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The power of tests

Traditional testing focuses on the quality of tests, following
accepted models and procedures for maximizing the accuracy of
tests. Yet, very little attention is given to how tests are used, their
importance in the lives of test takers and their place in society.
Traditional testing does not pay much attention to the testing
experience, or to the meanings and feelings that tests evoke in
test takers. However, by listening to the voices of test takers it is

possible to obtain evidence of the power of tests and the detri-

mental decisions they lead to for test takers. The use of tests as
disciplinary tools™by those inAuthorityycauses test takers to”@
tests but at the same time tg-obeyjtheir rules.

What are the special featﬁ at tests possess that legitimize
their power and influence? How did an instrument intended to
democratize and provide equal opportunities turn into a threaten-
ing device? What features of tests tempt those in authority to
use them for policy making? How did tests emerge as tools used
for policy making? These are some of the topics that will be
addressed in Part I of this book in an attempt to establish the
dimensions of the power of tests.




‘Use-oriented’ testing

Traditional testing

Traditional testing is a scientific field, with precise boundaries and criteria. It
consists of a well-defined and systematic body of knowledge. Its main focus
and purpose is the creation of quality tests that can accurately measure the
knowledge of those tested. Results obtained from tests are used for compar-
ing scores of test takers, classifying test takers into appropriate proficiency
levels, assigning grades and accepting or rejecting test takers. Tests, there-
fore, need to be of high quality and follow the careful rules of the science of
psychometrics.

Testing is therefore a professional field with strict rules and applications
as to what constitutes appropriate practice. High-quality tests are expected
to provide the users with precise answers as to the knowledge being meas-
ured. It employs a variety of techniques for developing high-quality test
items and tasks, most often of the objective mode. Its body of knowledge
includes topics such as methods for computing different types of reliability
(i.e. how accurate test scores are), obtaining evidence of validity (i.e. the
extent to which tests measure what they are expected to measure) and proced-
ures for examining the quality of items and tasks (i.e. the extent to which test
items and tasks measure the content being tested).

Traditional testing has relied mostly on objective type items, as these
minimize statistical unreliability. It rarely deviates from this as the model
seems safe. While other testing methods, such as summaries, reports, and
role plays, are becoming widely used, they are often accompanied by cau-
tionary advice regarding their accuracy (Nitko, 1996). Even the uses of now
popular procedures such as portfolios, self-assessment and peer assessment
require that these procedures be subject to criteria judgements typical of
objective testing. Only if, and when, such procedures demonstrate that they
possess the ‘traditional’ psychometric properties can they be accepted as
legitimate ‘members’ of the ‘traditional testing club’.
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In traditional testing the focus is primarily on the test; the test taker is
important only as a means for examining the quality of the test. The only
time the test taker is mentioned is in discussing the difficulty, discrimination
and other indices so that ‘good’ test takers get items right while the ‘bad’
ones get them wrong. ‘Good’ and ‘bad’ are generally defined by the per-
formance on the test being examined. Rarely are there any investigations or
discussions as to the sources, causes and reasons that make test items good
or bad, easy or difficult. Is it that the teaching that preceded the test was
ineffective, that the material tested was too difficult, that the test taker was
absent from class when the material had been taught, or that the test items
required cognitive processing that the test taker did not possess? The gen-
eral rule is that the test takers need to match their performances to the tests
rather than the tests to the test takers.

Traditional testing, then, is not interested in test use. Once the test is
designed and developed, its items written and administered, its format piloted,
items and statistics computed, reliability calculated and evidence of validity
obtained, the role of the tester is complete. The task ends when psychomet-
rically sound results are satisfactorily achieved. This is the point at which
the test is being delivered to those who contracted it and is ready to be used
with ‘real life’ people, the test takers.

Thus, traditional testing is not interested in the motives for introducing
tests, in the intentions and rationale for using tests or in the examinations of
whether intentions were fulfilled. It is not interested in the steps taken in
preparation for tests or in how test takers feel about tests. It is especially not
interested in the consequences of tests and their effects on those who failed
or succeeded in them. It also overlooks how the test affected knowledge,
learning patterns and habits. Traditional testing views tests as isolated events,
detached from people, society, motives, intentions, uses, impacts, effects and
consequences.

‘Use-oriented’ testing

‘Use-oriented’ testing views testing as embedded in educational, social and
political contexts. It addresses issues related to the rationale for giving tests
and the effects that tests have on test takers, education and society. It is con-
cerned with what happens to the test takers who take the tests, the knowledge
that is created by tests, the teachers who prepare for the tests, the materials
and methods used for tests, the decisions to introduce tests, the uses of the
results of tests, the parents whose children are subject to the tests, the eth-
icality and fairness of the tests, and the long- and short-term consequences

that tests have on education and society.



"USE-ORIENTED' TESTING

In examining the use of tests, attention is given to the reasons and inten-
tions for introducing tests, to the test takers who take the tests, to the teachers
who teach for tests, to the students who practise for the tests, to the know-
ledge created by tests, to ethical and fair behaviours of tests, to the rationale
for introducing tests, to the educational systems where tests are used, and to
the effects and consequences that tests have on education and society.

There is also a realization that while testers are busy creating ‘the perfect’
tests, these tests are often used for purposes other than those for which they
were intended. This is especially noted with regard to commercial enterprises,
government agencies and organizations that use tests in ways which some
would consider to be unethical. There is therefore a growing awareness of
the need to examine tests from broader and more expanded perspectives
consisting of various dimensions of the use of tests.

While for many years professionalism in testing meant the development
of high-quality tests that pass accuracy criteria, some testers are realizing that
it is not enough, as tests cannot be viewed as neutral instruments. There
is therefore a growing concern about the power of tests and their uses in
society.

In the field of testing, issues about the use of tests — i.e. intentions, effects
and consequences — were considered to be external to traditional testing but
there has recently been a renewed interest in this topic. Messick (1981, 1989,
1994, 1996), for example, claims that tests embody values that too often are
unrecognized and unexamined, as they are connected to psychological, social
and political variables that have effects on curriculum, ethicality, social classes,
bureaucracy, politics and knowledge. He, therefore, emphasized the need to
study aspects related to the consequences of tests and noted that such aspects
should be considered as part of a broader definition of validity, as they involve
questions of values and consequences of score interpretation and test use:

The consequential aspect of construct validity includes evidence and
rationale for evaluating the intended and unintended consequences of score
interpretation and use in both the short and long term, especially those
associated with bias in scoring and interpretation, with unfairness in test
use, and with positive or negative washback effects on teaching and learning.

(Messick, 1994: 251)

Gipps (1994) interprets this phenomenon by claiming that testing is experi-
encing a shift from a purely technical perspective to a test-use perspective.

In the field of language testing as well, testers have begun to show a
growing interest in the roles that language tests play in society. Spolsky
(1998) argues that rather than putting all the effort into building more
and more reliable measures of less and less important elements of language
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proficiency, testers should support the study of the meaning and use of the
inaccurate measures they already have. Testers, he notes, should accept the
inevitable uncertainty of tests and turn their attention to the ways in which
tests are used.

As a result, language testers have begun to address various issues of test
use! focusing on topics of test ethicality, test bias, the effect and impact of
tests on teaching and learning, and the use of tests. Additional topics are the
extent to which language tests define linguistic knowledge, determine mem-
bership, classify people and stipulate criteria for success and failure of indi-
vidual test takers. These are some of the topics that will be addressed and
discussed in the following chapters.

Note

L. ‘See Language Testing, 13 (3), 1996; Language Testing, 14 (4), 1997; confer-
ence in Carleton University, Summer 1998, and the theme of the Language
Testing Research Colloquium, Tskuba, Japan, 1999.
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\oices of test takers

It is probably not possible to find a person in the modern world who did not
go through a testing experience at least once in his or her lifetime. It is dif-
ficult to find a person who does not have a testing story that relates to how
a single test affected and changed his or her life, for good or for bad. The
experiences of taking tests are remembered by test takers for many years
after the events have taken place. It is through the voices of test takers who
report on the testing experiences and their consequences that the features of
the use of tests can be identified.

Yet, in the testing literature test takers are often kept silent; their personal
experiences are not heard or shared. It seems that the testing profession —
those who produce tests — are not interested in such accounts. However, as
will be noted in this chapter, listening to the voices of test takers can provide
testers with a new and unique perspective and a deep insight into tests and
their meanings.

Personal accounts

The excerpts given below represent a sample of some personal accounts of
what testers say and feel about tests.

A death wish

In the following poem the Irish novelist J. McGahern (1977, quoted in
Madaus, 1990) describes the impact that tests have on a child who is about
to take a test:

Please God may I not fail
Please God may 1 ger over sixty per cent
Please God may I ger a bigh place
Please God may all those likely to beat
me get killed in voad accidents and
may they die voaring.
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This poem shows how fearful test takers are of failing tests and how detri-
mental the experience is for them. They clearly feel a lack of control, as
succeeding on a test is like ‘an act of God’. They pray to pass the test in the
same way as they pray to be saved from a terrible disaster or an awful danger.
Further, doing well on tests implies that every peer is in competition; friends
turn into enemies and rivals in the high-stake race where the only survival
strategy is the elimination of the competitors. The poem also shows how
central tests are in one’s life and the high price that test takers are willing to
pay in order to succeed.

Causing deterioration in one’s life

- On a memorable night in a bar named Dingo in Arnheim, the Nether-
lands, during a conference on language testing, my friend and colleague
Tim McNamara and myself found ourselves deeply engaged in a conversa-
tion with a drug junkie. Upon asking what brought him to this low point
in his life he told us a long story about what started it all. He recalled the
traumatic event of taking a standardized test in 7th grade and failing it
badly. His failure was such a disappointment for his father, a university
literature professor, that from that point on his father started rejecting
him. This eventually led to a series of events that turned our conversation
partner into an outcast in his family leading him to leave home and gradu-
ally reach the point where he is at now. Needless to say we felt responsible,
a face-to-face encounter with one of ‘our own’ victims. . .

Whether the story told is an accurate account of the events or whether the
test was used as a pretext, is not the main point of the story. It is important,
though, that the story reflects the perception of a person about a single
event, 2 high-stake test, that had a detrimental effect on his life. The specific
event — failure on a standardized test — is perceived as connected and as
responsible for a number of additional events, contexts and consequences. In
this case a failure on a test evoked rejections from a family, low self-esteem
and self-worth, a general negative attitude towards life to the point of crim-
inal behaviour. It points to a phenomenon whereby the results of a test get
out of control. It shows how a single event is so central that it becomes
accountable and is perceived as responsible for future behaviour and events.

Forcing into a profession

This is a story of a person who was wondering about her life possibilities
and therefore decided to examine her opportunities and talents by taking a
number of tests in different areas. Little did she know that the exception-
ally high scores she received on one of the tests would lead representatives
of a secret agency to wait at her doorstep and attempt to recruit her to the
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Canadian secret service. They claimed that her high scores on the test
convinced them, without any doubt, that she was an unusually appropriate
candidate with exceptional talents for a specific job in the service. They
would offer her high sums of money if she would join. She described how
difficult, almost impossible, it had been for her to convince the agents that
she had no interest whatsoever in ‘joining the forces’ and in taking such a
job. She was also surprised how they could deduce her exceptional talents
and capabilities based on her performance on a single test. She eventually
was able to get out of the offer while learning a lesson about the risks of
‘taking tests, just for fun’.

In this example, again, the performance on one single test has the potential
of affecting other events for better or for worse. It provides further evidence
of the blind trust that users of tests have in test scores, believing that tests
can provide valid predictions and indications of all kind of performances,
especially for high-status and responsible jobs. It can be compared to the
trust in fortune tellers possessing supernatural powers of predicting the
future. The example further shows how powerful the owners of the testing
information are in relation to the powerlessness of test takers.

Stigmatizing people as failures

On June 12th, 1991 an article reporting on the administration of a national
test in reading comprehension appeared in the Israeli newspaper Haaretz.
The article described some of the consequences of administering a high
stake test in one school. Specifically, there were a number of interviews
with children who were not allowed to participate in the test which took
place in their school. The reason given by the principal was the concern
that their participation would lower the average score of the school. Instead,
the article reports, they were sent to the gym to watch a movie. The article
provides a close insight into their feelings of humility and shame as the
non-participation perpetuated their feelings of failure and contributed to
their low self-esteem. The article also contains another detail about a
bright student who asked to be absent from the school for personal rea-
sons the day the test was to be administered. However, he could not obtain
permission from the principal to leave for fear that his absence would
lower the average score of the school.

This article points to the strong power and authority of tests in the life of
schools and demonstrates the high price educators (in this case the prin-
cipal) are willing to pay schools succeed on tests. It is clear to the principal
that performance on the test is the major (and often the single) criterion for
judging the quality of the school. The high-stake test is so important that
it leads the principal to become engaged in the unethical behaviour of lying,
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humiliating students, violating rules as well as damaging the validity of the
test scores. It further indicates that the principal is very aware of the high-
stake status and its eventual consequences for the school. The high price is
also paid by the students whose perceptions of failure are perpetuated in
their own eyes as well as in the eyes of their parents, teachers and peers.

Whatever will be will be

I am an English teacher at the secondary level. I teach students who must
take a standardized test in their final year of secondary school. I tell my
students these stories from my own experience in order to remind them
that failing a test does not necessarily lead to death. (This was a lesson I
had to learn because I was usually quite successful on tests, which made me
fear the results of failure.)

In grade 11 Physics, as the year progressed I felt more and more alien-
ated. I attributed this to the teacher’s use of multiple-choice tests. By the
final exam, I perceived no connection between what I studied and what I
was tested on, or how. When I looked at the exam (on the day of the exam)
I was sure I had no idea of how to proceed. So my response was to make
up a little song ‘in my head’, and I silently sang it to myself ‘a a b ccc d
a..." and so on. I failed the exam, but not by much. I got about 43 per
cent. I passed Physics, barely. I did not die, but you sure do not want me
to build you a bridge.

From the above it is obvious how fearful and threatened test takers are of
tests, as success is perceived as ‘pure luck’ and has little to do with true
knowledge. There is a feeling that the test and the test takers are in the
control of the tester. In terms of knowledge of the topic tested, performance
on the test is not viewed as an indication of actual knowledge. Thus the test
taker is at the mercy of the tester who has his or her own agenda on what
should be included in a test. The consequences are that, in this ‘testing
game’, guessing and luck are the main strategies that test takers are left with
in order to survive the test’s demands. Test takers therefore develop a variety
of gimmicks, tactics and tricks in order to pass the test and gain the benefits
associated with its results.

The choice between life and passing a test

This is the story of my driving tests. I did not pass the first time because I
was distracted by a driver-tester trainee. The trainee in the back seat made
me nervous when she would practically lie down when I shoulder checked.
During my second attempt, an old man stumbled through an intersection
while I had a green light. The tester yelled, “The light is green. You should
be proceeding through the intersection!” I had to stop so as not to hit the
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man. I yelled back ‘Just because the light is green is not a good enough
reason to die!’ I failed the second test, and the stated reason was ‘Stops
at green light. I passed my third test in a blizzard. I have never had an
accident, or even a ticket.

The above indicates that success on a test is detached from reality, from
rights and wrongs. Test takers learn that in the testing game there are rules
to follow, even if they are not rational and make no sense. Test takers know
that the best strategy for a tester is to comply with and follow the testing
rules — no questions asked. They learn very early that harsh consequences
may result from not following the testing rules — in the above case, it was
denial of the permission to drive. Yet, test takers frequently face situations
when difficult and complex ethical dilemmas need to be resolved with no
easy solutions, as disagreeing with the test’s demands is something that test
takers have no right to do.

Brilliance does not always pay

When I was in grade 8 in a small community outside of Burlington,
Ontario, our school introduced a standard 1Q test. Well, this was a new and
special event — at a time long before many people came to understand that
tests may not be all they are cracked up to be. Actually the views about
tests paralleled the wisdom of the time on smoking cigarettes. I specifically
remember one TV ad which showed a doctor in a white lab coat drawing
heavily on a KOOLS cigarette and, as he inhaled deeply and exhaled with
satisfaction, he fixed his gaze wonderingly/lovingly on the cigarette itself
and announced to the viewers: ‘KOOLS - it’s like a breath of fresh air’.
Anyway, back to the story. As I said I lived in a small community which
had a local elementary school of a few hundred students — it was a pre-
dominantly working-class middle-class melange with academic achieve-
ment being only so so important. This is in contrast to my family where
doing well in school and being ‘smart’ were simply what Jews did — at least
as my parents saw it. So I was a particularly successful student in a rather
non-academic environment which in part perhaps accounted for my intel-
lectual successes and arrogance. This background is important as it frames
my attitude towards the test we were being asked to take. I went into the
exam almost gleefully — sure that this would be one more attestation to my
brilliance. I was the first one finished — which came as no surprise to me,
and home I went. The following day the principal called me into his office
to talk about the test results. What he said to me was the following: ‘Barbara,
you have to open the test!” I had completed the front and back pages and
hadn’t realized it had a substantial middle part. No wonder I finished so
quickly! Now to make matters more messy, the principal allowed me to
complete the test in his office. Imagine, had I been a weak student — how
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this behaviour would have been clear proof of my stupidity. Now perhaps
in this small school, this particular principal would have given the same
opportunity to any student, given that the test was new, etc., etc. I have never
been sure and have been sceptical on one-shot test results ever since . . .

The above indicates how easy it is to fail on a test for the wrong reasons.
Failing on a test is often not related to the topic tested; in this case it was for
not following the test’s instructions. In examining the score of the test it
is often not possible to trace the reasons for the failure. Yet, as the above
case indicates, the cost for misunderstanding is significantly greater for low-
level students as it perpetuates their low standing. High-level test takers, on
the other hand, often have additional opportunities to demonstrate their
competencies, as failure on one testing occasion is perceived as an exception
to their generally high performance.

Test takers’ views about classroom tests

Below are additional statements provided by test takers that point to their
perceptions and views about classroom tests. These statements were obtained
from questionnaires that asked secondary school students to express their
attitudes towards classroom language tests (Shohamy, 1985).

We spent ten lessons conjugating the past tense but on the test there were
only two conjugations.

I never learn anything from tests because the teacher never corrects the
mistakes I make, so I end up at the same place where I was before I took
the test, except now I also have a bad grade.

I don’t believe that a test is a good measure of my performance, let alone
on a day when I do not feel well.

I don’t see the connection between the test and my knowledge, otherwise,
how can I explain the fact that I get good grades on English tests, but last
week when I met an American, I could not say anything in English? How
come we are never asked to speak on tests?

Our teacher uses the test as a punishment; whenever we don’t behave she
tells us we will have a test the following day. Sometimes she even asks us to
take out a sheet of paper and write the test on the spot.

A test really makes me study, I would have never opened a book if it
weren’t for the test. I think the pressure is good for me.

I hate to flunk; tests always show me that I am a failure.

It scems that whenever the teacher is unprepared she asks us to write
a test.
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I don’t mind the test, what T do mind is that it takes the teacher such a
long time to correct it. By the time I get it back, I forget what it was all
about.

I think it is really strange that whenever I study hard, T don’t get a good
grade but when I don’t study at all, I happen to succeed. Does it say some-
thing about me or about the test?

What I hate most is when the teacher does not tell us in advance what the
test will cover. It seems that I am always studying the wrong things.

