rhythm and tempo, the English language has its
own natural flow. With the ease and availability of numerous
modern applications, and the convenience of students
bringing their own devices into classrooms, the metronome
can assist language learners by illustrating the natural rhythm

of English.
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Language Testing and Assessment for Language Teachers:
An Overview of the Main Considerations

Barry KAVANAGH?

1) Center for Culture and Language Education, Institute for Excellence of Higher Education, Tohoku University

1. Introduction

For most language teachers the purpose of
language testing is to provide some form of feedback to
our students. This feedback can consequently be used by
teachers, syllabus designers, and educational institutions
and its decision makers. In most scenarios this feedback
will lead to decisions about the students, the teachers and
the curriculum. Brown (2003) defines a test as “a method
of measuring a person’s ability, knowledge, or
performance in a given domain” (p.3). He further
suggests that a competent test may sound very
straightforward but understanding and constructing an
adequate test is a complex task. The terms testing and
assessment can be used interchangeably in the literature
but the latter can also refer to the systematic collection,
review, and use of information about educational

programs undertaken to improve learning and
development” (Palomba and Banta 1999: 4).

This paper is broken down into two parts. The
first section aims to introduce the basic concepts that
entail the choices to be made when creating language
tests and assessing students from the perspective of
language teachers and educational institutions. The
second section looks at how tests can be used for specific
goals that can be influenced by the decisions that are
made within the process of developing the curriculum. A
brief overview of the purposes of particular forms of

assessment in relation to these goals is also given

consideration.

2. Concepts within Language Testing and
Assessment

Tests can be described as a series of choices or
frameworks that have a strong bearing on what students
have to do within the tests, how the tests are scored and
how results are interpreted. This section therefore aims to
examine a number of paired distinctions and concepts
that are frequently discussed within the language testing
and assessment literature to help explain some of the key

differences between language tests.

2.1 Subjective verses objective tests

An objective language test aims to assess a
specific aspect of a student’s L2 knowledge using a
series of questions which have a set answer. In contrast a
subjective test evaluates areas of a students all round
performance and the questions or tasks within the test
may have more than one answer or a variety of ways to
express it.

The main difference in subjective and objective
language testing is on how they are graded and marked.
In objective tests the answers are pre-defined as in
multiple choice tests where the examinee or student must
select from 4 choices (usually from a-d). The marker or
teacher therefore just grades or scores papers based on

the prescribed set of answers. Other examples of
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objective tests include true / false questions, matching
items and some cloze tests (a gap fill exercise where
students must fill in the gaps using a series of given
words). There is of course, some overlap, and not all
testing is either subjective or objective and there can be a
mixture of the two in separate questions within a
language test. A cloze test whereby the examinee can
write down a series of possible grammatically acceptable
responses can be seen as a middle ground between the
two (Oller, 1979).

The benefit of objective testing is that it can be
marked very easily and quickly by a teacher or
mechanically by a computer. Regardless of who marks
the test the outcome will always be the same as the
markers’ subjectivity is eliminated from the assessment
process. A possible downside to objective tests is that
they can be very time consuming to create and demand
more careful preparation from the teacher or teachers.
The teacher has to think about the reaction of the
examinee and the possible alternative but incorrect
answers, as in for example, multiple choice questions.
Level of difficulty is also something teachers need to
take into consideration as objective testing is often
criticized for being too easy. The objective test can
succeed or fail based on whether or not the test is well
written. A poorly written test where more than one
choice in a multiple-choice question could arguably be
the right answer can cause frustration on the part of the
student and teacher. In addition, if grammatical items are
being tested just for the sake of testing this may raise
questions about the validity of the test. If we are to test
communicative skills an objective test should not neglect
this in favor of language-based usage. In fact, it can be
argued that an objective test cannot assess the ability of
students to communicate in the L2 whereas the
subjective test can excel in this area.