Why do we need tests? The teacher knows how well we are doing anyway.

These statements reveal similar phenomena with regard to classroom tests as
were expressed in the narratives. Test takers have low trust in classroom tests
and view them as procedures which are not indicative of their real language
knowledge. They do not view tests as useful tools for learning and note that
tests are detached from ‘real life’ knowledge and performance. Test takers
believe that classroom tests do not necessarily serve as educational tools but
they often serve other purposes. Teachers tend to use tests as punishments,
for control, for filling time when they are not prepared and for creating
discipline. Test takers view tests as detached from real learning, as success on
tests is often dependent on luck. Students often feel that classroom tests are
useless in the classroom context, as they believe that teachers know how
well they are doing based on a variety of other classroom performances. At
the same time, though, test takers confess that tests do have the role of
creating pressure and motivating them to study, mostly out of fear of their
consequences.

Conclusions

The personal experiences and reactions of test takers towards tests, as re-
ported in this chapter, provide convincing evidence of the centrality of tests
in the lives of test takers. They point out the negative attitudes that test
takers have towards tests, as expressed in the fear and low trust they have in
test results. Test takers are threatened by tests as they view them as power-
ful, authoritative and leading to detrimental consequences. Test takers feel
that tests are used in ways which are frightening, deterring and controlling,
leading them to develop various survival strategies as they realize the radical
effects that tests can have on their lives, especially given the blind trust
decision makers have in the results.

While test takers perceive tests as powerful, they see themselves as power-
less, realizing that they have as little control over the requirements to take
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tests as over their consequences. Since success in tests is so crucial for the
test taker, they comply with the tests demands and ‘play the game’ in order
to succeed, even to the point that they would engage in behaviours that can
be considered unethical. Test takers are willing to engaged in such behaviour
in spite of the low trust they have in the ability of the tests to judge their
knowledge. This may explain why test takers often perceive performance on
tests as ‘pure luck’, like a supernatural power they have no control over, with
no understanding of the meaning of the results. Test takers therefore develop
a cynical view about tests, and use gimmicks to help them to survive the
testing experience, to enable them to have some control over this uncontrol-
lable situation. Finally, test takers are very realistic about the consequences of
the tests. Experience has taught them that these consequences go far beyond
the test score and may affect a number of crucial future events, for better
or for worse. Tests can affect self-esteem, confidence, pride, stigmas and

opportunities.
Some of the descriptors provided by test takers are listed below:

* Threatening/frightening

* Detached from reality

* Lead to detrimental consequences
Powerful

Create competition

Require survival strategies

Have long-range effects

*  Unjust/unfair

* Deterring

* Biased

* Indication of failure

* Depends on luck and supernatural powers
* Lead to unethical behaviours

This chapter has demonstrated how, by listening to test takers, it is pos-
sible to learn about the centrality of tests in test takers’ lives and about the
strategies test takers develop in order to overcome testing difficulties. It is
certainly worth while for testers to listen to these voices as they can provide
evidence on the uses of tests in education and society.



Powerful uses of tests

The voices of test takers, as echoed in Chapter 2, reveal that tests evoke fear,
unfairness, powerlessness, injustice, deterrence, bias, suspicion, failure and
antagonism. Why is it that those who experience tests develop such strong
reactions? What is it that turned tests into such devices?

This chapter argues that it is the manner in which tests are used that
causes test takers to react in such ways. First discussed are the detrimental
effects of test results and their effects on the lives of test takers; second is
the use of tests as disciplinary tools by those in authority, creating a situa-
tion whereby test takers are forced to change their behaviour in order to
comply with the demands of the tests. Each of these uses of tests will now be
discussed.

Tests have detrimental effects on test takers

The uses of test results have detrimental effects for test takers since such uses
can create winners and losers, successes and failures, rejections and accept-
ances. Test scores are often the sole indicators for placing people in class
levels, for granting certificates and prizes, for determining whether a person
will be allowed to continue in future studies, for deciding on a profession,
for entering special education classes, for participating in honour classes, for
getting accepted to higher education and for obtaining jobs.

Doing well on tests can take a person to the best university and open the
way to an excellent education; doing poorly can send a person to a low level
university and block the possibility of higher education, resulting in poor
education. Doing well on a test may grant a person a scholarship, while
doing poorly implies a need to work harder. Doing well on a test may lead to
a person entering a desired profession, while doing poorly may lead to an
unwanted job. Doing well on a test may mean that a person is given permission
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to migrate to a new country and start a new life, while doing poorly may
force a person to stay somewhere he or she does not wish to be. Doing well
on a test may mean that a person will win a prize or a scholarship, while
doing poorly may result in having to spend ample time working before he or
she can afford to continue studies. Doing well on a test may mean that a
person can be classified as a success, while doing poorly may mean that he or
she will be classified as a failure.

Tests, then, can open or close doors, provide or take away opportunities,
and in general shape the lives of individuals in many different areas. It is
often the performance on a single test, often on one occasion at a single point
in time, that can lead to irreversible, far-reaching and high-stake decisions.
Even in situations when there is a possibility to take a test again, test takers
often hesitate to do so because of the blind trust they have in the authority
of test results and their own limited power. After all, tests are administered
by organizations, teachers, principals and testing agencies, which are much
more powerful than the individual test takers.

These detrimental effects of tests and the high-stake decisions they lead

to are described by Noam (1996: 9):

How we assess can support careers and make people successful, but it can
also destroy people’s careers, or at least place unfair burdens on individuals’
self-perception and unnecessary hurdles in the path of their achievement.

Madaus (1990) emphasizes the fact that tests affect the rite of passage as
performance on a single test often provides a powerful indicator of the future

of individuals (1990: 5):

a single standardized test score independently triggers an automatic admis-
sion, promotion, placement or graduation decision. These decisions are non-
negotiable even in the act of contradictory judgments from educators about
what a student knows or can do.

The detrimental effect of one specific test, the SAT (Scholastic Aptitude Test),
in shaping the future of students is described by Schwartz (1999: 30):

In a culture obsessed with measurement, the SAT has arguably become the
single most important test for American high school students — an academic
and psychic rite of passage that strongly influences future educational
options, prompts fierce anxiety and serves as an almost mystical barometer
of self-worth.

Schwartz goes on to add (1999: 31):

'The SATS are among the primary criteria for many sources of financial assist-
ance and they have become pivotal in debates about affirmative action as well.
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Thus, the use of tests to make detrimental decisions for individuals is one of
their major sources of power.

Tests are used as disciplinary tools

In addition, tests are used as a method of imposing certain behaviours on
those who are subject to them. Tests are capable of dictating to test takers
what they need to know, what they will learn and what they will be taught.
The use of tests as disciplinary tools means that test takers are forced to
change their behaviour to suit the demands of the test. Tests takers are
willing to do so in order to maximize their scores, given the detrimental
effects the results may have on their lives, as noted earlier.

Using tests as disciplinary tools is an extension of the manipulation of
tests by those in authority — policy makers, principals and teachers ~ into
effective instruments for policy making. It is the realization that test takers
will change their behaviour in order to succeed on tests that leads those in
authority to use tests fo cause a change in behaviour in accordance with
certain priorities. The use of tests as disciplinary tools causes test takers to
develop fear and anxiety in the face of tests as they feel they lack control —
captive and at the mercy of the demands of the test.

Spolsky (1995, 1997) notes that the use of tests for disciplinary purposes
is not new; historically, tests and examinations have always been used for
such purposes. Since the Biblical event of the shibooleth, tests have been
used for power and control. The Chinese invented the examination to provide
the emperor with senior officials who would be answerable to him, not to
powerful courtiers, and this served its purpose for a thousand years. The
Jesuits brought the system to Europe in the seventeenth century to maintain
tight control of school curricula and of the classroom (Madaus, 1990).

The use of tests for power and control is argued strongly by Foucault.
In Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison (1979) he stated that examina-
tions have built-in features that allow them to be used for exercising power
and control.! Tests serve as a means of observing hierarchy and normalizing
judgement. They can be used for surveillance to quantify, classify and punish.
Their power is that they can be used to differentiate people and to judge
people. Tests consist of rituals and ceremony along with the establishment of
truth, and all in the name of objectivity.

The examination combines the technique of an observing hierarchy and
those of normalizing judgment. It is 2 normalizing gaze, a surveillance that
makes it possible to quantify, classify and punish. It establishes over indi-
viduals a visibility through which one differentiates and judges them. That is
why, in all the mechanisms of discipline, the examination is highly ritualized.
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In it are combined the ceremony of power and the form of the experiment,
the deployment of force and the establishment of truth. At the heart of the
procedures of disciplines, it manifests the subjection of those who are
perceived as objects and the objectification of those who are subjected.

(Foucault, 1979: 184)

The notion that tests represent social technology is introduced by Madaus
(1990) as an extension of the use of tests as disciplinary tools. He claims that
tests are scientifically created tools that historically have been used as mechan-
isms for control and power deeply embedded in education, government and
business. The test is a means of social technology as it can impose behavi-
ours on individuals and groups and can define what students are expected to
know. It therefore guarantees the movement of knowledge from the teacher
to the pupil, but it extracts from the pupil a knowledge destined and reserved
for the teacher.

Madaus also comments on how uncritical society is and how much faith it
has in scientific and technological solutions given by tests. Tests, he notes,
reflect the values of test makers, test users and policy makers, and therefore
have the potential to perpetuate these in scientific and technological solu-
tions given by tests. Test, he notes, reflect the values of test makers, test users
and policy makers and therefore have the potential to perpetuate current
social and educational inequalites. Madaus observes that the disciplinary
role of tests is manifested through various strategies, such as test scores that
enable the accumulation and aggregation of student marks, organize, rank
and classify them as well as form categories, determine averages, fix norms,
describe groups, compare results across units of aggregation and fix indi-
viduals and groups in a population distribution.

The power of tests to affect and define people is also expressed by Hanson
(1993). He notes that tests have become social institutions in their own
right, taken for granted and unquestioned. Specifically, while a testing event
is only a minute representation of the whole person, tests are used both to
define and produce the person, and to keep him or her powerless and under
surveillance.

The role of tests as disciplinary tools goes beyond the individual test
taker, and in a number of domains tests can affect whole societies. Tests can
affect and manipulate educational or political systems, control curricula and
redefine the knowledge of communities. At the school level, tests are used as
disciplinary tools when principals use school-wide exams to drive teachers to
teach or when teachers use tests and quizzes to motivate students to learn
and to impose discipline. Tests can also be introduced to upgrade the status
and prestige of specific topics or subjects. On political and national levels,
tests are used as a means of screening populations, excluding groups from
participation, ranking institutions, limiting funding, defining knowledge and
gate-keeping to prevent the entry of unwanted groups.
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The use of tests as disciplinary tools by political institutions is discussed
by McNamara (1997) who notes that tests have become an arm of policy
reform in education and vocational training as well as in immigration policy.
Such policy initiatives are seen within educational systems as well as in the
workforce. A concern for national standards of educational achievement in a
competitive global economy, together with a heightened demand for account-
ability of government expenditures, has propelled a number of initiatives
involving assessment as an arm of government educational policy at national,
state and district levels.

In all these situations the use of tests as disciplinary tools means that
certain demands are imposed on test takers from above while they are forced
into a position where they have no choice but to comply with these demands.
Compliance means a change in behaviour in line with the requirements of
the test. While test takers and systems tend to comply with such disciplinary
demands, they also resent doing so as they feel that it is imposed on them
without their voice being heard. It is the powerful uses of tests — their
detrimental effects and their uses as disciplinary tools — that are responsible
for the strong feelings that tests evoke in test takers, as described and dis-
cussed in Chapter 2.

Note

1. It is worth noting that Foucault’s biography as described in Eribon (1991)
provides convincing evidence of his own experience and sufferings from
tests, making him a ‘test victim’. It is reported there that Foucault suffered
from the consequences of tests as a disciplinary tool, causing him to fail on
high-stake tests. References are made to situations when tests played detri-
mental roles in his life. It is very lik kbemg 2 vicum of tests led him
to gain special insight into the use of tests as d1sc1phnary tools in Western
societies. v

19



A

Features of power

Chapter 3 argued that tests have detrimental effects and, at the same time,
are used as disciplinary tools. Yet tests also possess specific features that enable
them to be used in such powerful ways. This chapter identifies and discusses

these features.

Tests are administered by powerful institutions

One important feature that grants tests power is that they are administered
by powerful institutions. This means that in an interaction between the
tester and the test taker it is the tester who holds the power. After all it is the
tester who makes the important decisions of what to test, how to test, how
to score, and how to deliver and interpret the results. The only numbers the
test taker can refer to are those provided by the tester and these can only be
challenged if one has a counter number, which is generally impossible for
the test taker to obtain.
Hanson (1993: 19) notes:

In nearly all cases test givers are organizations, while test takers are indi-
viduals. Test-giving agencies use tests for the purpose of making decisions
or taking actions with reference to test takers — if they are to pass a course,
receive a certificate, be admitted to college, receive a fellowship, get a job
or promotion. That, together with the fact that organizations are more
powerful than individuals, means that the testing situation nearly always
places test givers in a position of power over test takers.

[

\ Further, it is the tester who determines the information and knowledge that
| . . . .

'will be tested, and the information the test taker needs to comply with the test.
‘Tt is a self-sustaining system through which the testing organization - whether
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it is a school, educational system, government or industry - has total non- |

negotiable control over the knowledge input, and can provide a mechanism

for continuous control over information and power. The knowledge included (
in tests is determined unequally and is dictated by those who plan and |
write the tests. It is this knowledge that can control, monitor and block th/J

entrance of those who are not party to it.

Tests use the language of science

Another feature that provides tests with power is their use of the language of
science. The language of science in Western societies grants authority, status
and power. Testing is perceived as a scientific discipline because it is experi-
mental, statistical and uses numbers. It therefore enjoys the prestige granted
to science and is viewed as objective, fair, true and trustworthy.

Maclntyre (1984) notes that the ‘objective’ and ‘empirical’ information
gleaned from tests is then used by those who make decisions based on tests
to support their beliefs and to win trust in their decisions. He states that since
the aim of bureaucrats is to adjust means to ends in the most economical
and efficient way, they will deploy scientific knowledge organized in terms
of, and comprising a set of, universal law-like generalizations to help them.
Schwandt (1989) elaborates on this phenomenon by claiming that bureaucratic
managerial expertise in both the public and the private sector rests on this
assumption of scientifically based practice. Evaluators, policy analysts, resear-
chers and consultants enhance bureaucratic expertise by acting as scientific
sources.

This phenomenon is interesting as testers know that they are unable to
generate accurate generalizations concerning human behaviour, in view of
the constraints imposed by real-world problems on methods of scientific
investigations. Yet, at the same time, there is an unquestioned belief on the
part of managers, policy makers and the public at large that the evaluator is
an expert who provides scientifically derived knowledge.

Tests use the language of numbers

A similar feature that grants power to testers is the use of the language of
numbers. Much has been written about the use of numbers and statistics
as effective devices for power, and about the fact that numbers speak more
than words (McLuhan, 1962). Like the language of science, the language of
numbers is considered to be a symbol of objectivity, scientism and rationalism
— all features which provide those who are affected by them with an illusion
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of truth, trust, legitimacy and status. The power of numbers also lies in the
perception of the public that they are objective and therefore represent some
‘truth’, with a strong implication that they are not open for discussion and
challenge. Broadfoot (1996: 86) states that

This very objectivity, this recourse to specific rationality, lends to the assess-
ment a legiimacy which makes it hard to refute.

The power of numbers lies in the fact they can be challenged only by using
different numbers to counteract them. In testing, however, the tester has the
numbers while the test taker does not, and the only numbers to which he or
she can refer are those provided by the tester, who ‘owns’ the numbers.

Numbers are also considered powerful because they lend themselves to
the classification and standardization of test takers, and thus enable test takers
to be judged according to a common yardstick. Thus, when numbers are
used for disseminating test results they provide decision makers with power,
authority, control and legitimacy for decisions and sanctions.

Tests use written forms of communication

Both Foucault (1979) and Madaus (1990, 1994) argue that a special feature
of the power of tests is the use of the written form of communication. Accord-
ing to Foucault the written form marked the beginning of a pedagogy that
functions as a science. Foucault (1979: 21) notes that

it is the documentation of the written examination, in combination with
the quantifiable mark, that made it possible not only to objectify individuals,
but also to form, describe, and objectify groups.

Madaus (1990) claims that it was not undl the latter part of the eighteenth
century, when paper was more readily available, that written tests were sys-
tematically introduced into the educational system. Foucault (1979) con-
tends that earlier tests employed the oral modes and therefore left room for
a dialogue between a tester and a test taker. In such situations the student had
the opportunity to ask questions, elaborate on what he or she had learned,
and demand clarification. The written test, on the other hand, introduced a
form of discourse which altered the act of communication from a dialogue
to a one-way channel of communication, focusing on what the teacher had
taught without considering the test taker’s views and interpretations. Thus,
while the oral mode was characterized by features of negotiation, elabora-
tion, expansion of ideas, use of contextual clues, correction, argument, revi-
sion, debate and the reading of facial clues, the written mode is one-sided. In
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this mode the information flows in one direction only as the test taker writes
what he or she knows in response to his or her interpretations of a written
stimulus. The written test defines what is expected and forces students to
reveal periodically how their learning is progressing:

it has guaranteed the movement of knowledge from the teacher to the
pupil, but it extracted from the pupil a knowledge destined and reserved
for the teacher.

(Foucault, 1979: 187)

Tests rely on documentation
Documentation is an additional feature that enables powerful uses of tests.

The examination that places individuals in a field of surveillance also
situates them in a network of writing; it engages them in a whole mass of
documents that capture and fix them. The procedures of examination were
accompanied at the same time by a system of intense registration and of
documentary accumulation. A ‘power of writing” was constituted as an
essential part in the mechanisms of discipline.

(Foucault, 1979: 189)

According to Foucault, it is not only that the aptitude of each individual is
being assessed, but that the procedure of writing situates these abilities and
indicates the possible use that might be made of them. The procedure of
writing makes it possible to integrate individual data into cumulative systems
in such a way that they are not lost, and to arrange things so that an indi-
vidual could be located in the general register and, conversely, each datum of
the individual examination might affect overall calculations. Owing to the
whole apparatus of writing that accompanied it, the examination opened up
two correlative possibilities. First, the individual was redefined as a describable,
analysable object. This happened not in order to reduce the individual to
‘specific’ features, as did naturalists in relation to other living beings, but in
order to maintain the test taker in his or her individual sources, in his or her
particular ovulation, and in his or her own aptitude or abilities, under the gaze
of a permanent corpus of knowledge. Secondly, a comparative system was
constituted that made possible the measurement of overall phenomena, the
description of groups, the characterization of collective facts, the calculation of
the gaps between individuals, and their distribution in a given ‘population’.

Documentation, then, implies that what happens in a test is recorded,
remains on record, and will provide those who are interested in the informa-
tion with evidence for possible sanctons against the test takers.
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Tests use objective formats

The employment of the objective format refers to the genre in which test
questions are poised. Specifically, most tests used by testing agencies employ
‘objective’ items such as multiple choice and true-false. The assumption
underlying these procedures (and the reason they are called ‘objective’) is
that they call for one correct answer, i.e. one ‘truth’, one interpretation.
Further, that ‘truth’ is absolute and determined in advance by the tester
who writes the test, while the test taker needs to find out what the truth is.
It does not ask the test taker to present his or her or any other possible
interpretation of the truth. This is especially problematic in the testing of
reading comprehension which is based on texts that are open to multiple
interpretations.

Freedman (1993) notes that this phenomenon is not limited to objective
items and can be extended to other test genres, such as performance-type
tests. In the context of writing tests, she shows that when tests move from an
indirect objective format to a direct and open type they eventually become
objective. Specifically, the tests are controlled by time, content, scoring rubrics,
and carefully controlled and trained raters who are led to agree on one
correct answer with no deviations. This may ensure reliability but results in
questionable validity as it is detached from the natural description of what
writing really is. Even direct tests, then, can turn the subjective nature of the
trait into an objective one: one correct answer and one truth. The ‘truth’,
yet again, is owned by the tester who decides about the item as well as about
the correct answer. This observation is important as there are those who
believe that performance tests will reduce the power of tests. The case of the
writing tests shows it is unlikely that performance tests will indeed change
the situation, as performance tests share many features of objective items —
with all the powerful uses associated with them.

Conclusions

A number of features that grant tests power have been identified in this
chapter. These features enable tests to be used in powerful ways, leading to
their detrimental effects and their uses by those in authority as disciplinary
tools. The features described here — administration by powerful organizations,
the use of the language of numbers and science, the written forms, the docu-
mentation, and the objective test formats — help to explain why tests can be
used in such powerful ways.
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Emergence of power

Emergence of tests as power tools

While tests are nowadays considered to be powerful tools used by those in
authority to make and impose policy, it is interesting to note that tests, in
fact, originated as tools for measuring knowledge, mostly for selection pur-
poses. It is ironic that tests, designed in the twentieth century to provide
greater opportunities and access to society’s benefits, have become so powerful
and authoritative. The power of tests was established in the name of equality
and democracy.

The history of testing has been documented in a number of places (Ellul,
1964; Madaus, 1990; Spolsky, 1995). Throughout history, tests have been
used for a variety of purposes; for example, the establishment in 210 BC of
the Chinese system of civil service examinations points to the use of tests for
selection, and Spolsky (1995, 1997) has demonstrated how language tests
were used to enable political, social and educational control. By the middle
of the nineteenth century, the value of tests for selection and control of
schools started to be appreciated by the wider public; by the end of the
century, in England, the use of examinations to check the progress of pupils
in elementary schools, and their success in secondary schools, was firmly in
place. Spolsky refers to Latham (1877) who encouraged the ‘encroaching
power’ of examinations to take over the syllabus.

In the USA progress was equally rapid, with public acceptance of tests
reaching its height in the 1920s, when tests were used by the Army to screen
out unsuitable recruits. According to Madaus (1990), around the beginning
of the twentieth century there was a shift in the interpretation of test scores
away from a description of what a student actually knew (i.e. achievement), to
a description of performance relative to a group. This shift helped to promote
the construction of national norms in the 1920s for both achievement and
intelligence tests. It was soon after the First World War that the movement
towards standardization and conformity in education became widespread.
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With the increase in population in the twentieth century and the expansion
of the middle class there was a growing need for selection. Sociologists dif-
ferentiate between ascribed and achieved societies. In ascribed societies the roles
and functions of the citizens are predetermined, while in achieved societies
individuals have rights and opportunities to find their places in the society
regardless of their backgrounds and affiliations. Ascribed systems are often
based on ‘selection’, thus operating on the assumptions that societies need to
provide opportunities to those most ‘deserving’ them, which is often based
on their backgrounds and social affiliation. Achieved systems, on the other
hand, are based on democratization and operate on the assumption that every-
one is given opportunities for access, especially with regard to education.

The introduction of education for all in the twentieth century was also
accompanied by the introduction of tests. Both education and testing aimed
to provide methods of overcoming the ‘ascribed’ principles and adopting the
‘achieved’ ones by granting opportunities to all, even to those who were not
ascribed to be part of the élite and who had formerly lacked such opportun-
ities. For example, regarding the SAT, Lemann (quoted in Schwartz, 1999:

32) noted that

The whole point was to use the S.A.'T. to X out the effect of background
and create a true meritocracy. . . . The idea was that you could test the entire
cohort of 17-year-olds nationally, find those with the highest scores and
train them as a national leadership class.

Tests were therefore viewed as tools which could drastically overcome the
ascribed principles, based on connections, class and background, and open
opportunities to the wider public.

Assumptions and principles

The introduction of tests as procedures for fair selection was based on a
number of principles, as listed below:

o Tests would grant opportunities to all. The introduction of tests would mean
that every person, regardless of background, would have the opportunity
and the right to be tested. If the test taker passed the test with a certain
predetermined score, he or she would be selected. This was an advantage
compared to the ascribed systems where only the élite had such privileges.

o Tests would be objective. The objectivity of tests would mean that all test
takers would be treated equally with regard to name, background, gender
and other factors known to contribute to subjectivity and discrimination.
Information that could be viewed as subjective would not be disclosed, so
the tester would not be affected by it in the decision-making process.
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*  Tests would be scientific. Tests would be viewed as scientific as they would
apply a variety of methods to ensure objectivity and fairness. Concepts
such as item analyses, reliability and validity based on statistical methods
would guarantee both the high quality of tests and freedom from the
natural biases of human beings. Such methods were to gain the trust and
respect of the public, as science generally does.

*  Tests would use objective item type. In order to minimize the biases, tests
would use objective type items. Such items would neutralize the biases
known to affect the judgement of testers and would reduce the subjectivity
associated with the ratings and raters.

Madaus (1990) claims that the introduction of multiple choice in 1914
enabled tests to be administered en masse, as many more questions could be
answered in the same time period, and the test could be quickly and objectively
scored by unskilled clerks. The multiple-choice format was widely adopted
by the test-publishing industry that emerged in the 1920s and subsequently
evolved into a high enterprise. In 1926, the College Entrance Examination
Board adopted the multiple-choice format for the SAT. Thus the introduc-
tion of multiple choice as an ‘objective’ method promoted accepted social
values of technique, efficiency, standardization, conformity and accountability
(Madaus, 1990).

Yet, while the above principles were meant to introduce selection tools
that would turn ascribed systems into achieved ones in objective and fair
ways and for all individuals, these very tools turned out to be more of an
illusion than a reality. Thus, while the techniques seemed more objective, fair
and scientific, they also became effective instruments for perpetuating the
class differences that had existed previously.

By objectifying the tester, the items and the methods of analysis, tests
turned into legitimized devices for control: unchallenged black boxes that
could not be criticized, as most of those affected by tests had neither the
expertise nor the knowledge to critique the tests system. Further, the ‘objec-
tive’ aspect of tests turned out to be an illusion, as it has since been discovered
that objective tests were incapable of measuring various domains. For example,
with regard to language proficiency, Spolsky (1998: 9) observed that:

purely objective language testing appears to have failed, for while it meas-
ured something reliably, the something it measured was not the language
proficiency that was assumed. The improvements that objectivity brought
seem than to have been illusory.

In addition, tests have become useful instruments for central authorities to
exercise power and control over individuals and educational systems. Madaus
(1990) remarks that, in the 1950s, testing became the important policy tech-
nique that helped to shift educational control from local districts to the state
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and federal levels. A parade of federal and state legislation with standardized
testing provisions contributed to a dramatic growth in the use of tests. At first
test results were used to inform policy makers about the schools, but by the
1970s they had become administrative techniques to reform schools. Educa-
tional systems in different parts of the world began to recognize the author-
ity and power of tests as efficient devices for controlling educational systems,
affecting motivation, introducing curricula and defining knowledge. This
was accompanied by a strong belief that it would also upgrade achievements.

The uses of tests in centralized and decentralized systems

The power of tests and their potential for control was particularly recog-
nized and commonly used in countries with centralized educational systems
(Shohamy, 1991). A centralized educational system implies that central bodies
are in control of the educational system. In such systems, there was a realiza-
tion that tests could be used as tools for imposing and perpetuating policies.

Shohamy (1991) observed that one test was used more often than others
to affect policies and to enforce control, prestige and authority is the one
administered by centralized educational systems at the end of secondary
school, when students reach the age of 16 in some countries or 18 in others.
That test proves to be useful for decision makers because it has a particularly
strong bearing on the test takers’ lives: the results of such tests determine
who will graduate from secondary school and who will be allowed to con-
tinue to higher-education institutions. The end of secondary school test is
therefore considered to be a high-stake test, as it affects the future of indi-
viduals by granting them permission to enter higher education and become
part of that society’s élite. It is, therefore, common practice in many coun-
tries, especially in those that have central educational systems, to use the end
of secondary school test to establish control over major elements of the
educational systems. Central agencies in a large number of systems thus use
the end of high school test to control the curriculum, by using the test as a
policy tool to affect the knowledge that students will be expected to acquire
and the knowledge that teachers will be required to teach in schools. For
example, if a central body decides that it wants its students to master a
certain topic, it can make a decision to include that material as part of the
end of secondary school test. In most cases this is a guarantee that students will
make every effort to master the material and teachers are most likely to ensure
that that material is taught in their classes, given that the test is so crucial.

It is interesting in this context to differentiate between the uses of the
secondary school exit tests in centralized vs decentralized educational systems,
as each is based on fundamentally different assumptions. Zack (1982) claims
that in centralized systems there is a focus on the need of society to provide



EMERGENCE OF POWER

opportunities to those most ‘deserving’ of them, i.e. those who possess spe-
cial talents. In decentralized systems, on the other hand, there is far less
- selection as there is often a belief that everyone should have the opportunity
to continue into higher education. Typically, in countries where the broader
social and political system is based on selection, only a small proportion of
the population will enter higher education. The two systems can thus be said
to function according to opposing principles, one being based on ‘selection’,
the other on ‘democratization’.

It is therefore of interest to observe how tests are used in these two
opposing systems with regard to the function of the end of secondary school
test. Table 5.1 displays typical features of the two systems while Table 5.2
describes the features which differentiate the uses of tests in each of the
systems along a number of dimensions.

Table 5.1 Typical features of centralized vs decentralized educational systems

Decentralized Centralized

Large proportion of students Small proportion of students
continue to higher education’ continue to higher education
all have opportunity

No national curriculum National curriculum

No national ESS test National end of school test
Formative/internal tests, by teachers Summative predictive tests
Predictive tests (by private companies) Summative is also predictive

Table 5.2 Uses of tests in decentralized and centralized systems (Zack, 1982)

Dimension Decentralized Centralized

Level of the testing body Internal External

Composition of the final score Continuous ‘One shot’

Content of the test Comprehensive High-status subjects
Proportion of students tested High Low

Purpose of the test Formative/summative Summative/predictive
Format of the test Flexible Uniform
Psychometric accuracy Not known Low to high

As can be observed in Table 5.1, in decentralized systems larger propor-
tions of students continue to higher education while in centralized systems a
substantially smaller number of students have opportunities to continue. In
decentralized systems there is generally no national curriculum, no national
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end of secondary school test and most testing is administered in the schools
by teachers and not by a centralized body; often higher education institutions
will administer their own tests. In centralized systems there is often a national
curriculum and a test that assesses that curriculum, leading to stricter selec-
tion whereby only a small number of students continue to higher education.
The national end of secondary school test often serves both summative and
predictive purposes, selecting those who are to conclude and those who are
granted permission to continue their higher education.

Level of the testing body

This dimension focuses on the body that determines the items that will be
included in the tests. It is a bipolar dimension that ranges from external to
internal. At one end of the continuum the model posits testing bodies, testing
agencies, or ministries of educaton that develop, administer and score the
tests. At the other extreme there are internal testing bodies such as schools
or even single classroom teachers who are responsible for the content, the
administration and the scoring of the test. Along the continuum there are
points that represent various combinations: some parts of the test may be
determined by an external body; other parts may be determined internally
by the teacher; and there may also be authorities who decide what the test
will include and how it will be scored. The selection of the testing body can
also provide a good indication of the extent to which the educational system
trusts the teachers and is willing to grant them professional authority. The
testing body can therefore be said to reflect the level of democratization of
the educational system.

With regard to language, testing in decentralized systems is typically
performed internally by classroom teachers, with no central body being
responsible for the tests. In centralized systems, on the other hand, there are
often high-stake tests in the main languages taught, e.g. at the end of second-
ary schooling. These tests are written, administered, and scored by external
bodies such as national supervisors of the language who are employed by the
education ministry (at times with the aid of a committee of experts) or by
research institutes. It is not uncommon for a central body to have expertise
in language pedagogy but no professional background or training in language
testing — writing the national test is simply part of their job description.
Interestingly, it is often the case that decentralized systems are committed
to introducing external tests at the end of secondary school in order to gain
control of the educational system. The development of the American Council
on the Teaching of Foreign Languages (ACTFL, 1986) guidelines and the
Oral Proficiency Interview (OPI) tests are examples of external tests aimed
at providing common yardsticks to measure the learning of foreign languages
by the end of secondary school in the USA (Byrnes, 1987). These procedures
may be viewed as external criteria which can determine the content and
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scoring of language tests. Thus, the use of a test which is conducted by an
external testing body provides a vehicle for controlling the content and
curriculum, while the absence of centralized tests by external bodies limits
the use of tests as a controlling device.

The composition of the final score

This dimension relates to the extent to which an external test score is obtained
from a single, oneoff, summative instrument or from a number of formative
assessments which are conducted over a period of time ~ be that one year or
a number of years. Here, too, there are hybrids between the two poles. For
example, a final score may be based simply on the results of a number
of assessments which are administered throughout the school year or over
a number of years. Another possibility is the administration of one external
test at the end of secondary school along with a number of tests conducted
throughout the school year(s); the scores obtained from both sources can
be combined to render the final score. This dimension is strongly related to
the selectivity criterion, with highly selective systems tending to assign great
importance to a single final test. This test is often viewed as more powerful
and more objective than continuous assessment, which is perceived at times
as being subjective, the rationale being that a teacher who knows the student
is incapable of assigning an objective judgement to that undividual. It should
be noted that in some educational systems the external test score is com-
bined with a continuous assessment which is conducted over a number of
years.

The content of the test

This dimension relates to the choice of school subjects to be tested. At one
end of the continuum there are the classic subjects which are perceived by
the central system as being more important than others; on the other hand,
there are subjects which are considered to be of less significance. The inclu-
sion of certain subjects in an external test, say as part of the ESS test, reflects
an implicit belief that these subjects are important for society and testing
those subjects raises their status even further. On the other hand, the deci-
sion not to include a certain subject in a high-stake test indicates an under-
lying belief that the subject is not perceived as significant for the society.
Often a certain subject will be included in a high-stake test but its scores
will be overlooked when making decisions concerning entrance into the next
level of education. In the specific case of testing foreign languages, typically,
countries that view certain foreign languages as important for society will
tend to include them as part of the high-stake examination. A case in point
is the testing of English. In many countries English, being one of the world’s
most important foreign languages, is included in national examinations while
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other foreign languages are not. Likewise, in situations when certain subjects
have low status in the society but centralized systems are interested in rais-
ing their status, they will make a decision to include them as part of the ESS
test. Centralized systems tend to test mostly high prestige and high status
subjects which grants them more power and status.

Proportion of students tested

This dimension relates to the extent to which tests, especially ESS tests, are
used for selection. In countries where compulsory education has been ex-
tended to the age of 16 and higher, all students are entitled to graduate from
secondary school and there is a need for a selection device to determine
those who will be entitled to continue to post-secondary education. On the
other hand, however, in countries where only a proportion of the population
is entitled to enter secondary school, the ESS test serves as a device to
decide those who will be allowed to continue their studies. In these situa-
tions, the ‘threat’ of a test as a selection device is often encountered well
before the examination is actually taken. A school may in fact accept or
reject students based on the assessment of the likelihood that the student
will be able to pass the high-stake test. In this dimension there is a differen-
tiation among how systems use high-stake tests, such as the ESS, as a selec-
tion criterion for higher education. At one end of the selection spectrum
there are systems which use tests for selection while, at the other, there
are systems that rely only slightly on the ESS test as a criterion for selec-
tion. Countries with strong democratization principles allow relatively large
numbers of students to graduate from secondary school, and often will not
use any form of secondary school external test.

In a number of European countries tests are administered both at ages 16
and 18. Those with poor results (in some countries as many as 80 per cent)
are forced to leave school or to engage in vocational programmes. Those who
are allowed to continue in schools are often required to take yet another
examination at the end of secondary school.

A typical situation in the case of language testing is one in which obtain-
ing a high grade in the ESS examination in English as a Foreign Language
is among the most important criteria for graduation from secondary school
and acceptance to post-secondary studies. In some situations it serves as the
single criterion. By contrast, in countries which are based on democratization,
a student’s score in English or in any other foreign language does not affect
their opportunity to be accepted to post-secondary education.

Purpose of the test

This dimension relates to the specific purpose of the test — whether it is
formative, summative or predictive. Formative testing refers to assessment on
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an ongoing basis, as part of the learning process in the classroom. Summative
testing is aimed at examining the extent to which the student has acquired
the material covered in the curriculum. Predictive testing provides informa-
tion about the probable future performance of the test taker, in college or in
other contexts.

The terms achievement and proficiency describe further distinctions that
can be made in the overall purpose of testing in the specific context of
language testing. Achievement refers to the mastery of the language learned
in a specific course of study, while proficiency seeks to measure the language
competence that the student will bring to real life in a specific, future, well-
defined context.

In terms of the uses of tests in this dimension, high-stake exams such as
those administered at the end of secondary school are often used both for
summative and predictive purposes and as indicators of both achievement
and proficiency. On the other hand, in a decentralized system, the ESS test
is used mostly for formative and summative purposes, as a part of measuring
achievement integrated into the learning and teaching process. Thus, the
adoption of the ACTFL proficiency guidelines and the Oral Proficiency Inter-
view in the USA indicates a shift from testing for formative purposes to testing
for summative and predictive purposes, and from achievement to proficiency.

e

Format of the test

This dimension refers to whether the format of the test is uniform or flexible.
At one end of the continuum the assessment is uniform, which means that
similar test formats are given to all test takers; at the other end, assessment
is flexible, implying that there are alternative formats of assessment such as
projects, self-assessment, informal assessment, and other procedures which
require application of knowledge, whether internally or externally. Flexible
assessment means, therefore, that the score which the test taker obtains is
based on a variety of different types of performance and not just on a single
test. It is often the case that in centralized systems the assessment is uniform;
it is a test which is administered by an external body. In systems which are
decentralized it is often the case that a number of options are available,
especially in situations when internal assessment is practised.

Psychometric accuracy

This dimension relates to the extent to which a high-stake test meets psy-
chometric criteria of reliability and validity. At one end of the continuum
there are tests for which there is no evidence of psychometric accuracy,
although the tests may be administered to a large number of people and can
be considered as ‘high stake’. At the other end, there is no information as to
the psychometric traits of the test and no follow-ups in terms of the use of

33



34

THE POWER OF TESTS

the tests and their effect on test takers, teaching and learning. Centralization,
then, does not necessarily guarantee high-quality tests. Information regard-
ing the psychometric accuracy of tests in decentralized systems, especially
tests used in the classroom, is not available, but there is a general belief that
psychometric accuracy is not considered to be a major concern of classroom

teachers.