An subjective test is marked based on the
interpretation and decision making of the marker or
teacher and unlike objective testing there are no set or

predetermined answers. A speaking test as in the

interview section in an Eiken test or a writing test, would
fall under subjective testing. These kinds of tests may be
directed by a rubric scale or a set of guidelines on the
types of error to be quantified or a list of the features that
the writing should include and consequently evaluate.
Examples of this can be on paragraph construction and
the writing of a thesis statement. A rubric scale can be
used as a guideline in what to look for and consequently
evaluate based on the teachers grading system. See
Kavanagh (2017, 2019) for rubric examples on how to
evaluate academic writing reports

A benefit of subjective testing is that it is generally
easier and less time consuming to create in comparison
to objective language testing. Take for example, a
writing test whereby the student is given a limited time
to write or express their views orally on a given subject
or issue. This is a very simple test to administer and
construct but begs the question, how do we assess the
written or oral response given by the student? If the test
is administered and marked by just the class teacher who
has their own rubric and criteria for what constitutes an
A, B or C grade then the situation is less complex,
providing of course, that the teacher adheres to their
criteria and is consistent in their marking. If the students
however, are marked by several teachers, of if the same
course is taught by several teachers then we may observe
a situation whereby different teachers can rate similar
responses differently, what constitutes an ‘A’ in the eyes
of one teacher may be a ‘B’ with another. One way to
combat this is if teachers who teach the identical course
meet on a consistent basis to discuss their assessment
criteria and interpretation of the evaluation guidelines.
The guidelines themselves may also need to be updated
to cover aspects not predicted in student performance.
Peer review or asking other teachers to evaluate a
student’s work to compare grades is another option.
These methods to create more objectivity are however,
very time consuming, and depending on the school or
university many teachers may not have the time or

inclination to carry out such procedures. Objectivity in



language testing is sought after by language testing
organizations and teachers because it lends itself to being
more reliable. If the evaluation process has a less
subjective scoring system there will inevitably be more
agreement if not total agreement between the test scorers.

The distinction between objective and subjective
testing has been criticized and the boundaries between
them are often blurred and not so clear cut. Bachman
(1990) for example queries where the questions from an
‘objective’ test come from. Carr (2011) suggests that
“even the most principled expert planning decisions
about what to assess and how to do it are somewhat
subjective, as are any decisions made in the course of
writing the actual test” (P.13). He continues to suggest
that ‘subjective’ tests cannot always be termed as 100%
subjective when graders and raters follow a grading
rubric such as those used in the evaluation of the written
section of the TOEFL test. If teachers are consistent in
their grading and adhere to these rubrics and if
institutions kept a track on how teachers as individuals
and as a group assess learners than Carr (2011) suggests
that much of the subjectivity could be taken out of the

process. He concludes that:

the terms objective and subjective should at most be
used to refer to the scoring method used, not the

overall test itself, and even then, the scoring is not

quite as sharp or fuzzy as those two labels might imply.

The important question is therefore not whether a test
is “objective” or “subjective,” but where subjectivity
and measurement error will come into play, and how

that subjectivity and error can best be reduced (p.13).

2.2 Direct verses indirect testing

‘Direct tests’ are examples of assessment whereby
the test requires that the student perform the skill or
skills that the teacher or assessor wish to measure.
Usually, direct testing is linked with productive skills
such as speaking and writing where a measurable output

can be accessed. However, direct testing can also be

applied to reading and listening as outlined below.
Examples of such tests divided into the four skills can

include the following:

Speaking: Interviews and presentations.

Writing: Essay questions / free composition.

Reading: Asking students to respond to questions about
a particular reading either orally or in writing.

Listening: Following oral directions to complete a task.

Hughes (2002) states that the 3 main benefits of direct

testing are:

1. If we know what abilities we want to test its
relatively straightforward to elicit the behavior we
want to assess.

2. For productive skills, assessment is relatively
straightforward.

3. There will probably be a positive washback effect*,
since practicing for the test involves performing the
skill the teacher wants the student to develop.

*The washback effect is the effect that testing has on the
teaching and learning processes. The effect can be positive or

negative.