Uses of tests as a means for control

Typical are situations when tests are introduced in order to select those
who are most suited for continuation to higher education. While in the past
this type of selection would have been performed through personal connec-
tion, financial status, etc., the introduction of tests meant that the criteria for
selecting the best students was more objective, as each student had the
chance of being selected to continue to higher education. Yet, the fact that
the test had such a detrimental impact on stidents’ lives — i.e. controlling the
opportunity to enter higher education, which in most countries is the key to
success or failure in society and life in general — meant that tests became
extremely powerful tools. It was in the hands of testers to determine success
or failure. The recognition of the power of tests, means that tests are used as
disciplinary tools to perpetuate, impose and control specific behaviours and
agendas. In this example, this means that since decision makers, in this case
educational bureaucrats, realize that the results of the test have such an
influence on students’ lives, they use the power of tests to make students
study to attain that knowledge which they perceive as important. It is clear
to them that students will do anything to maximize their opportunity to
succeed on those high-stake tests in order to be selected. The test then
became the tool through which knowledge, as perceived by testers, was
defined. In this example then, the test changed its role from a device used to
measure knowledge to a method through which knowledge is imposed and
perpetuated. For both the tester and the test taker the test is a means to an
end. For the test taker the test is secondary, it is merely a method of obtain-
ing an opportunity; for the educationalist the test is a method of imposing
the acquisition of certain knowledge. The extent to which the students
master the topic is secondary, the primary goal is to make teachers teach and
students study specific topics, as it is clear that the act of testing per se will
perpetuate such behaviour. Tests then become the tools that have the power
to affect knowledge.

These situations occur repeatedly in the classroom where teachers decide
to introduce tests when they feel that students have not mastered certain
material. The introduction of the test, by itself, is likely to make students
change their behaviour - that is, to study at home or at class.
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A similar phenomenon may occur when a principal who is not happy with
the achievement of the students imposes a test in the school at the end of the
year or when a nation decides to introduce national tests in order to upgrade
the national achievement of a country. In fact, this use of tests to change
behaviour occurs at all levels — teachers with students, principals with teachers,
regional officials with principals and national authorities with regional officials.
Or it may be a reason why countries join international competitions, such
as the International Evaluation Association (IEA). In all these cases those
who introduce the tests are not interested in the results of the tests per se,
but rather in causing a change of behaviour in learning and teaching. If the
test had no power it would not have been introduced in the first place. Thus
the test becomes a method of introducing a behavioural change. The power
of the test, as expressed in the fear and respect that those affected by the test
have for it, guarantees an almost automatic response — behaviours will be
changed.

Clearly, this process has a stronger impact when the tests are potentially
detrimental to the test takers — a situation termed ‘high stake’ against ‘low
stake’ where the test has little detrimental effect on test takers. It should also
be noted that whether the test is in fact detrimental is not the issue. At times
this may be real; at others it is only the perception of the test takers that
matters. Yet, tests are viewed as detrimental regardless of their actual or
intended use. As will be shown later, at times the intention of those who
introduced the tests was in fact not to use them as detrimental tools; yet this
intention cannot be fully controlled as there may be other bodies which will
use the tests for such a purpose.

The recognition of the strong power of tests was especially noticed by
decision makers in education, politics and commerce, who started using tests
as disciplinary tools for affecting the behaviour of those whose future is
dependent on the results of tests. At present, therefore, tests are used more
as authoritative and disciplinary tools for exercising power and control than
for objective and democratic purposes of selection.

Conclusions

The introduction of tests for making decisions regarding selection provided
an opportunity for a shift from ‘ascribed’ societies, which granted entrance
based on biased criteria, to ‘achieved’ societies where all have an equal chance
of being selected. Yet, in spite of the opportunity for all to be tested, the use
of scientific and objective methods and item-type tests served as a method of
perpetuating existing differences, as those who wrote the tests used their
own knowledge as criteria for entrance.

At the same time, in many societies, in particular in centralized systems, the
primary role of tests — especially of high-stake tests such as those administered
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at the end of secondary school — changed from measuring knowledge to
enabling centralized bodies to control education, content, learning and teach-
ing. High-stake tests are used by central bodies as a method of controlling
and dictating much of what happens in the educational system and in society
as a whole. Yet, the use of tests varies by the type of educational system —
centralized or decentralized. Each of the systems uses the following devices
to control the system: the testing body, the composition of the final score,
the content of the test, the proportion of students tested, and the purpose,
format and psychometric accuracy of the test.



Temptations

In addidon to the built-in features that allow their powerful uses, tests pos-
sess certain characteristics that provide decision makers with attractive bene-
fits that tempt them to use tests for policy making. This chapter will discuss
these characteristics in order to better understand the advantages that deci-
sion makers obtain from tests.

Tests are perceived by the public as authoritative

Using tests for policy making has strong authoritative power, as in most
cases those who are affected by tests tend to change their behaviours in line
with the demands of the test. Once a test becomes a method of control,
supported by central bodies, it rarely faces any objection by those who are
subjects of the test; results obtained from tests are generally viewed as final
and absolute and are therefore rarely challenged. The main reason, as ex-
plained in Chapters 3 and 4, is that tests are administered on behalf of
powerful organizations, while test takers are independent individuals who
are often powerless.

4

Tests allow flexible cutting scores

A major temptation for policy makers to use tests, is that tests allow users
to determine cutting scores in arbitrary ways and thus create quotas in a
flexible manner. Cutting scores are specific points that serve as the basis for
decisions on quotas etc., such as the number of people who will pass a given
test, enter special programmes, obtain certificates or be granted entrance
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visas. A low cutting score means that many people will pass the test; a high
one means that fewer people will pass, entitling those who do pass to the
privileges associated with the test. Though, over the years, a number of
methods have been developed to determine cutting scores accurately, the
issue is still very controversial and remains unresolved.

Cutting scores are often used by those in authority as ‘gate-keeping’ tools
— barriers to those who are not wanted. A demonstration of how cutting
scores are used in flexible ways for political manipulation is given in Chapter
11, with regard to a teacher education test in the state of Massachusetts,
USA. In that case the Board of Education raised the passing grade for
teachers’ certification examinations; as a result almost 60 per cent of the
prospective teachers who took the test failed. In another example, cutting
scores were used to determine the number of immigrants allowed to enter a
certain country. In yet another example (presented in Chapter 8), cutting
scores were used in one year to prove that an unusually high number of
students had difficulties in reading comprehension, while in another year the
decision regarding cutting scores led to a completely different conclusion.
Thus, cutting scores provide a major temptation to decision makers when
they are using tests for policy making.

Tests are effective for control and for redefining knowledge

An additional temptation for decision makers to use tests is that they allow
those in authority to control and manipulate knowledge. Specifically, by
including certain contents and topics on tests the tester can redefine and
introduce specific knowledge according to his or her perceptions or perspec-
tive. This is inevitable, since test takers tend to adopt and internalize their
knowledge according to the requirements of the test. As was noted in Chapter
3, test takers will do this to maximize their scores, given the detrimental
effects of the tests. In the three studies described in Chapters 8, 9 and 10,
the content of the tests became the de facro curriculum and was significantly
more important than the existing curriculum. Pedagogical bodies have gen-
erally very little supervision of the content of tests. Shepard (1991) shows
how the decision of what is included in a test is the prerogative of the
testing experts and is often in contradiction to the knowledge base as
defined by the subject experts. Thus, it is very tempting for those who
introduce tests to use them as a means for creating, redefining and control-
ling knowledge.

Freedman (1993) notes that exams are popular among policy makers
because they provide one of the few levers on the curriculum that policy
makers can control. Not having tests means that teachers are free to create
their own curriculum, their own means and content of instruction. It is
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therefore of no surprise that in situations when the status of teachers is low,
decision makers choose to use tests to control classroom teaching and dictate
what will be taught by teachers and learned by students, both in and out of
the classroom.

Controlling knowledge through tests is also typical in the political and
policy contexts. In two cases described in Chapter 11 — Latvia and Australia
- tests were used to dictate and control the languages that the candidates
were expected to master. In the example of the teacher education test in
Massachusetts, the test defined and controlled the knowledge that prospect-
ive teachers were expected to have.

Tests have strong appeal to the public, especially parents

The introduction of tests has a strong appeal to the public as it symbolizes
social order in areas in which the public normally feels a lack of control,
such as education. Using tests is interpreted by the public as a sign of a
serious and meaningful attitude towards education and as evidence of action
on the part of government.

House (1998) notes that in the USA tests have been repeatedly embraced
by both political parties. Politics, he claims, seems to drive these reforms,
and when objections are raised by testing experts that critical technical tasks
cannot be accomplished, the experts are overriden. He also claims that the
so far successful attempts by the Republican party in the USA to object to
the proposal of President Clinton for national tests, is one of the few cases
where such a protest has been successful. Yet this can be explained by a
number of political and unrelated factors, by objections to President Clinton’s
educational and other policies and not necessarily by objections to tests.

As was noted by Bourdieu (1991), and as discussed at length in Chap-
ter 15, tests often serve the needs of certain groups in society to perpetuate
their power and dominance and are, thus, rarely challenged. Tests have the
wide support of parents, as they are perceived as educational and symbolize
social order. For parents who often do not trust schools and teachers, tests
provide reassuring signs of control and order. Tests are familiar for most
parents who were exposed to tests in their own formative years. Tests sym-
bolize control and discipline and are perceived as an indication of effective

learning. It is often observed that raising the educational standards through-

testing appeals to the middle classes, partly because it means gaining access
to better jobs for their children and also because, for some, it is a code
word for restricting minority access (House, 1998). The paradox is that low-
status parents, minorities and immigrants who are constantly excluded by
tests, have an overwhelming respect for them and often fight against their
abandonment.

39



40

THE POWER OF TESTS

Tests are useful for delivering ‘objective proofs’

Owing to the authority and trust that tests have in the eyes of the public,
evidence obtained from them serves as proof for a whole range of argu-
ments. The types of interaction taking place between the testers and test takers
are based on the assumption that the tester has a neutral, non-participatory
role in the testing process, while the test results provide the evidence and
proof. Reference is often made to “The test demonstrated that you are a
failure’ or “The test showed that you did not study hard enough’. Such
statements put the burden of proof on the results of the test, while the tester
remains a neutral observer, shrugging off all types of responsibilities.

Foucault (1979) notes that it is only in this century that the tester made
the test an ‘objective unobtrusive’ messenger. In the past the tester had to
face the test taker directly and share the responsibility for the testing verdict.
Similarly, MacIntyre (1984) notes that bureaucrats tend to adjust means to
ends and deploy scientific knowledge organized in terms of universal quasi-
legal generalizations to help them to prove claims.

Using tests as proof also occurs in the classroom, where it is not un-
common for teachers to give tests when students are misbehaving; the ‘low’
score obtained on such tests is then used as proof of ‘bad behaviour’ that
leads to low achievement. Flexible cutting scores serve as useful gimmicks
that testers often use when they employ tests as tools for proof.

In one of the cases reported in Chapter 11, an entrance examination
included grammar rather than communicative knowledge, in order to prove
to the students — who had studied a foreign language for several years — that
they were actually incompetent in the language and should therefore re-
enrol in a beginners’ language class.

Tests allow cost-effective and efficient policy making

Using tests as disciplinary tools is a cost-effective strategy for policy mak-
ing. In comparison to introducing reforms through teacher training, develop-
ment of new curricula or new textbooks, changing the tests is a substantially
cheaper venture. House (1998) notes, for example, that it was difficult to see
how new national educational initiatives could emerge under the Clinton
government when the Department of Education had neither the money nor
the agency capabilities to provide leadership. It was at that point that the
primary reform strategy relied on introducing the standards-and-testing ini-
tiative. Thus, it became the centrepiece of the Clinton administration.
Obtaining funds is often a long process that is not possible to complete in
the short time that bureaucrats hold office. Tests, therefore, provide policy
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makers with the opportunity to create policy in the shortest time. In the
situation of the English oral tests, reported in Chapter 10, the Ministry of
Education announced the content of the new final examination one year
before the test was to be administered. This guaranteed that the new con-
tent was included in the school and class curriculum within ten months - the
time between the announcement of the change and the actual administration
of the test.

Tests provide those in authority with visibility and
evidence of action

A different temptation for policy makers in using tests is the perception of
bureaucrats, as well as of the public at large, that introducing tests provides
evidence_of action. For bureaucrats this offers a major advantage over other
ways of making policy. The example of the Arabic test discussed in Chapter
11 is a case in point; although the national supervisor of Arabic was aware
that the introduction of the test did not fulfil any of his expectations and
intentions regarding raising the achievement and the status of the subject,
he was still determined to keep the test. The introduction of the test pro-
vided him with visibility and evidence of action. Similar patterns can be
observed in classrooms where some teachers overuse testing as a ‘teaching’
strategy. |

Conclusions

Tests offer decision makers attractive temptations. They are capable of per-
petuating authority and reinforcing control. Tests have great appeal to the
public, especially parents, who perceive tests as a sign of discipline and of
quality education. Furthermore, tests offer decision makers the temptation
to redefine knowledge according to set agendas, especially by using flexible
cutting scores. In addition, tests provide decision makers with a cost-
effective and efficient device for making policy. From a political view, the use
of tests grants policy makers evidence of action and visibility. With such a
long list of attractive benefits it is clear why decision makers are so tempted
to use tests so frequently. This temptation is further reinforced as the public
generally does not prevent or protest such uses, as tests are considered to be
a domain that only professionals in the field are allowed to enter and to
express their views. The-result is that tests are used in unmonitored ways,
with no examination of their consequences.
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Domains of inquiry

Two domains were selected as the foci of the studics on the use of tests —
intentions and effects. Intentions refers to the rationale, purposes and expecta-
tions of decision makers in introducing and using tests; effects refers to the
post-priori usce of tests, focusing on the impact and consequences of tests with
regard to education and other areas on which tests may impact. An import-
ant aspect of these two domains is the connection between them, i.e, whether
the intentions in using tests actually materialize and whether tests lead to
effects and conscquences regardless of specific intentions.

Intentions

Intentions address the purposes, objectives and expectations of decision makers
upon deciding to introduce tests, especially those tests that are referred to as
‘high stake’ as these tend to have detrimental effects for individuals.

There are very few studics that have systematically examined the rationale,
mtentions and expectations for introducing tests. Data about intentions are
not easily obtained, as intentions are seldom fully discussed publicly, There
is, therefore, a distinetion between svert and covert intentions. Overt intentions
reler to agendas that are open to the public gencrally, through the publieation
of formal documents disseminated by the bodies that introduced the tests.
These can be teachers (introducing classroom tests), principals (introducing
school-wide tests), officials in the Ministry of Education (introducing state-
wide large-scale tests) or other agencies such as ministries of immigration,
economics, labour or commerce. Covert intentions refer to agendas that are
not known to the public and can only be inferred and deduced from other
sources. One reason that intentions are not stated explicitly is that they may
be interpreted by some as indications of discrimination or indirect interven-
tion in areas which are not under the authority of those intraducing the tests.




46

JSES OF TESTS: STUDIES AND CASES

Another distinction with vegard to intentions is between imtended and
unintended. While the body introducing the tests may have speeific inten-
tions (whether overt ot covert), unintended outcomes may emerge as a result
of the test, even though these outcomes were not meant to happen. These
are situations when decision makers did not plan for the outcomes but they
happened anyway, often in spite of the intentions.

T AT s S T S e A T e 1 B d

Effects

While there is very little knowledge about intentions behind the introduc-
ton of tests, there is a fast growing body of knowledge and a large number
of studies that have cxamined effects. A distincton is often made between
educational and svcietal effects, The first refers to the changes as a result of
tests in areas such as curriculum, teaching methods, learning strategies,
materjals, assessment practices and knowledge tested, while societal effects
are concerned with the effects of tests on aspects such as gate-keeping,
ideology, ethicality, morality and faitness.

Messick (1981, 1989, 1996) was the first to draw attention to the topic of
impact, claiming that the conscquences of tests should be incorporated into
a broader perspective of a unified concept of validity. He argucd that hecause
the social values played a part in the intended and unintended outcomes of
test interpretation and usc which derive from the meaning of the test scores,
appraisal of the social consequences of the testing should be subsumed as an
aspect of construce validity (1996: 251).

There are a number of issues of concern with regard to the effects of tests.
One relates to the terminology while the other refers to research that exanines
ihe types of effect and the factors that affect it.

Terminology

At least four terms refer wo the cffect of tests: washback, impact, consequences
and effect. All of these terms are used to refer to phenomena associated with
changes in hehaviour as a result of a test, and they are often used inter-
changcably. Tffect is used to encompass washback, impact and consequences.
Distinction between washback and impact is made by Hamp-Tyons (1997)
who claims that washback refers to the effect and influcnce that the intro-
duction of tests has on the educational context, while impact is a broader
term referring to elfects on education and socicty. Alderson and Wall (1993)
define washback (or ‘backwash’) as the phenomenon where, because of the
test, teachers and learners do things they would not normally do, hence
encompassing the notion of influence.
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Messicle (1990: 251) further claims that ‘in the context of unified validity,
evidence of washback is an instance of the consequential aspect of construct
validity’, Thus, Messick’s concept of unified validity scems to be the bridge
between the narrow range of effects inciuded in washback, and the broader
one encompassed by ‘impact’ which includes “. . . evidence and rationales for
cvaluating the intended and unintended consequences of tests . . . Interpreta-
tion and use ... unfairness in test use, and positive or ncgative washback
effects on teaching and learning’.

“Ihe term ‘conscquences’ is generally used by Messick to encompass all
three but with a stronger focus on ideological values. This is also how the
- term 1s used in Chapter 8 to discuss the societal influences of tests. Messick
notes that washback is the only form of testing consequence ¢hat needs to
be weighed when evaluating validity, and testing consequences is only one
aspect of construct validity leading to the term consequential validity. This
includes evidence and rationales for evaluating the intended and unintended
consequences of score interpretation and use in both the short and the long
termm ‘... [and] unfairness in test use, and positive or ncgative washbacl
effects on teaching and learning’ (Messick, 1996: 251). An additional term
often used to refer to the connection between learning and instruction is
‘systemic validity’ (Fredriksen and Collins, 1989) relating to the introduc-
tion of tests into the educational system, along with additional variables
which are part of the learning and instructional system. In such a situation a
test becontes part of a dynamic process in which changes in the educational
system take place according to feedback obtained from the test. Similar
terms associated with the impact of tests on learning arc messurement driven
instruction, referring to the notion that tests drive lcarning, and curwiculum
alignment, implying that the curriculum is modified according to test results.

Types of impact

With regard to types of impact there is a focus on who is responsible for test
impact and what the nature of the impact is. Some view the responsibility for
introducing impact to lie beyond the test developers. ITamp-Lyons (1997:
298) argues that it is not only the test developers whose work has impact,
but also testing agencics who make policy and economie decisions ahout the
kinds of testing to support. ‘lextbook publishers make the economic deci-
sions about the kinds of texthooks that teachers and parents will buy to
‘ensure’ that their children are ready for the test, as well as school districts
and Dboards, ministries of education, and national or federal governments,
who bow to pressure to account for the progress of pupils and the value-
added effect of edncation. ("Lhese questions are also dealt with in Chapter 18
in the discussion of ‘Who is the tester?’.)