An indirect test is an evaluation of an aspect of
language knowledge from which we must infer the
proficiency of the student in a particular area. The
following are typical of indirect testing and can be
described as testing knowledge without authentic

application or the testing of communicative ability.

1. Cloze tests
2. Multiple choice tests
3. Sentence re-ordering

4. Paraphrasing

The primary goal of direct test items is to parallel
real-life as much as possible. Often, direct testing items

are integrative, which means that the student must apply



several skills at once. For example, presentations involve
more than just speaking but also the planning,
researching of presentation content, use of intonation and
pausing when giving the presentation, the use of
appropriate vocabulary and the ability to answer
questions about their presentation.

However, there is some debate within the literature
as to whether or not tests can be divided into ‘direct’ and
‘indirect” categories. Douglas (2010) for example
suggests that “because we cannot see or otherwise
physically encounter language ability directly, we are
forced to rely on indirect measurement, and all language
tests are in fact indirect measures of language ability”
(p.31). Fulcher & Davidson (2007) further this by stating
that “a claim to ‘directness’ has usually implied a claim
for test validity through other concepts such as
‘authenticity’. Although this term remains in use, it is
now accepted that all tests are ‘indirect’ in that
performance must be interpreted through the lens of the
constructs we wish to measure and the elements of
performance we observe to make inferences about
constructs” (p.371).

The main advantage of indirect testing is that it
allows the examiners to evaluate systematically a finite
range of features of the language. If we wish to test a
student’s knowledge of certain items of grammar in an
indirect test, a multiple-choice test which samples the
whole range could be constructed for the items the
examiners wish to test. In a direct test, because direct
testing is limited to a small sample of tasks, the sample

tested may be limited and unrepresentative.

2.3 Discrete point verses integrative tests

Both these kinds of tests can provide the teacher or
test scorer with a series of advantages and disadvantages
and when designing language tests these need to be taken
into account. Discrete point testing is testing one point at
a time; for example, a cloze test with all the prepositions
blanked out. Multiple choice question tests also fall

under this category. Such tests therefore, work on the

assumption that language can be broken down into its
component parts and that these parts can be evaluated
(Brown 2003). The component parts are the four skills of
reading, writing, speaking and listening. The discrete
points are the units of the language as in phonology,
graphology, morphology, lexicon, syntax and discourse.

A major benefit of discrete point language testing
suggests Carr (2011) is that as each question is unrelated
to the others (excerpting the fact that they all test the
same ability) this complements the basic premise of item
response theory (IRT). IRT is a powerful statistical
methodology used around the world in large scale testing
such as the TOEFL test. Carson & Davies (2013) state
that “IRT's popularity is largely due to the fact that an
IRT model may be used to estimate parameters of test
items and abilities of test takers, with the estimates of
item difficulty parameters and test taker abilities placed
on the same scale” (p.2). They further suggest that ETS
(Educational Testing Service) researchers, who create the
TOEFL test, have been at the forefront of contributing to
IRT. Other benefits include that discrete point testing
targets specific areas, so if a student gets an answer
wrong, it is due to the fact that the student has a
weakness in that particular area and is therefore easily
identifiable. The questions are also brief and to the point
and can evaluate a whole range of grammatical items,
vocabulary and topics as well as being able to assess a
series of communicative functions. These tests also cover,
in theory, what was taught in the course, and so therefore
students are not dropping points on items that were not
covered.

Oller (1979) argues that language competence is in
fact a combined set of abilities, in other words, the four
skills, which cannot be evaluated separately. This
integration of all the four skills means that testing cannot
be solely focused on discrete points of language but
instead ‘integrative’. Integrative testing combines several
elements of language in one task, as in dictation, random
interviews and written summaries.

cloze test, oral

Discrete point tests are said to be more useful in



diagnosing particular areas of weakness, whereas
integrative tests, because they rely on the interaction of a
variety of language abilities, are thought to be better at
assessing overall language proficiency. Discrete point
tests can also suffer from not being ‘authentic’ and a
representation of what students can actually do with the
language. People do not use language in natural settings
one point at a time. In many instances however, tests are
made up of both discrete-point and integrative tests in
order to cover all aspects of language ability and to
provide an overall assessment of proficiency. Direct and
indirect tests, and discrete and integrative tests are
interrelated. Discrete point tests tend to be indirect tests
whereas integrative tests are almost always direct tests.
Not all tests however, are immediately classifiable in this

way.

2.4 Summative verses formative assessment
Teachers and course designers need to consider
when they want their students examined and evaluated.
A summative assessment is usually given at the end of a
course as in an end of semester / year test and allows the
teacher to evaluate how much the student has learned
within their course. Many language teachers at Tohoku
University may adopt this approach within their courses.
Formative assessment in contrast, occurs while students
are still taking the course and are used as a measure of
their progress thus far. The former is therefore closely
related to achievement testing whilst the latter has a
strong relationship with progress assessment. With
progress assessments the teacher can monitor a student’s
progress and alter the content of the class accordingly,
for example, the difficulty level. The teacher can also
address a student’s weakness before it is too late. Such
formative testing can help teachers with their course
development and lesson planning. Formative assessment
can also help the teacher give individual feedback to
students during the course and offer advice on how to
address particular weaknesses. A summative assessment

may not include this follow-up or feedback as the student

is just given a grade. Summative and formative
assessment however, does not necessarily have to
conform to a split dichotomy. In my own classes | may
give quizzes or listening tests during the course which
form a percentage of my students’ overall grade. These
tests allow me to not only evaluate my student
performance but also contribute to my students final
grade and therefore such assessment can function both as

formative and summative assessment.

2.5 Norm-referenced verses criterion-referenced
tests

The basic differences between norm-referenced
and criterion-referenced tests are in their design,
construction and development and also in the scales each
type of test provides and the process in which these are
interpreted.

Norm-referenced testing is the normative approach
in educational testing and tests such as the TOEFL test
apply this construct. In norm referenced testing students
are compared against each other and ranked according to
their performance. Students’ scores are spread out across
a bell-shaped distribution curve if the distribution is
normal, hence the name norm-referenced. Figure 1 below
shows a bell-shaped distribution curve. The most
common score is at the 50th percentile and within this
particular test most of the test candidates were rated
between the 15th and 85th percentiles.
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Figure 1. A typical bell-shaped curve

The main focus of the norm-referenced test is that
it should discriminate between examines. For example,
when placing students into English levels the highest

scores, for example those in the 95th to 99th percentile,



would be placed in the most advanced classes with the
lowest scorers, those in the 1st to 5th percentile, in the
beginner or pre-intermediate level classes. Students
between the 15th and 85th percentile could be placed in
the pre-intermediate and intermediate levels. Therefore,
in order to do this, tests need to have a wide range of
marks and the items to be tested need to include various
degrees of difficulty in order to determine the strong and
weak students. If all students get an ‘A’ in the test this
would mean that the test is too easy and its test items
would need to be consequently revised.

Norm-referenced testing can be used to compare
within a group of students who have taken a particular
test instead of against the norm. We use this method at
Tohoku University where internal norm referencing is
‘grading on the curve.” Teachers are requested to give
10% of students an ‘AA’, 20% an ‘A’ with the remaining
students getting a ‘B’, ‘C’ grade or a fail. As the assigned
percentages are only given for the ‘A’ grades however,
this might not always produce a normal distribution
curve if, for example, none of the students in a particular
class were allocated a ‘C’ grade.

An advantage of norm-referenced testing is that a
large number of students can be compared with one
another. As the tests have fixed predetermined answers
in a format that can be marked quickly money and
efficiency become the main concerns of these tests
2003).

comparisons of students are made with an established

(Brown Standards become fairer when
norm because students are not penalized for being in a
very good class or unfairly given an advantage for being
in a weak class (Fulcher 2010). There are also
established methods for determining the reliability and
validity within norm referenced tests (Fulcher 2010).
These concepts are discussed in the next section.