Most of the research on impact has focused on one type, that of washback,
while substandally less work is available on the impact of tests on society.

47




48

LUSES OF TESTS: STUDIES AND CASES

Alderson and Wall (1993: 115-29) present a number of washback hypotheses
which they claim need to be researched. A test can influence teaching and
learning: what teachers teach, how teachers teach, what learncrs learn, how
learners learn, the rate and sequence of learning, and attitude to the content
and methods of teaching and learning. They further actempt to explore the
concept by asking: ‘How directly, according to the washback hypothesis, do
tests bring about change in teaching and learning?” (1993: 18). A simplistic
view, they claim, would assume that the fact of a test having a set of qualities
is sufficient in itself, by virtue of the importance of tests in most societies in
bringing about change. However, this assumption takes little account of other
educational factors which influence teaching, such as teachers’ competence
and their understanding of the principles underlying the test, and levels of
resources within the school system. They propose refinement to the basic
washback hypothesis by distinguishing the content of teaching from meth-
odology used, and teaching from learning. ‘They further emphasize the need
w0 consider the impact of a test not only on teaching and learning but also
on attitudes, materials and effort, and that in order to understand washback
therc is a need to consider factors such as personality, the consequences of
performance in the test and the learners” perceptions of those consequences.

Issues regarding the nature of washback focus mostly en whether washbacle
is good or bad, positive or negative. Alderson and Wall argue that if it is a
‘good’ test (i.e. reflecting the aims of the syllabus and its content and method)
then it will produce positive washback; if it is a ‘bad® test then it will produce
negative washback. However, others {e.g. Ferman, 1998) have argucd that
washback hypotheses may also imply that a ‘poor’ test could conceivably
have a ‘good’ impact if it made the learners and teachers do ‘good’ things,
such as increasc learning activities. Likewise, a good test may have nega-
tive consequernces; indeed, good or bad it will have beneficial washback if
it increases learning activities and intentions, making teachers and learners
work harder. Sdll others claim there is no such thing as a good test, as the
hartn of examinations lie in the restrictions they impose on curricula, teachers
and stndents and in their encouragement of mechanical, boring and debili-
tating forms of teaching and learning (Oxenhamn, 1984).

Spolsky (1995: 56) argues that the inevitable outcome of examinations is,
repeatedly, narrowing the educational process,

Once the content of an examination has been bruited it hecomes more
ot less the precise specification of what knowledge or behavior will be
rewarded (or will avoid punishment), No reasonable teacher will do other
than focus his or her pupils’ efforts on the specific items that are to be
tested; no bright pupil will want to spend the time on anything but pre-
paration for what Is to be on the examination. The control of the insoue-
tional process then is transferred {rom those most immediately concerned
{the teacher and the pupil) to the cxamination itsclf,
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Research on impact

Rescarch on effects, impact and conscquences of language tests has emerged
mostly in the past decade and its main focus has been on case studics where
new tests were introduced (Shepard, 1991; Smith, 1991). Rescarch on impact
is known to be difficult as there is often no base linc to compare, it takes a
long time to observe, and is seldom visible to the researcher as it can occur
outside the domains which the rescarcher examines.

"The main findings point to the complex reality of impact, especially in
the case of high-stake tests. A study by Alderson and Iamp-Lyons (1996}
discovered that the influence of the test on what happens in TOEFT, pre-
paration classes, compared with non-TOFIL preparation classes by the same
teacher, was in fact more complex than the theory of washback would anti-
cipate. Watanabe (1996) reports a similarly complex picture emerging from
a study of the impact of university entrance tests in EFL in Japan, Wall
(1996) and Wall and Alderson (1998) analysed the wide range of factors
modulating the washback of a progressive test reform in a traditional educa-
tional system in Sri Tanka, Similarly, Cheng (1998) examined the effect of a
new English test in Ilong Kong and found that the introduction of the test
snecessfully changed the ‘what’ in teaching but the extent to which it changed
the how’ was limited, so the changes were superficial. In terms of impact of
language tests on content arcas, Peirce and Stein (1995) showed how tests
affect the interpretation of reading passages, as the social occasion and the
power relations between students and tester changed. Specifically, it was
demonstrated that students who were in a powerless position in testing
situations could not refuse to take the test and were forced to look for the
exact answers the test makers intended, which werc often diflerent from
their own.

In terms of the impact of tests on minority student immigrants and both
genders in school settings, concern centres on how test itcms work differ-
ently for specific groups. A number of techniques, such as Differendal Ttem
Functioning (DII), were developed to identify biased items. Yet, some of
these methods have been criticized as insufficient; Elder (1997), for cxample,
showed how the technique involves questions of values in the choice of the
criterion adopted as the benchmark in the comparison of groups. Thus, the
bias depends on a definition of the test construct, which is often defined in
political terms.

The three studies presented in Chapters 8-10 (see also Shohamy, 1993,
1994, 1997, 1998) and the cases in Chapter 11 provide empirical data and
observations regarding the uses of tests by focusing on intentions involved in
using the tests and their elfects and consequences. In other words, given the
power of tests and their detrimental forees, what are the intentions of those

in authority when they introduce tests, what are the tests used for and what

are their effects on education and society?
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A reading comprehension test

T

The context

In a farge number of countries, especially those that have centralized educa-
tional systems (see Chapter 5 for distinction on the use of tests in centralized
vs decentralized education systeins), tests ave used for purposes of menitor-
ing and controlling the education systemns. Tests such as the NAEP (National
Achievement of Educational Performance) are used as tools to assess ‘the
state of the nation’ in certain educational domains. It should be noted that
in addition to national tests of this type there are international achievement
tests whereby the participating nations not only examine their own perform-
ances but are also eager to compare their achievements with those of other
countrics. While such national or international tests are very comumon in
most of the developed countries of the world (the IEA organization represents
about 50 countries), there are very few studies that examine the rationale
for using these tests, i.e. why countrics choose to administer such tests,
Thus, questions need to be asked as to the recasons for introducing tests,
the use of the results and the effects of the results on education and society.
The rcading comprehension test, discussed in this chapter, is typical of
other types of test which are regularly administered in many countries for
monitoring achievement. This type of test is especially used in countries
with centralized education systems that have both a national curticulum and
national examinations. The study that is presented here specifically examines
aspects of the use of this type of test (Shohamy, 1993, 1994, 1997, 1998),
It is a national test, the aim of which is to assess and monitor the level of
national achievement in reading comprehension. The study closcly observed
the intentions of using the test and its short- and long-range effects. As will
be demonstrated here, the act of administering this large-scale test had far-
reaching effects, well beyond the intentions expected and declared by thosc
who introduced it
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Background

In 1993 the Ministry of Education in a certain country decided to administer
a hational test for measuring the reading comprehension levels of all fourth
and fifth grade students. The test was administered to 160,000 students, in
6000 classes, in 1600 schools employing 6000 external proctors. In terms of
its content, the format of the test was made up of short passages followed by
questions pertaining to the text and the vocabulary included in it. The test
included 60 questions: 15 were defined as representing the minimal level of
reading (answering two of the questions incorrectly resulted in a failed scove)
while the remainder were norm-referenced, in which the score was reported
as the number of correct answers.

The administration of the test was accompanied by extensive media atten-
tion, as well as strong resentment on the part of the teachers. The results
were disseminated in a special news conference at which it was reported that
33 per cent of students had failed the test. A map of the country was shown
on national television, highlighting cities and areas in which a large number
of students had failed. It was a major news event, with almost 500 newspaper
articles published about the topic, mostly focusing on the implications of the
results with regard to political, social, econotic and educational dimensions.
Owing to massive public criticist, the test was cancelled after two years of
administration. In 1998, a new reading comprehension test was developed,
w be administered by a professional testing institute.
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Intentions

Prior to the administration of the test, the intentons and rationale for intro-
ducing the reading comprehension test were stated in a letter that was dis-
seminated by the Ministry of Education to the parents of children who were
taking the test. The letter is presented below:

Dear Parent

The Ministry of Fducation and Culture is about to administer tests in
math and reading comprehension to all the students. The results of the
tests will enable us to find out about the level of achievement of children
in this important subject, It wifl help the schools plan their work for the
following year. The results will be used by the Ministry for pedagogical
purposcs only, for follow up, for research and for establishing policy. The
data will be confidential and kept in the data base of the Ministry of
Education in accordance with the Privacy Law (1981). The detailed results
will be sent to the school after the beginning of the next academic year.
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The letter portrays the test as educational, helpful, constructive and pedago-
gical. Moreover, there is concern as to the potential misuse of the results,
so confidentiality is cnsured. Yet, as will be shown in this chapter, even with
the best of intentions, it is difficult to predict the effects and consequences
of tests, especially high-stake tests, as they tend to have a stronger impact on
the behaviours of those who are affected by test results. As will be shown,
tests are not ncutral as they impact on a large number of dimensions.

Effects on education

The effects of the reading comprehension test on the educational system
were examined through interviews with teachers and analysis of teaching
material that was produced after the results had been disseminated.

Teaching materials and workshops

The test stimulated teachers and regional supervisors to produce ample new
marerial for teaching reading comprehension, "Lhe material included work-
sheets and textbooks. About 30 books and workbooks were published; super-
visors developed practice pages and worksheets identical to those used on
the test. Most of these were clones of the test - that is, they included reading
comprehension texts that were often followed by multiple-choice questions,
which was very different from the official curriculem. Worlshops for teach-
ing reading comprehension were offered around the country, and teachers
were asked to attend them.

Teaching and allocation of classroom time

The test affected the allocation of time, with a large number of teaching
sessions being diverted into reading comprchension sessions; thus the number
of hours allocated to the subject increased substantially. This is important
because previously no special hours had been aflocated to the tcaching of
reading comprehension; rather, it had been integrated into all school subjects,
Now, however, content arcas such as geography, history, etc. were turned
into reading comprehension sessions. Yet, reading comprehension was taught
entirely in terms of ‘test activities’, Teachers who previously had a broad view
of literacy, turned exclusively to the teaching of reading comprehension in
identical ways to thosc used in the test. At the same time, teachers claimed
that they were at a Joss regarding the specific teaching methods and strate-
gies they should adopt in order to teach it.
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Interpretation of test scares

Since no guidance was provided regarding the meaning and interpretation
of the test scores, there was an extensive misusc of the results, Teachers were
blamed for the studenss’ failure by both principals and parents. This was the
casc with one teacher who, because she felt it suited her students, was using
a teaching method different from those that her principal had recommended,
She claimed that the failure of her class bad nothing to do with her teaching
method, but that they had failed becausce her class contained five new immig-
rants and five disabled children. Nevertheless, the principal used the results
to cotwict her of having used the wrong teaching method, and the teacher
was not allowed to teach that class the following ycar. On the other hand,
tcachers whose class did well on the test were rewarded and praised.

Teachers' attitudes

By and large, while principals and other administrators thought it was a
good idea to introduce the test, teachers felt that it was unnecessary. Some
teachers thought that the test was humiliating and unfair, and that the re-
sults simply confirmed what they already knew about their students. On the
basis of intervicws with ten teachers — five of whom had classes that failed -
the most obvious impact found was ‘emotional’. "Leachers whose classes failed
spoke with great passion about the test; they expressed anger and frustration,
and were very critical of it. They claimed that they had been wrongly blamed
for the failure of their classes as the fault lay with the student population.
The teachers complained that the test did not rellect the material they had
taught and that the format of the test did not reflect their way of teaching
reading comprehension, I'urthermore, they reported that they had not been
told in advance what would be tested and that the unfamiliar format must
have increased students’ anxiety and affected their performance. They also
said that they felt humiliated by the test, specifically because they had not
been consulted about it and it therefore did not reflect their teaching. They
claimed that in many cases they were blamed by the principals for the poor
performance of their students and in general perceived the test as an intru-
sion of an external body in their teaching. They also felt that they should
have had a choice concerning who was to be tested, to enable them to protect
their students.
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Beyond the effects of the test on cducational dimensions the study also
examnined the effect of the test on individuals and society using a perspective
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suggested by Foucault in Discipline and Punish, whereby tests are viewed as
disciplinary tools. According to Foucault (1979: 184), an examination can be
interpreted as an act of power and control (see also Chapter 3):

The examination combines the technique of an observing hierarchy and
those of normalizing judgment, It is a normalizing gaze, a surveillance that
makes it possible to quantify, dassify and pumish. It establishes over indi-
viduals a visibility through which one differentiates and Judger them,

(Authork italics)

By using the descriptors suggested by Foucault, it can be shown that the
reading comprehension test, in fact, exemplifies disciplinary features of sur-
veillance, quantification, classification, judgement, sanctions, scaling and stand-
ardizing of population, frightening, deterring, and demonstrating authority.
The evidence for these claims is presented below.

An act of surveillance

Using Foucault’s descriptors, the test was admittedly an act of surveillance
by the educational system, as the educational system could follow the progress
of all the children in the country. Witheut asking permission from parents,
students or teachers, the ministry can compel children to be tested. Tt can enter
the classroom and demand that all the children in the country take a test to
show what they know in reading comprelhension according to the educa-
tional system’s criteria. If in fact the system did not intend to use the results
of the test for the selection of individuals, why were students asked to write
their name? Why were their scores released to schools by students’ names?
In administering the tests, the education system did not have to prove that the

- tests were not ‘harmiul” to the students or that the tests were of such high

quality that they provide accurate scores. Students or parents have no rights,
nor do they have the tools to cxamine the quality of the test heforehand, All
stndents are obliged to participate, and if they refuse they or their teachers
may be punished. The performance of each of these students is then recogded
in the form of a number which is classified as pass or fail. ‘e cducation sys-
tem now has records on cach of its pupils in reading comprehension.

The information that the education system can obtain from this surveil-

 lance cannot be of a very high quality, since the decision on who failed and

who passed was based on a limited number of questions. The results do not
take into consideration the relevance of the texts to the background of the
students, their social and cthnic environment, their home culture — espe-
cially the environment of the immigrant population — nor whether the stu-
dents had a good or bad day when doing the test. But it is not only stadents
who are surveyed; so are teachers and. schools. The documented, recorded
and classified information also related to teachers, suggesting that whether the
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students succeeded or failed the reading comprehension depended on the
teacher’s abilities.

An act of quantification . S

Once the scores were disseminated, students and teachers were then on the
records of the databasc of the education system according to their scores in
reading comprehension. The education system now has records on cach of
its pupils in reading comprehension. Thus, their identity is now described,
defined and summarized in terms of ‘percent of carrect answers’, in this
case, on a limited number of test questions and texts.

An act of classification

In addition to the ability to test anyone, at anytime, and to quantily students,
another aspect of power and control is classification of all students as suc-
cesses o failares, good or bad, based on their scores on the reading com-
prehension test. It was then possible for the Ministry of Education to classify
and rank students, teachers and schools into categories. Often the students,
schools and teachers are not even aware that they have been classifted as
successes or fajlures.

Scaling and standardizing populations

The reading comprehension test was used for standardization and control-
ling the learning, as teachers and students began to follow identical formats
for teaching reading comprehension — short texts followed by questions — in
preparation for the administration of the test the following year. This test-
like teaching became the new de facto corriculum, overriding the existing
curriculum. While each of the students was an individual case before the
test, alter the tests he or she was judged in relation to all the other students
of similar age in the country. It is important to mention that the norm for a
country is determined, in most cases, by how the remainder of the country
performs on the same reading comprebension questions, as the same test
is given throughout the country. Thus, the test has the power to standardize
the deviation in the country. Whereas this year therc may have been some
deviations s a result of the different backgrounds, different teachers, differ-
ent learning contexts and different ways of constructing meaning, the effect
of this test will be to ensure that this will not happen again and that students
around the country will construct meaning in the same way, ending up with
exactly the same knowledge.

Foucault includes the description given in Figure 8.1 to visualize the
notion of standardization. This is 4 description of the process by which tests
standardize the population to own identical knowledge.
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Figure 8.1 N. Andry, Lorthopédie ou lart de prévenir et de corriger dans fes
enfants les difformités du corps (Orthopaedics or the art of preventing and
correcting deformities of the body in children). 1749,
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An act of judgement and sanctions

Once the information is available (observed, documented, quantified and
classified) there is legitimacy for imposing sanctions. Examples of sanctions
were forbidding students from entering a certain class level, and demanding
that they repeat grades and withdraw from upgrading programmes, In some
schools teachers were dismissed, texthooks were changed and students were
placed in low level groups based on tests that were initially intended only to
evaluate the level of schools.

An act of demonstrating authority

Tests arc often used for the purpose of declaring where aothority lies; this is
especially true in centralized systems. Tn many developed countries respons-
ibility and authority are shared by onc body. In some countries there is a
clear distinction between authority and responsibility. The introduction of
the test provided the Ministry of Education with a proof of action that has
high visihility.

It is often the case that tests are conducted by ministries of education
when they feel that their anthority has been threatened, or when they feel
that they are losing control; the use of the test helps to bring power back
to the authority. The administration of national tests of any kind is often
aimed at indicating who is in charge. This is especially true when the sys-
tem fails on other fronts. 'L'he reading comprehension test was administered
by the Ministry of Education, to a large extent as a reaction to complaints
that innovations and new programmes in reading comprehension were not
being introduced into the system. Similarly, the introduction of the ACTFT,
guidelines in the USA was a reaction to ctiticism that therc were no new
programmes in foreign language teaching and that children were not per-
forming as expected. Though no new programmes have been introduced
recently, the administration of the test is an indication to the public that
something is being done.

The tensions between the authority and those who are responsible for
introducing the change are clear in the case of the reading comprehension
test. One wonders whether tcachers, those responsible for implementing
the change, will be willing to co-operate with the centralized education
system (those in authority) in the future. The teachers were humiliated by
the system which viewed them as potential cheaters and untrustworthy,
forcing them out of their own classrooms during the test and failing to brief
them on what their students were expected to know. It is, after all, the
teachers who will be asked to co-operate in ‘correcting’ the various reading
comprehension problems detected on the tests. One wonders also about
the message conveyed to students when their teachers are not trusted by the
systerL.
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An act of frightening and deterrence

The reading comprehension test was introduced to ‘shake up’ the instrue-
tonal systetn. This goal of shaking up the system was not approached through
the introduction of a new curticulum or a new teacher training programime
but rather through the introduction of a test.

The Ministry employed various techniques to enhance fear and ensure
that the introduction of the test did in fact shake the system. Before the
administration of the test the Ministry of Education used the strategy of
withholding information — that is, not making information about the test
available to teachers and students; it refused to release any information about
the test, the format, the questions, or its purpose, Withholding information,
not unexpectedly, created tension, anger and anxiety. Once rcason that teachers
were asked to leave the classroom was to maintain the secrecy of questions,
thus allowing the same test to be used the following year. Keeping informa-
ton from the public is the same strategy often used by teachers, when they
withhold information about tests froin their students and thus exercise power
and control. Absence of information about the test is a device testers use w
impose power and control,

Conclusions

Clearly, while the intended purpose of the test, as shown in the letter to the
parents, was very educational, serving an acceptable code of confidentiality
and ethicality, the reality is that a national test of this sort had major effects
and conscquences on education and society. The cffects went far beyond
what was stated in the official letter and probably far beyond what those who
introduced the test could foresce, Clearly, this high-stake test had the effect
of changing the behaviour of all those affected by its results, in terms of a
number of specilic domains in the educational system — materials, texthooks,
allocation of classroom teaching time, interpretation of scores and attitudes.
Yet even when the intention is educational, changes in behaviour take place
far beyond thosc intended.