Fulcher (2003, 2010) also outlines some of the
weaknesses of norm-referenced or NR testing which

include the following;

+ An NR test is valid only for groups of the population
for which the norm was established; norms change
over time so they need to be re-established to ensure
continued validity.

+ Scores cannot be matched with specific instructional
objectives.

« Test security must be rigidly observed since there are
usually only one or two versions of the test.

« Test anxiety is usually greater for students on such

tests, perhaps because more depends on them.

Unlike NR tests, criterion-referenced (CR) tests
can provide students with feedback on specific parts or
items within the course. Brown (2003) states that CR
tests are typically classroom tests involving the students
from one class who study the same curriculum. The
teacher is the test administrator and is responsible for
creating, distributing and marking the test which can lead
to teacher feedback for the student. CR tests are then
strongly related to achievement or progress tests as they
mirror the course that the students have followed. Brown
(2003) states that in language assessment, with an
audience of classroom language teachers and teachers in
training, and with its emphasis on classroom-based
assessment (as opposed to standardized, large scale
testing), criterion-referenced testing is of more prominent
interest than norm-referenced testing.

An outline of the main strengths and weakness of
CR assessment as illustrated in the literature is shown

below.

Advantages

+ The understanding that there will be a criterion
referenced test can help to clarify course objectives
and to ensure that these objectives are met.

« Students benefit from a positive washback effect:
they know the criteria by which they will be
accessed and know what they have to do to achieve

a particular grade.



+ Test results become meaningful as they are a
measure of the student’s ability across a range of
given tasks.

« Tests are inclined to be direct because they can be
interpreted in terms of the course objectives
directly.

+ The need for test security is reduced.

« Students are more likely to be less anxious about
taking the test as they know what they will be tested

on.

Disadvantages

+ The objectives of the test can be too limited as it has
to be precisely defined.

+ There is no way in which students can compare their
result to the norm or average score.

+ More proficient students within a class may not be
challenged enough by these tests.

+ Tests of reliability and validity are not so well
established for criterion referenced tests.

« All of the students might get an ‘A’ grade depending
on the specific set of criteria used which would
mean revising the test content.

Adapted from: Fulcher (2003, 2010), Fulcher and Davidson
(2007) and Henning (1987).

Although a glimpse through the literature can
provide us with these strengths and weaknesses of NR
and CR tests, teachers at Tohoku University cannot
always choose what test we wish to do. B classes for
example, have a TOEFL test component of the course
which we have no control over as markers, and the
‘grading on a curve’ system as pointed out earlier is
implemented for all English courses. The advantages and
disadvantages of these tests however, provide a useful
insight into the fundamental differences between NR and
CR testing.

3. Reliability and Validity

A test which claims to be reliable needs to be
consistent and dependable. For example, if two students
of similar ability take the same test then we should see
similar, but of course not identical results, as there is the
human element. A student may have an off day for
example. There are a number of factors that affect test
reliability. Student-related reliability refers to the student
themselves, they may have been fatigued or had the flu
on test day or felt particularly anxious during the
examination. Test administration reliability describes the
conditions in which the test was performed and can
include the clarity with which test instructions were
given and the environment itself, as in poor lighting and
bad audio for listening tests. Rater reliability concerns
issues such as inter-rater reliability which refers to a
situation where two raters or scorers rate the same test
somewhat differently despite the fact that both raters
have taken the same set of test training and followed the
same criteria for marking the tests. This may become a
common occurrence with teachers who teach the same
course. The cause of this could be a result of teacher bias,
teacher fatigue (How teachers rate the first and last of
their batch of tests may be significantly different) or
simple carelessness which can result in a marking
mistake. One way to increase test reliability is to record
speaking tests such as interviews which can be evaluated
by a second rater. Writing tests can be passed on easily
to another rater who can score it based on the set criteria.
In this way, the double assessing of tests can lead to
greater reliability but can of course, be very time
consuming.