All the mechanisms of power described by Foucault operated within this
examination, as the effects were far heyond teaching and learning. "This
occurred in a number of directions — causing the humiliation of teachers as
well as other moral and ethical violations. Thus a test, because of its power,
became a disciplinary tool capable of changing behaviours as well as leading
to a variety of unethical actions. Tt is therefore evident here that, even with
the best intentions, high-stake tests have major effects on a variety of factors
and on the educadonal system in general, The Ministry, or those whao are in
charge of introducing the test, often do not examine such effects. "Thus, it is
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the case that testers choose either not to enquire about the effects of tests
or to turn their heads the other way so not to observe them. Yet, as this
study showed, these types of cffeet exist. Tt is important that the tester
weighs the cost of introducing tests in terms of their effects and conse-
quences with regard to teaching and learning as well as the moral and ethical
consequences of tests, While it was assumed here that the policy makers
introducing the test were not aware of such effects, this is stdll an open
question, given the difficulty of obtaining any data an the covert reasons for
introducing the test. "T'he data in this study did not include information on
the undeclared rationale for introducing the test. The test, therefore, was
probably introduced with the best educational intentions; yet, at the same
time, it hecomes cvident that decision makers who introduce tests should be
awarc of the unintended and unexpected consequences, and study them so
that such unethical consequences as were reported here can be avoided. The
study that is discussed in the next chapter describes the introduction of a test
for the specific intention of causing a change in behaviour.
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The cdﬁfext

This chapter reports on the intentions and effects of a test of Arabic as a
second language. In Israel, Arabic is tanght wo Hebrew speakers as a second
language (see also Shohamy, 1993, 1997, 1998; Shohamy et 4/., 1996), given
the large number of Arabs living in Israel (close to 20 per cent) as well as
Arabic being a language of the Middle East. In addition, for about half of the
Israeli population Arabic is a heritage language, as they immigrated to Isracl
from Arabic-speaking countrics. Arabic is now a compulsory subject for

most Hebrew speakérs in Israel and there is strong encouragement to teach.

it. Yet, given the political conflict between Israel and the Arabs, the Arabic
language is of very low status and there is no motivation among Hebrew
speakers to study it (Ben-Rafael and Brosh, 1991; Shohamy and Donitsa-
Schmidt, 1998). Ttis important, therefore, to understand the introduction of
the Arabic test within the context of the role and status of Arabic in Israel,

From the beginning of the introduction of the test, statements made by
the national inspector of Arabic, who was responsible for introducing the test,
madc it clear that measuring the level of Arabic was a method of iinposing
a change in the status and role of the Arabic language. The introduction of
the test was a classic example of using a test to gain respect, and thus upgrade
the status of a subject suffering from low prestige and low motivation on the
part of students. In addition, the test was introduced to create a change in
teaching habits and methods, operating under the assumption that only what
is tested is valued and respected.

B&Iééfoun&

"T'he Arabic test was introduced by the Ministry of Education for seventh-,
eighth- and ninth-grade students learning Arabic as a forcign language. The
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test was first administered in 1988 for seventh-grade students only; it is
currently administered in the middle of cach school year to all three grades.
The Arabic curriculuin for the seventh grade includes the teaching of the
alphabet, graminatical scructures, and a vocabulary of abount 300 words; the
cighth- and ninth-grade curricula both add abount 300 new words each year.

Intentions

‘The intention behind introducing the test, according to the Arabic inspector
at the Ministry of Education, was specifically to raise the prestige of the
Arabic language, to motivate teachers to speed up their teaching of Arabic,
to increase the motivation of both teacher and students, and to compare the
levels of teaching of Arabic in schools throughout the country (Shohamy,
Donitsa-Schmidt and Ferman 1996). Clearly, the Ministry of Education felt
the study of Arabic needed a ‘push’ and that the test could provide a vseful
instrument for providing it.

Onc specific goal for introducing the seventh-grade test was to reduce the
amount of time the teacher spent on teaching the alphabet. Previously, it had
taken teachers ahout two years to teach the alphabet. The national inspector
of Arabic belicved that this was too long and should be reduced to six months.
The administration of the test was therefore scheduled for six months afeer
the beginning of the school year (during the month of March). The seventh-
grade test included items that required letter recognition, vocabulary, and
grammar. In the first few years of the administration of the test, the inspector
distributed a vocabulary list from which. the test vocabulary was selected.

In the case of the Arabic test, the inspector of Arabic publicly declared
that the test was introduced for purposes other than measuring students’
achicvements. Specifically, it was introduced to:

* raise the prestige of the Arabic Ianpuage

* standardize the levels of teaching Arabic

¢ increase the rate of teaching of the Arabic alphabet

* increase the motivation of teachers to teach and students to learn.
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Effects

The effect of the test was examined in three separate yet related studies,
at three different points in time, The first study examined the impact of
the introduction of the test on teaching by comparing its effect before the
test had heen administered, with its effect after administration (Shohainy,
1993). The second study examined the effect of the test after it had been in
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the system for three years. ‘The third study examined its long-range effect
after it had been in the system for eight years (Shohamy, Donitsa-Schmidt
and Ferman, 1996). The results of each of these studies are reported below.

SRR S L

Study 1: Effect of the test at introduction

"The research questions in chis study were mostly concerned with specific
washback effects on teaching and learning. Thus, the following questions
were posed regarding the Arabic test:

* llow did the introduction of the test affect teaching practices?
* How did the introduction of the test affect students’ behaviour?
*  What was the long-range impact of the test? .

To answer the first question, data were collected through class observations,
reviews of tcaching materials, interviews with teachers and questionnaires to
students. Questionnaires were collected on two separate occasions: one to
four weeks before the test, and onc to two weeks following it. Observations
were conducted in seventh-, eighth- and ninth-grade Arabic classes taught
by different teachers. Fach class was observed three times: twice before the
test, and once following it. Each observation was followed by an interview
with the teacher and an analysis of the teaching material. The number of
students in each class ranged from 39 to 42. The focus of the observation
was teaching activities associated with the test.

Teaching activities before the administration of the test

Obscrvations prior to the administration of the test revealed that class time
and activities were dominated by it; there were constant references to ‘the
test” and it had become the central focus and goal of all classroom activities.
Typical of these lessons were review and preparation sessions with clear
goals in terms of outcomes. Specifically, only material known to be on the -
test was discussed; any deviation from this was considered a diversion and a
waste of time. The teachers were fully aware of this and explained that if
they continued with ‘regular’ teaching, they would not have enough time to
prepare their students for the test and the students would fail. The review
period lasted between four and six weeks.

The following describes the main activities during the review period before
the test was administered. The typical characteristic of the period was that
teachers consciously stopped tcaching mew material and turned to reviewing
materials. This meant that they stopped using the class texthooks, as they
believed that the textbooks did not provide a good basis for the review
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hecansc they did not cover the same mnaterial thar was included in the test.

They therefore produced worksheets which were essentially ‘clones’ of the
previous year’s test and used these worksheets during the review period. The
worksheets primarily included long lists of words, sotnetimes vp to 300,
accompanied by translations. The word lists were used for all classcs, whlle
a list of the alphabet was uscd for the seventh grade.

Not only was the material test-like but the teaching activities were also
test-like. Thesce included teaching vocabulary in a decontextualized manner,
using the word lists accompanied by their translations. There was ample use
of repetition, rote practice, and mechanical grammar exercises while the
Jearning of new material took place only when it was necded for the test, and
this was done in a rush. There was no error corrcction, very little explana-
tion of material, no checks as to whether the students had internalized or
mastered the new material or if they could use it in different contexts; it was
mostly mechanical rote learning. There were quick shifts from one topic to
another; the impression was that quantity must come at the expense of quality,
since there was so much to cover in so little time. Most of these activities
were clones of the test, assipned after the teacher had explained the material
briefly in class, and tests were used extensively for teaching material that had
not been taught before.

Students were assigned homework which included activities that were
‘mote of the same’. This meant that the activitics were mostly designed to
allow students to complete at home what could not be covered during class
time. There were also review sessions that lasted up to two hours a week and
were added to regular class hours.

In terms of the language used in the classroom, there was extensive use
of Hebrew as teachers claimed that using Arabic was a waste of time. The
atmosphere in class was tense among both students and teachers. Yet, students
were highly motivated to master the material, and no discipline problems
were recorded as students felt there were clear goals for learning.

Teaching activities after the administration of the test

Observations conducted after the administration of the test showed no refer-
ence at all to ‘the test’, and regular teaching was resumed. Specifically, new
material was taught mostly through textbooks. The vocabulary was taught
in a contextualized manner, usually through stories and conversations, and
language was introduced through cominunicative activitics such as teachers’
personal stories, discussions and pictures, There was substantially less home-
work but it was more varied and contextualized. No tests were used through-
out the whole observation period in any of the classes. In terms of the
language used in the classroom, there was much more Arabic than Hebrew
and the class atmosphere was more relaxed as the pace was slower. Howevcr,
it also seemed to be less efficient and some discipline problems were noticed.
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Table 9.1

Comparison of activities before and after the administration of the test

Before the test

After the test

Review of material
Use of worksheets
isolated vocabulary lists

Cecontextualized teaching

Rate learning, memarization, drills
Ample homework

Use of L1

Frequent use of tests for teaching
Tense atmosphere

Rushed pace

No discipline problems

Teaching of new material

Use of textbooks

Contextualized vocabulary, via stories
and conversations

Communicative/contextualized language

Contextual, meaningful activities

Little homework

Use of L2

Mo use of tests for teaching

Relaxed atmosphere

Slow pace

Some discipline problems

Table 9.1 summarizes the differences between teaching activities before
and afier the test.

The following example illustrates some of the activides and the atmosphere
in one class before and after the test. The description is based on three
observations.

Observation 1 (before the test)

In the lesson that preceded this one, the teacher had distributed a vocabulary
list of 300 words with their TTehrew translations. These words had been
selected from the list of words for the test, and the students had been asked
to memorize them at home. However, the students came to class unprepared
and had not mastered those words. The teacher was angry, the students
complained that it was too much to learn at one time, and the teacher
complained that the students were lazy. The teacher started to test individual
students orally, to prove that they did not know the words. As expected, the
students did not know the words, and they were upset and tense. L'he teacher
gave them an assignment to prepare for a test on the same vocabulary for the
next lesson; the test would include 100 of the words., The students had to
memorize the words on their own; no teaching of vocabulary took place.

Observation 2 (five days late;, before the test)

The teacher returned the tests that had been administered in the previous
lessons {(not ohscrved). The teacher stated that 90 per cent of the students
had failed the test and accused the students of not studying hard enough.
She tested them again, orally, by inviting individual students to the board to
correct words that were wrong on the test. The reacher dictated the words
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and asked students to translate them as part of class work, while she went
around the clagsroom checking each student’s work,

Observation 3 (one week after the test)

The atmosphere was relaxed, the teacher was calm. Students were asked to
open their books to a new story. The teacher read new vocabulary lists, read
a text that included the words and held a discussion on the content of the
study utilizing the new words. This activity lasted until the end of the session.
The teacher did not wranslate any of the new words (of which there were 20),
and there was frequent use of 1.2. ITowever, not all the students participated,
and some were bored; there were some discipline problems and the teacher
admitted [ater (in the intervicw) that there had been lack of attention and a
decrease in motivation since the administration of the test.

In summary, an examination of the effect of the test on teaching practice
showed that there was a sharp distinction between teaching and testing:
teaching stopped, and test revicw began. ‘I'here was constant reference to
the test, and all activitics were geared to it. No new material was taught
during the revicw period, except for topics needed for the test. There was
ample usc of worksheets, homework and tests as preparation devices. The
main goal was to succeed on the test. After the test was administered, learning
of new material resumed. "Teaching consisted of contextualized and commun-
icative activities and the use of L2. Compared with the period before the
test, the lessons were less focused and less efficient.

Cffect of the test on students

Data on the effect of the test on students were collected through question-
naires administered w 45 students and from the above-mentioned classtoom
observations.

While 45 per cent of the students claimed that the test had not affected
them, 55 per cent claimed that it did in fact have an effect. Those who claimed
to have been affected said that the test made them listen more carefully
during lessons, pay more attention to the subject, and take Arabic studies
more seriously. It motivated them to learn and to take private tutoring to
make up for missed material,

In terms of the type of impact, 62 per cent claimed that the test affected
them positively, while 38 per cent claimed that it had affected them negatively.
Those who claimed to have been affected positively said that the test forced
them to learn more Arabic, enriched their knowledge of the subject matter,
improved their grades, helped them to master new vocabulary, cnriched
their language and motivated their learning.

Those who claimed to have been affected negatively by the test claimed
that the test introduced fear, pressure and anxiety and frustraced them, since
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they felt that the test did not reflect their real learning. It gave them a feeling
of wasted time and it did not contribute to improved proficiency in Arabic,

Tlus, different students were affected by the test in different ways. T'or
some it was beneficial, for others it was not. All students claimed that they
leamed more because the material was more focused. They felt that they
had a better idea of what was expected of them in learning Arabic, as the test
focused their learning.

In conclusion, the Arabic test was a low-stake test in that the results had
no sanctioning power in a subject considered to be of low prestige. Yet, the
test was powerful enough to change the behaviour of all teachers and of most
of the students, However, it is clear from this study that such an effect was
limited to the teaching and learning that took place before the administration
of the test. In this period teachers stopped teaching the regular material,
replaced the textbooks with test-like worksheets and increased the use of
tests and quizzes in class. But once the test had been administered, teachers
switched to ‘regular teaching’. ‘Thus, the effects associated with the power of
the test, in terms of it being a disciplinary tool capable of changing the behavi-
our of others, are limited to a period when the vision of the test is clear.

Study “2:__Impact of the test after three years

The effect of the test after it had been in operation for three years was
cxamined by collecting data that focused on the seventh grade only, since for
that grade there was an explicit goal of shortening the amount of time
required for teaching the Arabic alphabet. Thus, one type of impact examined
was the cxtent to which that goal was achieved. Other questions that were
cxamined related to whether the teachers used the test content in teaching;
whether the test affected teaching methods; whether it changed teachers’
perceptions of Arabic as a school subject; and whether it changed the status
ol Arabic as a school subject.

The data were collected from 12 teachers of Arabic from various parts
of the country, whose seventh-grade classes were tested. Questionnaires were
completed, personal interviews were held, and their classes were observed.
The questionnaires consisted of 16 questions that addressed aspects of the
test’s impact on teaching methods and the pereeption of Arabic as a school
subject. Four of the questions focused on the teachers background, six on
teaching and testing methods, and six on perception of Arabic as a school
subject. Tnn addition, interviews were conducted with each of the teachers, to
validate the responses obtained from the questonnaires. Classroom. observa-
tions were aimed at finding our whether there werc overt or coverg refer-
cnees to the test and to cxamine the specific activities in which teachers were
engaged before the adiministration of the test. In addition, students’ notebooks
were reviewed.

;R'ER'A
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"The results of the questionnaire showed that half of the teachers reported
that they were affected by the test and that it influenced thcir teaching,
while the other half reported that the test had no influence on their teaching,
However, as it turned out, all those claiming not to have been influenced
were new teachers who had recenty graduated from teacher-training institu-
gons, where they had been trained in teaching the alphabet in a shorter
amount of time. All the teachers who claimed to have been influenced by the
test had been teaching for more than five years,

Those who claimed to have been influenced by the test reported that
the test gave them direction as to the setting of new teaching priorities: it

“affected their allocation of time causing them to reduce the amount of lessons
devoted to teaching the alphabet, and created pressurc and tension as it
mterrupted their regular teaching. Yet, at the same time they felt that the
test gave them direction as to what aspects of Arabic needed to be tanght,
and how. They also admitted that they felt that the test upgraded the status
of Arabic as a subject.

The results of classroom obscrvations performed before and after the test
showed that there was very little special preparation for the test, since the
new textbooks being used were a direct reflection of the test. The most
appavent impact of the test was the development of new texthooks, based on
new approaches to teaching the alphabet and including the same activitics
that were on the test. Thus, while in the early years of the test there was
a distinet differcnce between teaching and testing, that difference became
blurred over time, as new testhooks that reflected the test appeared on the
market. Thus, by the dme of this study the alphabet was in fact taught in a
substantially shorter amount of time. In terms of vocabulary, teaching con-
sisted mostly of the words included on the test. Thus, over the years teachers
have hegun to teach Arabic in the ‘new way’, geared to the test. The gap
between testing and teaching has therefore diminished as the two have become
integrated. The new texthooks have become, de fucto, the new curriculum.

Tn conclusion, when the new Arabic test was first introduced, there was a
strong immediate test effect as teaching stopped and test preparation began.
‘The material needed for the test became the body of knowledge to be mastered.
The preparation for that body of knowledge became instrumental as stu-
dents and teachers knew what they wanted to achieve, Activitics became very
tocused and efficient, covering only material known to be in the test. Thus
learning became narrow, mechanical and saperficial; it was cxpressed through
‘test-like’ activities such as worksheets that replicated the test in terms of
form and content, review materials, special lessons preparing students for
the test, and a large dose of testing and quizzes. "That strong impact of the
test lasted approximately four to six weeks; afterwards, teaching returned to
the non-test format. However, as time went by, after a period of three years,
teaching and testing had become synonymous. This was mainly as a result
of the introduction of the new textbooks designed to match the new body of
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knowledge — the test material. These texthooks were clones of the tesg
especially in terms of their activities and tasks; they became the new teaching
material. Testing and teaching became quite similar, very few review sessions
were observed, and teachers admitted to having been influenced by the test
in terms of direction and guidance. ‘The Ministry of Education was therefore
successful in introducing new material through the device of a test. Thus, in
the long run, the disciplinary power of the test was expanded to other com-
ponents of the education system — to texthooks, teaching methods and to the
teaching material. The test was thus capable of influencing a whole system.

How did the test, which was of low stake, become so influential? The
main reason is that the teaching of Arabic is very much in its preliminary
phases. There is stll much confusion surrounding what is best practice. In
such situations, when there is lack of pedagogical knowledge, the inspector-
ate and the ceniral anthorities responsible for giving directions in the field
are very powerful. They clearly used the test o communicate to the freld
specific pedagogical priorities — what should be taught, how quickly it should
be carried out, etc. In situatdons when pedagogical knowledge is minimal,
the test becomes the substitute for other ways of communication such as
curriculum, in-service training, etc.

Study 3:-+he_long-range |mpact of the test

Since the initial administration of the test, it hag become routing practice
in the Isracli cducation system. It was therefore of interest to cxamine the

“long-range effect of the test and whether the impact it had had in the

previous studieés still persists (Shohamy, Donitsa-Schmidt and Ferman, 1996).

The Arabic test has become an integral part of the teaching of Arabic,
Fvery vear around March the test is administered to all the ASL students in
the country, Over the years some changes have taken place:

1. 'lT'he administration of the test has extended from grades 7-9 to grades
10, 11 and 12.

2. A reading comprehension component has heen added.

3. Optons for the inclusion of the testing of listening comprehension and
Arabic culture have been added.

The rationale hehind these changes, according to the Arabic inspectorate,
was to maintain a basic standard of achievement in all grade levels, to provide
an up-to-date diagnostic picture of students’ achievements, and to integrate
reading and listening comprehension as basic skills with less emphasis on
grammar (Arabic as a Second Language, Téeachers’ Journal, Angust, 1994),
The methods and results of this study arc cxplained below.
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Method

The sample of the study included teachers, students and inspectors. Spe-
cifically, nine ASL teachers of grades 7-11, 62 ASL. students of grades 7-11
randomly selected from ten different classes, and two ASL inspectors — one
a national inspector and the other regional.

Three types of fmstrument were used for collecting the data:

1. Questionmasres, administered to students and addressing the following
variables: awarcness of the test; allotment of time to teaching activities;
time spent on preparation for the test; attitudes towards the effect of the
test on learning; and views conceming test quality. Some 24 Likert scale
items were used (some ranging from | ta §, others from 1 to 3) and eight
open-ended questions.

2. Structured interviews were held with teachers and inspectors. Lhese
included questions regarding preparation for the test; awareness of the
test among students, teachers, school principals and parents; impact of
the test on various aspects such as teaching and testing practices; avail-
able courseware, attitudes of students and school administration towards
learning and towards the tests; and views concerning test quality.

3. Document analysis of the Director General Bulletins (1984-96) and
instructions used by the Ministry of Education Inspectorate concerning
the tests. Tn addition, material received by teachers and testers [rom the
inspectorate was analysed, as was new courscware intended for teaching
and copies of the ASL teachery’ journals.

The data were collected in 1995, three months prior to the administration of
the test. The questionnaires were administered to the students of ASL during
class time. The administration took about 15 minutes and was preceded by
a brief introduction assuring students of confidentiality. The interviews with
the teachers and inspectors were held on a one-to-one basis. Each interview
lasted for about one hour. All interviews were recorded and then transcribed.

Results

The results of the effect of che test were analysed according to the following
nine dimensions: {a) effect of the test on classroom activities and time allot-
ment; (b) teaching material; (¢) awareness of the test; (d) perceived effects of
the test results; (e) status of subject and skill tested; (f) perception of the
quality of the test; (g) perception of the test’s importance; (h) impact of test
on promoting learning; and (i) impact of the test as perecived by bureaucrats,

(a) Effect of the test on classroom activities and time allotment

It was found that there had been very little preparation for the test in terms
of class activides and time spent. All nine teachers reported that they did not
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inform their students about the tests and did not allot any special time for

preparation.

Specifically, teachers stated that, vnlike in previous years, they no longer
gave lists of words for the students to memorize nor did they prepare any
special drills for the test. Furthermore, they did not notify students before-
hand when the test would take place, and did not teach for the test or review
material that would be included in the test. They basically continued to nse
the texthook that had heen used during the school year, did not prepare any
special material for the test such as previous years’ tests for review, drills and
format of the test, and did not add extra review hours. In terms of atmo-
sphere, there was no tension in the class concerning the exam.

‘Iwo teachers added that they regarded the test merely as a quiz. ‘leachers
stated that since the test had been administered for ninc years by then, they
were already familiar with the test routine and types of drill included in it.
Consequently, they tended to include these types of drill throughout the
school year in order to familiarize the students with them. Teachers also
added that they did not prepare for the test, as such preparation disturbs the
fluency of teaching and sequence of the curriculim material.

According to the students’ questionnaires, 86 per cent indicated that therc
were no special activities in class prior to the administration of the test.
Some 72 per cent reported that no time at all was devoted in class to the test,
In an open- -ended question, students noted that teaching was conducted as
usual and ‘we don’t devote any time to special activities for the test’,

(b) Teaching material

In terms of tcaching material generated by the ASL test, it was found —
according to interviews with teachers, inspectors and documents ﬂnalyms -
that no special courseware of the AST. test had been published since 1993,

(c) Awareness of the test

Results showed that there was very low awareness of the existence and con-
tent of the test among students and their parents. In fact, 63 per cent of the
students declared in the questionnaires that they did not ntow of the cxistence
of the test. Moreover, 90 per cent of the students did not know what material
the test covers. In additon, 77 per cent of the students said that their
parents did not know about the test. The results are in line with teachers’
statements that they did not inform their classes of the test,

(d) Perceived effects of the test results

While teachers do not attach any significant consequences to the test, most
students do. Results show that although all nine Arabic teachers firmly rejected
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the idea that the grade of the national test will be taken into consideration in
the students’ final year, 52 per cent of the students thought that the test
grade would affect their final grade in Arabic to a large extent and 62 per cent
claimed that the test would affect their knowledge of Arabic and future
success in their studies.

Another issue teachers raised in relation to the lack of any effect of test
results is the absence of diagnostic feedback resulting from the test and lack
of information regarding the standing of the class in comparison with other
classes and schools, Once the test is over, the test event is forgotten sinee
there appear to be no consequences.

(e) Status of subject and skill tested

All teachers agreed that the test has not changed any of the students’ attitudes
towards Arabic and that the low prestige of this subject has remained
unchanged. Seven out of the nine Arabic teachers claimed that the test has
not raised the status of Arabic in school. They claimed that they did not
change their attitude or behaviour because of the national test. Furthermore,
the Arabic lessons, as well as the test, were not given any prioritics over
other activities.

In answer to a question about whether the test increases the subject’s
prestige, 67 per cent of students answered ‘not at all’. Some 63 per cent stated
that they do not find it important to succeed in this test for such reasons as:
‘It is a test the purpose of which is to get & national profile and not a
persomnal profile’; ‘Students are not tested on the class material and the grade
is not included in the final grade at the end of the school year’.

() Perception of the quality of the test

Both teachers and students complained that the test was of poor quality.
All nine teachers stated that the test was ncither valid nor reliable for the
following reasons:

* The material tested did not necessarily match the material studied during
the school year.

* The material included less reading comprehension and more grammar
and cranslation drills.

¢ Test results did not depict a true picture of cheir students’ knowledge in
Arabic,

All Arabic teachers stated that the test should be re-evaluated and revised, and
all expressed negative feelings towards it. In line with teachers’ complaints,
64 per cent of the students reparted that the test did not reflect their true
knowledge of Arabic,
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(g) Perception of the test's importance

Teachers and students expressed negative feelings toward the test and com-
plained that the test was of no importance and not essential in all class levels.
The upper level teachers expressed dissatisfaction with the fact that the
Ministry of Education found it necessary to test high school achievement.
‘After all,” said one teacher, ‘our students are geared towards the end of high
school matricnlation exam, so it is obvious that teaching occurs and that
teachers are doing their best to prepare their students for the final exam with-
out the need to be constantly reminded of it by administering an external
exam.’

Teachers agreed that it was important to go on administering the test in
the lower level classes but not in the higher classes, since the teaching of
Arabic in the lower level was compulsory and thus the learning was more
effective with the ‘threat and powet’ of the test behind it. Tn the higher
levels — high school classes — Arabic studies are optional and therc is no need
to use a test as a forcing and threatening device.

{h) impact of test on promoting learning

All those teaching the upper-level classes insisted that the test did not promote
learning in the upper grades, since students were committed to learning the
subject without the need of external intervention. 'Ihe lower grade reachers,
on the other hand, wete more positive and said that the test may have had some
effect in promoting the learning, although they could not be certain of that.

All teachers complained that the Ministry of Education was wying to
promote learning by introducing and forcing new material into the test and
thus expeeting teachers to teach it. ‘leachers rejected the possibility that such
methods would effectively promote learning, since no training had been
given on how to teach the new components.

(i) Impact of the test as perceived by bureaucrats

The Arabic¢ inspectors were aware of the fact that, in previous years, test
anxiety was high among teachers and students, and that there had been a
decrcase in test anxiety and fear of sanctions, The inspectors were also aware
of the fact that some teachers did not administer the Arabic test at all, or
treated it as a quiz for which no preparation was needed. They stated, bow-
ever, that although there were still problems with the test it was essential
that it continue to be administered, as they believed that there would be a
major and significant drop in the level of Arabic proficiency in the country
if the test were cancelled. Moreover, the inspectorate claimed that there
would be a decrease in the number of students studying Arabic, since the test
promoted the status of Arabic as perceived by teachers, students and parents.
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Conclusions
In examining the conscquences of the Arabic test after a number of years,
based on the three studies, certain findings emerge.

In the first study, conducted when the test was introduced, the power of
the test was capable of changing the behaviour of teachers and leamers, but
only as long as the test was in sight — immediately before the administration
of the test.

Tn the second study, after three years the test had a much broader impact;
it was capable of changing the whole domain of teaching Arabic, as the test
content was in fact integrated into all the domains — curriculum, teaching
and learning. Yet this is probably due to the specific vacuum in pedagogical
knowledge. The test then provided the source of knowledge, substituting
for other, more beneficial sources such as teacher training and revised cur-
riculum, These are the sitnations when tests are most powerful, their cffeet
is most noticed and they are capable of changing educational behaviours
most significaatly.

In the third study, after the test had been in operation for eight years and
had become a routine procedure, it was possible to cxamine whether the
intentions arnd goals of the inspector when introducing the test were achieved.
The results show that while the test managed to change the specific teaching
procedures, it did not fulfil any of the inspector’s agendas beyond teach-
ing methods. It did not raise the status and level of the subject, nor did it
increase the number of students learning Arabic (an indication of its prestige).

Yet the inspector insisted that the test must continve to be administered
every year. He feared that if the test were cancelled there would be a drop
in the national level of Arabic proficiency and a decrease in the number of
students studying it, claiming that the test promotes the status of Arabic as
viewed by teachers, students and parents. Clearly, as its main impact the test
provided the inspector with a disciplinary tool. This provided a fecling of
bureaucratic power and control over the system, with an illusion of action —
and most probably an excuse for not taking meaningful pedagogical actions.
Some claim this may have been the main reason for introducing the test in
the first place.
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The context

Unlike Arabic, which is a language of low status in the schools system and
socicty, English benefits from a very high statos, often claimed to have a higher
status and prestige than Hebrew. English — being the world’s current lingua
franca, the method of communication with the outside world — is a langunage
that is needed for obtaining successful jobs, promotions, academic functioning
and business interactions. A knowledge of the English language is considered
in Israel as an indicator of success, to the point that a working proficiency
in English is a prequisite for entrance to most workplaces and universities.
All children and parents realize this and have very positive attitudes and
motivations towards the study of English. Children start taking private English
lessoms at a very early age and schools are offering English at a younger and
younger age — at the moment in third grade, although many schools offer
Fnglish as carly as the first grade. Thus, tests of the English Janguage have a
very different status to those of Arabic or of reading comprchension. Passing
the Fnglish tests at a high grade almost guarantees belonging to the upper
segment of society. The Fnglish test is consequently a very high-stake test. It
is interesting, therefore, to find out what the expectations and intentions of
decision makers are in introducing Fnglish tests and what effects thesc tests
have on the definition of the English language and its lcarning and teaching.
Given the high status of the subject and the power of thosc who master
English, it is to be expected that it will have a strong effeet on learning. But
at the samne time, decision makers will use it for promoting curricular agendas.

This chapter reports on two studies that examined the effects and con-
sequences of an English as a Foreign Language (EFL) oral proficiency test
used for graduation from secondary school (sce Shohamy, 1993, 1997, 1998,
Shohamy ct al., 1996). The first study examined the effect of the oral test
when it was first introduced in 1986. The second study examined the cffect
of a modificd version of the oral test incorporated into the education system
ten years later, in 1996.
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ntéﬁtions and effects of an E

Background

The EFL oral test is part of the national matriculation examination, admin-
istered at the end of 12th grade to all students graduating from high school.
A new oral test was introduced in 1986 after a series of experiments (Shohamy,
Reves and Bejarano, 1986). It consisted of a number of tasks representing
ihe following specch interactions: oral interviews, role plays, reporting, picture
descriptions and literature. '[he test was administered to individual students,
in two separate stations, by different testers. The first station consisted of an
oral interview and a role play; the second consisted of a picture description
and the literacure test. Fach station lasted about seven minutes, The oral test
that preceded this test, consisted of an unstructured oral interview that was
similar to a conversation.

Intentions

The main intentions for introducing the new oral test in 1986, as cxplained
by the chief inspector of English at the time, were to increase the emphasis
on oral language in the EFT, classroom, to make teachers teach oral language
and thus to upgrade the speaking proficiency of high school graduating
students. Using the Bagruz (end of secondary school examination) to influence
the high school curriculum has been a consistent policy in the teaching of
English as well as other subjects in the sccondary curriculum, In that educa-
tion system the examinations became the method of asserting power over
the teaching. The chief inspector admitted that ‘the most effective way of
cusuring that the aims of a curriculum are indeed carried out is through the
final school-leaving examination’ (Gefen, 1983). "L'hus the Bagrut became
the ‘unofficial syllabus’. ‘Putting something in the examination onc year can
cnsure that it will be taught the next year’ (Horovitz, 1986). After a year of
trial, 2 new oral examination, with two external examinets and involving an
interview, a monologue, a role play and an oral literature test — all marked
using a rating scale — came into elfeet in 1986.

Effects

Methad

The effects of the new oral test on the teaching of spoken English in the
classroom were examined via data collected {rom observations, and inter-
views, with 15 wachers — ten teachers with up to five years’ experience anl
five new teachers. "I'he main findings are describhed below.
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“Time spent on oral language

All the experienced teachers claimed that the test affected their behaviour
in the sense that they spent substantially more time on oral language in the
classroom than they had done before the new test way introduced. Five of
the teachers claimed to have spent no time at all on oral language before the
test was introduced. The novice teachers — those who had tanght for up to
three years — claimed that the test did not affect their behaviour, since they
had been trained in the teaching of oral language at their teacher-training
institutions.

Classroom activities

As to the specific class activities used to teach oral language, it was found that
they were identical to the activities included on the test - class interviews, role
plays, picture descriptions and reports. No other activities were observed or
reported in the interviews. The tendency may have been reinforced by a book-
let published by the Ministry of Education in preparation for the test, which
included lists of topics and role plays. This booklet was designed to ease the
transition from the old to the new oral testing system. It provided a source
from which teachers could draw specific activities for practising for the test.

With regard to how teachers perccived oral language, the findings showed
that they perceived it exclusively in terms of test-like activides. Thus, when
asked to define ‘oral langnage proficiency’ teachers often gave answers such
as ‘Tt is the ability to role play in the language’ or ‘It is an interview’.

Experienced vs novice teachers

There were major differences between experienced and novice teachers with
regard to the influence of the test. 'The new teachers tended to try out more
test-like activitics in the teaching of oral language. For example, they under-
took a variety of communicative activities in their classes such as debates,
simulations, lectures, plays, discussions and group activitics. They claimed
that having this type of test actually opened new teaching avenucs to them
and, thercfore, they experimented with innovative types of interactions. The
difference between novice and experienced teachers is probably due to the
fact that the novice teachers had been trained in oral language teaching in
their teacher-training programines and were therefore familiar with a variety
of methods for teaching oral language. The experienced teachers, on the
other hand, who had not received such training, turned to the test as their
main source of guidance for teaching oral language. They viewed the oral
test as an additional burden they had to deal with in order to prepare their
students for the test, and they took the shortest possible route to that goal.

Teis clear that the test did have an impact and was instrumental in diverting
attention to what had pot been explicitly taught previously. 'Ihe EI'L oral test
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actually made teachers devote more time to, and place greater emphasis on,
oral language in the classroom. Tt is interesting to note that the test content
had been included in the curriculum prior to the test, though not in the
specific manner the Ministry of Education wanted it to be taught; English
oral language had been taught through other subjects or though general
[iteracy. ‘L'hrough the introduction of the test, the Ministty of Education
successfully imposed the teaching of specific topies that it considered import-
ant. Students found the test to be helpful in clarifying goals and for learning.

Yet, in terms of the nature of the input, the results showed that instrue-
tion became test-like. This was found both in teaching methods and materials
created. In this case, the teaching of oral language in the classroom became
test-like, in that it involved specific activities and tasks that were included in
the test and had not been practised previously.

[t is also interesting to note that the use of test-like activities is most likely
to be a result of teachers not having been trained to teach the new areas being
tested. Without appropriate pedagogical knowledge, teachers turned to the
most immediate and readily available features — the test. ‘Thus, in a situation
where the educational leadership did not provide experienced teachers with
on-the-job training in new areas, teachers turned to the test as their single
source of knowledge regarding methods of instruction.

Conclusicns

The declared purpose for introducing the test, as stated by the EFT. Tnspec-
tor, was to divert teachers’ attention to the teaching of oral language — an
area believed by the Inspectorate w be overlooked — and the study showed
that the goal had been achieved. Teachers, indeed, spent substantially more
time teaching oral language, yet the teaching included only the specific tasks
that appeared on the test, namely interviews, monologue and role plays. It
was thercfore ‘oral test language’, substantially narrower than the ‘oral lan-
guage’ that had been taught and became the de facto oral knowledge.

S R R o SRR AL I B MR

Study 2: Intentions and effects of the mod[fledw oral test

‘This study examined the intentions and impact of the modified oral test
which was intreduced by 1996 into the Israeli education system (%ohamy,
Donitse-Schmidt and Ferman, 1996).

Background

The EFL oral test has become a routine procedure in the teaching of English
since 1986, Over the years it has undergone a number of modifications. The
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first change took place in 1994 when the Ministry of Education stipulated
that instead of two external examiners, students would be tested by one
external and one internal examiner, their own teacher. A number of changes
were due to- take place in the summer of 1996 and were announced in a
bulletin of the Ministry of Education. "The changes were as follows:

¢ An extensive reading part will be added in which students report on two
baoks they will have read by the time of the test. A reading file will be
prepared by the pupil and handed to the teacher one month hefore the
oral test.

» 'The traditional role play will be replaced by a ‘modified’ role play, where
students ask the tester a series of questions based on forms and cue cards.

* The interview and monologue will be replaced by an extended interview.

* The rating scales which measure accuracy and fluency will be changed
slightly and a new scale of task orientation will be added.

¢ The literature part remains unchanged.

lntentions

The rationale and intentions for introducing the modified version of the test,
as stated by the EFL English Inspectorate were ¢, . . to provide an opportun-
ity for authentic speech and communication and to gauge the pupil’s overall
level of oral proficiency’ (Steiner, 1995: 15). The aim was to encourage
pupils to read:

It is important to see the Reading for Pleasure program as a process, and
not as an end-product on the day of the oral matriculation cxam. It is a
process that should start in clementary school and continue up through all
grade levels.

{Steiner, 1995: 2)

A further intention was ‘to encourage students to read, to provide an oppor-
tunity for authentic speech and communication and to gauge the pupils’
overall level of oral proficiency’ (Steiner, 1995: 15).

Effects

Method

The effect of the test was examined in the following way. The sample included
teachers, students and inspectors: 16 teachers of TFL in grades 9-12; 50
EFL stadents ranging {rom grades 9 to 12 who were randomly selected from
a large sample of 200 students, from 10 different classes; and four EFL
national and regional inspectors.
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Three data collection procedures were used:

Questionnaires administered to students addressing the following vari-
ables: awareness of the test; allotment of time to teaching activities; time
spent on preparation for the test; attitudes towards the effect of the test
on Jearning; and views concerning test quality. Twenty-four Likert scale
iterns were used (some tanging from [ to 5, others from 1 to 3) and
cight open-ended questions.