Validity can be argued to be the most important
aspect of language testing as it entails how a test is valid
for a particular purpose if it measures what it is intended
to measure. For example, a valid test of reading ability
would actually test reading ability. Brown (2003) gives
an account of how a writing test could consist of asking
the test candidate to write as many words as they can in

15 minutes. The rater would then simply count how



many words they wrote. This test would be simple to rate
and administer but would not constitute a valid test of
writing ability without considerations for
comprehensively, idea organization, and discourse along
with other testable factors. A valid test should in theory,
match the course objectives that it aims to test and to
determine whether or not students’ have completed

course goals and objectives

4. The Purposes of Differing Language Tests
Language testing can help us make decisions and
the various types of language testing available can lead
us to reach differing types of decisions (Brown 1995).
Carr (2011) suggests that these decision types can be
divided into two broad categories of those that are
curriculum related and those that are not as illustrated in

the table below.

Table 1. Test types and decisions

Curriculum related | Non-curriculum related
decisions decisions

Admission Proficiency

Placement Screening

Diagnostic

Progress

Achievement

Adapted from Carr (2011)

Curriculum related decisions

An admission test is used to decide on whether or
not a student can enter a particular course or institution.
It can be viewed as being similar to a screening or
placement test. A placement test allocates students into
appropriate levels based on their results. In some
instances, the admissions test can act both as a
determiner on whether or not the student is qualified
enough to enter the school and also to place that student
in a level deemed most appropriate for them.

The purpose of diagnostic tests is to pinpoint the
strengths and weaknesses of a student. Even though such

diagnostic information can be acquired from the

admissions / placement tests a more efficient diagnosis
may be required. These tests may be administered later
to confirm the students’ level, help teachers plan their
classes and identify what areas particular students need
help with (Carr 2011).

A progress and achievement test have similar aims
in that they allow for feedback to the students and
teachers on the students’ performance and to the teacher
on the programme. The progress test is usually done
during the course and can be considered a way of
monitoring students and their ability to meet the course
objectives. An achievement test is usually done at the
end of the course and is used to measure how students
have performed in relation to mastering the course
objectives and goals. Most English teachers at Tohoku
university do a mixture of these two tests. Carr (2011)
distinguishes on what makes a progress or achievement
test by suggesting that the progress test is used to make
decisions about what or how fast to teach and an
achievement test is used to make decisions about how

students have learned what they have supposed to.

Non-curriculum related decision-making tests

A proficiency test can be used to measure ability in
language use for a particular purpose as in for candidates
who wish to use their L2 for work. Alternatively, a
proficiency test such as the TOEFL test where successful
candidates will reach a certain level, as defined in the test
specification, can also be labelled as a proficiency test.
What they have in common however, is that they both
test the students’ ability external to any particular
curriculum. Teachers preparing students for such tests
for example, are not necessarily helped by a particular
syllabus which will enable the students with the skills
and language use they need, but by a syllabus that meets
the skills needed to get a good score in the test. This is
the principle behind the new English curriculum for
English A and B classes which start in April 2020. The
new skills-based syllabus consists of 24 core skills which

are transferable and match the skills needed to be



successful in the TOEFL test. Therefore, it can be
suggested that the non-curriculum related decision-
making tests that Carr (2011) speaks of can in fact be
influenced by curriculum related decisions. The
boundaries between what makes a curriculum related and
non-curriculum  related decision-making test can
therefore become blurred.

These tests can also be used to help ‘screen’
candidates. For example, as in job applicants with a
particular score in the TOEIC test are only allowed to
apply for certain jobs. Such tests could however, be also
used for placement testing as in using the TOEFL scores
of students to place them into ability levels at the start of
a semester. This is something that our language center is

considering as a possibility.

5. Conclusions

This paper was intended as a brief introduction to
the complexities that language testing and assessment
entails and some of the considerations that both teachers
and institutions have to consider when evaluating. It is
by no means an exhaustive account and the field of
language testing and assessment is a huge topic within
applied linguistics and language teaching.It is hoped
however that these concepts and ideas are given
consideration as we move forward with our curriculum

development in 2020.
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