(b grrpctured interviews were held with teachers and inspectors. These
included questions regarding preparation for the test; awareness of the
test among students, teachers, school principals and parents; impact of
the test on various aspects such as teaching and testing practices; avail-
able coursewars; attitudes of students and school administration towards
Jearning and towards the tests; and views concerning test quality.

(€ Analyses of various documents — the Director General Bulletins (1984

96) and instructions issued by the Ministry of Education Tnspector-

ate concerning the tests. In addition, material received by teachers and

testers from the Inspectorate was analysed, as was new courseware
intended for teaching and copies of the ESL teachers’ journals.

(a)

Results

As with the Arabic test reported in the previous chapter, the results of
the effect of the test were analysed according to the following nine dimen-
sions: (a) the effect of the test on classroom activities and time allotment;
(b) teaching materials; (c) awareness of the test; (d) perceived effects of the
test results; (€) the status of the subject and skills tested; (f) perception of
test quality; (g) perception of the test’s importance; (h) impact of the test
on promoting learning; and (i) impact of the test as perceived by bureaucrats.

(a) Classroom activities and time allotrment

Rased on teachers’ intervicws, it was found that the test affects teaching in
terms of content as well as methodology. Teachers added that their way of
teaching for the current examination is based on their previous expericnce
since almost no training has been provided by the English Inspectorate on
the method of teaching. Teachers reported using specific teaching activities
in preparation for the test.

The eight teachers of the upper level (whose students were due to take
the test in 1996) claimed to focus their teaching exclusively on the oral skills
to be tested: interviewing, speaking at length, asking questions, discussing
literature, reporting on books read and using reading files. These skills are
being practised through sitnulations of test sitnations by a teacher and/or a
peer. ‘They also reported using techniques such as brainstorming, working in
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pairs; group discussions, speeches, ete. "Leachers reported that they used the
above practices in order to improve students’ achievements in the oral test,
Common reactions of the teachers to the impact that the test had on their
method of teaching were: ‘Of course T teach the tasks for the exam’, ‘1
do exercises which sirnulate the exam’, “Ihere is no alternative but to teach
as dictated by the cxam’ and ‘Does the exam affect my teaching? Oh sure, it
has to?’.

On the other hand, the four lower-level teachers reported that they focus
less on the specific skills to be tested, rather engaging in more creative types
of oral activity such as class discussions, games, student talks and minilectures,
student debating clubs, mini-plays and audio/video recordings. Common
reactons were: ‘I can be more creative as 1 am not pressured by the exam
yet’, ‘My students know about the oral exam and we engage in activities like
those tested in the examn, but also in other activities’ and ‘I can afford to
spend time on a variety of oral activities as I am not preparing directly for
the exam’.

Student responses in the questionnaires confirmed the above: 54.3 per
cent of the upper-grade students reported intense preparation for the exam
while only 13.3 per cent of the lowcr-level students reported this.

In terms of time allotment, the upper level teachers reported spending
1.5-2 hours a week for two years of studies (out of the five allotted for
English) on preparation for the test: ‘Sure, you make the time to deal with oral
skills; otherwise [i.c., without the test], you would not.” "Teachers reported
tiutoring students on an individual basis, mainly because some stndents can-
not perform orally in front of the class and in order to decrease their test
anziety. ‘Teachers reported that as the test date approached teaching became
substantially intensified: ‘T will spend much more dme on oral activities a
month or so before the exam’ and ‘I feel that not encugh time has been
spent on oral activities and I definitely need to work on the oral activities
more intensively’, Teachers further reported that their students would be
released from studies on the day of the test and for two days preceding it.
The lower-level teachers, on the other hand, reported spending on average,
close to one hour a week on oral activities: ‘I spend about 20 per cent of each
lesson engaging in oral activities” and ‘On average about one weekly hour is
dedicated to oral proficiency’.

Time allotment was reflected in students’ questionnaires as follows:
74.3 per cent of the upper-grade students reported spending one hour a
week or more on preparation for the oral examination while only 20 per cent
of the lower-level students reported spending time on oral activities.

In terms of the impact of the test on teaching activities, teachers admitted
that if the test were cancelled it would affect their way of teaching, as oral
[anguage would be taught to a much lesser degree and more time would
be spent on teaching other language skills: “We would go back to teaching
written sldlls only’, “There would be no intentions to teach oral proficiency’
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and “Teachers would focus on skills tested by the ministry and the oral skills
would become just a by-product’.

(b) Teaching materials

Ampte new material bas been published and marketed since the announce-
ment of the test changes became public. There is an abundance of both old
and new teaching materials such as textbooks, audio/video cassettes and
nesvspapers. ‘Teachers were encouraged by the English Tnspeetorate to use
the materials that have been published and marketed commercially, and are
available, for preparation for the test. Not only did the coursewarc focus on
the examination skills but there were also materials designed for specific oral
okills tested in the examination, such as video cassettes and books designed
for the teaching of litcrature, a TV series designed to teach extended specch,
cne-cards and forms designed to teach the student to ask questions for the
modified role play, an audio series of literary items tested in the oral cxamina-
tion and newspapers designed to prepare students for the extended interview.

(c) Awareness of the test

According to teachers’ interviews, students werc notified by their respective
teachers of the pending changes for the 1996 oral test at the very beginning
of the school year. They received detailed information with regard to the new
format and content of the test and the radng scales. In fact, students’ ques-
tionnaires show that 97.1 per cent of the upper-level students and 60 per cent
of their parents are aware of the changes in the new EFL test.

(d) Perceived effects of the test results

Most of the tcachers reported that the test created an atmosphere of high
anxiety and fear of test results among teachers and students. Teachers felt
that the success or failure of their students reflected on them and they spoke
of pressure to cover the material for the test; one of the teachers referred to
this issue as follows: “The inspectors create pressure, informing us they could
show up at any moment to check on us.’

Students’ questionnaires reflected a similar picture: in terims of test anxiety,
96 per cent of the students reported being quite anxious about the test. Of
all the students, 86 per cent believed that the test results conld affect their
overall matriculation scorc to a large extent and 70 per cent believed that the
test results could affect their success in future studies.

(e} The status of the subject and skills tested

‘Teachers appreciated the status attached to the EFL oral test: “The test gives
oral proficiency an official status’. Ten out of 16 teachers interviewed reported
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that school administrators attribute high status valuc to the test, as deton-
strated in the following practices:

* Teachers have been released from teaching duties in order to participate
in conferences and workshops organized by the Faglish Inspectorate as
training session for the tests.

*  Schools have allotted 2 special budget for photocopying materiats required
for preparation for the test. '

¢ Schools have purchased additional extensive reading books for the school
library.

* School administrators have instructed students to purchase extra books.

(f) Peréeptf'on of test quality

All the EFL teachers reported negative attitudes towards the quality of the
test; they viewed the test as neither valid nor reliable, listing the following
reasons in the interviews:

* Oral testing on an individual basis is affected by a variety of factors which
interact and eventually affect the student’s scores, such as test anxiety and
prejudices formed by the examiner prior to the test.

* The test is too short to reflect the student’s leve} of oral proficiency.

* ‘Iesters are not professionals as insufficient training has been provided,
e.g. they often ignore the objective rating scales provided by the Fnglish
Inspectorate,

* The test procedure is hased on testing situations which are not authentic
enough,

. Although the teachers criticized the test in its current form and found the

logistics involved in its implementation very difficult, they approved of some
of the changes made by the Inspectorate. For example, the class teacher being
made the internal examiner and cancelling the role play and the monofogue.

(8) Perception of the test’s importance

Teachers realize the importance of the oral test and would not want the
ministry to cancel it. Teachers stressed that they view the test as important,
since it focuses on the communicative oral skills of En glish which are therc-
fore taught to the students. One of the teachers stressed that these skills will
be needed by the students in the future: ‘Nog all my students will necd their
English for academic purposes but they will all have to be able to speak in
order to join the western world and take advantage of modern technology.’

"Teachers were aware of the fact that students regard the oral cxam as the
most important criterion to cvaluate their command of English. Students’
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questionnaires confirmed the above: 82 per cent of the students reparded the
cxam as very important; and 84 per cent of the students stated that it is of
considerable importance to them to succeed on the oral exam. In an open-
ended question, students referred to such reasons as: ‘Ie is part of the official
matriculation exam’, ‘It is an obligatory cxam of the Ministry of Education’,
“You cannot have a matriculation score in English without it and “I'his test
shows your real knowledge of English’.

(h) Impact of the test on promoting learning

"leachers stated that the administration of the oral test had a considerable
effect on focusing the attention of all those involved in oral proficiency. The
promotion of teaching and learning oral skills was a dircet result of the oral
test administration. However, teachers claimed that not all parts of the oral
test had a direct effect on prometing learning. Although teachers recognized
the importance of extensive reading, they criticized the extensive reading
part of the oral test in its current form, claiming that they had very lietle
control over what their students had read (since students could make their
own choices) or if they had read ac all: ‘T feel it is all sham’, ‘T don’t really
know what T am tésting here’, “How on carth can T test students on books T
myself haven’t read?!” and ‘T think this part of the test is really meaningless’.
Teachers doubted if in its present form this part of the test could really
promote reading, as many of the reading tasks were an incompetent way of
promoting this skill. Moreover, teachers complained that insufficient training
on the subject of the oral test had been given by the Fnglish Inspectorate.

With regard to the impact of the test on promoting learning, students’
questionnaires indicated the following: 68 per cent of the students belicved
that testing promotes learning from quite a large to a very large degree;
and 92 per cent of the students stated that the aim of the oral test was to
promote the level of learning. With regard to the effcet of the oral test on
their command of English, 34 per cent believed that their command of
English was affccted by the test to a large extent while 46 per cent believed
that there was little if any effect.

(i) Impact of the test as perceived by bureaucrats

The English Inspectorate claitmed that the introduction of the oral test had
a very positive educational impact and the washback on teaching had been
tremendous, From an educational point of view, they stated that the oral test
has been a great success and that expanding and emphasizing the oral skills
had been achieved not only in the higher grades but also in the lower grades,
although only the higher grades were being tested. "The inspectors explained
that the extensive reading components had been added in order to create a
washback, which they believed could already be seen, as the reading files that
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the pupils had to prepare for the oral test have led students to read English
not only in the upper-level grades but even in the lower-level grades. The
English Inspectorate believed in the importance of the test and maintained
that if the oral test was cancelled, teachers would cease teaching oral pro~
ficiency. The English Inspectorate admitted that very few training sessions
were held on the method of testing — and none on the method of teaching
for the test. As stated in the interviews, they expected the English studies
co-ordinators to fill this gap by instructing and guiding the teachers in test-
ing as well as in teaching. They expected that the co-ordinators would apply
their pedagogical knowledge to achieve this goal by using the test format as
the main form of guidance.

Conclusions

The EFL test clearly tiggered a tremendous impact on classroom activities,
time allotment, content and methodology. Ample new commercial teach-
ing material — including video cassettes, TV series, cue-cards and a series of
audio items — was published and marketed, designed specifically for the test.
Teachers claimed to focus their teaching exclusively on the oral skilis of the
examination, stating: ‘Of course T teach the tasks for the exam, there is no
alternative but to teach as dictated by the exam’, Yet, teachers in the lower
levels, whose students were not subject to the test, were more creative in
their teaching, using a varicty of different oral tasks. Most teachers in the
upper grades also reported high anxiety, fear and pressure to cover the
material, as they felt that their students’ success or failure was a reflection
on them. While teachers were very critical of the quality of the test, they
still appreciated the status attached to it: “The test gives oral proficicney an
official status” and would not want the Ministry to cancel it,

It should be noted that no changes in the cutriculum, teaching training or
teaching content were introduced. The test was expected to fulfil all these
roles as it became the de faeto new curricnlum, de facto new model of teaching
methods and de facto new teaching material, which were very different from
what was stated in the official curriculum. Thus, the test then provided the
education anthoritics with a low-cost device that required no investment in
any other educational components, as the test had the power to trigger and
impose a new de facto policy and practice.

For the English Inspectorate, the reactions to the test (without their ever
examining its real impact) were overwhelming: “The introduction of the oral
test was a great success and created a very positive educational impact, as
emphasis on oral skills has been achicved not only in the higher grades but
also in the lower grades.” It gave the Inspectorate much hope about the
tuture of EFL in years to come:
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We arc confident that the changes in the test will result in allowing pupils
to become more involved with the English language, more confident in
their abilities to read and write, and above all, will enable pupils to learn
English instead of learning for the Matriculation exam.

(Steiner, 1995 1)

Tt should be noted that, in all of the above cases, the purposes of intro-
ducing the tests were not to measure language. In none of the tests was any
attention given to the results in terms of language proficiency. In none of the
cases, were students or teachers given any feedback or diagnosis that could
have had input into language performance. Rather, the EFL tests were used
as tripgers and vehicles through which educational agendas could be carried
out.
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Cases of the use of tests

While Chapters 8 to 10 reported on empirjcal stadics that examined the
intentions and effects of using tests, this chapter reports a number of cases of
the use of tests. Some of these cases are based on research, others largely
represent reports and comments about these tests within the educational and
the political domains.

S SN e e FR T T e

Background

Using tests for enforcing policies is not unique to the educational con-
text. Politicians, among others, have discovered that a test can be a useful
tool for solving complex political issues that cannot be resolved through
regular policy making., As was noted in Chapter 4, one specific feature that
- makes tests so attractive to policy makers is that they allow users to deter-
mine cutting scores in an arbitrary way and thus create quotas in a fexible
manner.

A common use of tests is to grant permission to enter or to exit — whether
it is for special classes, higher education, specialized organizations (e.g. the
medical profession, teaching, airforce) or geographical boundaries of conntries.
The main rationale for using tests for such purposes is that effective and
successful participadon in the group (whether as learners or as graduates)
requires the very knowledge that is being tested. While using tests for such
purposes is clearly justified, it is often the case that tests are not used for the
purposes of measuring knowledge but rather as a key to some burcaucratic
agenda, such as gate-keeping the very people that the bureaucrats wish to
exclude. The test then becomes the alibi, the legitimate tool for inclusion
and exclusion.

In the cases that follow, tests were used mostly as means, by politicians for
policy making, for selectdon and gate-keeping.
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DSI g tests for gate-keeping

4 case of using tests for selection and gate-keeping is the one that has been
carried out in Australia with immigrants. Australia has a long history of using
tests for political purposes against imumigrants, from the well-documented
use of a ‘dictation test’ at the beginning of the century, up to the 1960s when
tests were used as central tools for restricting immigrants [rom entering
Australia, Davies (1996) notes that the aim of all these tests was clearly racial
exclusion. Used at the discretion of federal immigration officers, it originally
-required the correct transeription of 50 words in any European language and
was later extended to any prescribed language, Hawthorne (1997) reports
that ‘within the period of 1902-1946, application of the test ensured that
only around 125,000 members of “the alicn races” were admitted to Australia’,

More recently, two additional tests proved to be efficient and practical
solutions for the government of Australia, suuggling with the problems of
reducing the number of immigrants and solving issues related to refugees.
Two language tests, the ACCESS and the STEP, were introduced for gate-
keeping immigrants to Australia and for accepting and rejecting refugees
already resident in Auscralia.

‘The ACCESS (Australian Assessment of Communicative English Skills)
test was introduced in a context of deep recession, along with pressure for
reduction of immigration intake to Australia, At the same time, evidence was
emerging that the labour market is disadvantaged by immigrants who have
limited English skills, Criticism arose regarding the effect of the low skills
of immigrants and competence in the workplace. In addition to a requirc-
ment for Inglish testing for specific occupations and vocations, the test should
be undertaken by professionals as a precondition for migraton or within
Australia prior to professional registration., (See details of the test in Hawthorne,
1996, and McNamara, 1990.) Since 1992, the test became mandatory for
different groups of immigrants for specific professions, for defining the
number of points as part of the point system needed for immigration and for
accompanying adult family members. 'The test was professionally developed
to ensure high quality and minimum bias and was administered globally.

The STEP (Special Test of English Proficiency) is another example of
using a test to support political decisions and for solving bureaucratic hard-
ships. The circumstances of the development of the test within the complex
political context are described in detail in Hawthorne (1997). ‘They are related
to the backlog of foreigners in Australia who had no specific status, and who
were secking permanent residence. The decision made by the Australian
government was to administer the English proficiency test, in order to decide
who was eligible for permanent residence. Despite providing candidates with
information abont the test, preparatory material, courses and preparation
time, there was a strong reaction and fear of the dangers of failure from
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candidates. Protest was registered at the use of lingnistic and qualifications
criteria to decide asylum status; it was viewed as invalid and inhumane. "The
result of the test, whereby 78 per cent passed, does not diminish the fact that
it is a strong case of using a language test to create policy and solve complex
burcaucratic problems. This is summarized by Hawthorne (1997) as follows:

Designed to appear as a gatekeeping device, STKP was in fact constructed
to facilitate the Australian governments acceprance of 4 large majority
of asylum seekers — imposing a judicious appearance of control over what
was potentially an unmanageable, expensive and diplomatically awkward
situation.

(p. 253)

She criticizes such vses of tests, claiming that:

The case of the STEP test offers a dramatic illustration of the increas-
ing use of language testing by Australian authorities to achieve political
purposes. ... STEP {in alliance with qualifications assessment bodies) had
a capacity to deliver to the Australian government a solution which was
timely, cheap, and administratively simple — almost wholly on a user-pays
basis. Three further benefits were inherent in the process. The federal
government was able to impose control over a politically volatile situation,
the Australian legal 'system was cleared of an unmanageably large backlog
of refugee applications; and young PRC, Pakistani, Sri Lankan and other
asylum scekets were transformed into a relatively edncated and acculturated
skilled igrant intake — commencing their legal permanent residence in
Australia supported by a functional basis of Knglish.

{pp. 257-58)

- She then cautions the profession for using tests for such purposes and argues
that:

Macro-political issues have a profound potential impact on test design,
administration and outcomes. Whether benign in intent (like STEP) or
otherwise, I believe they warrant detailed ethical consideration by applied
linguists. In cascs such as the above, where the measurcment of language
proficiency is clearly a pretext for achicving some broader political purpose,
construct validation procedures, which are concerned with what a test
purports to measure, may be an insufficient mecans of ensuring a test’s
ethicality. '

(p. 258)
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Using tests to discriminate agia“inst ethnic groups.

With the establishment of Tatvia as an independent state in 1991, and the
efforts to create a national cohcsive society, its new government restricted
citizenship to ethnic Latvians and anyone who bad lived there before annexa-
tion. Many Russians had moved to Latvia after the Soviet Union invaded
and annexed Latvia in 1940. A Tatvian language test provided an efficient
tool against the over 50 per cent ethnic Russians living in Latvia with no
citizenship, including many who had lived ¢heir entire lives there. Russians
“were then required to pass strict language tests in the Latvian language, in
order to apply for citizenship and to enter the workplace, However, as not
very many of the Russians spoke Latvian, passing the test proved in most
cases to be an impossible task, resulting in a large number of Russians leav-
ing Latvia to reside in other places. In fact in 1996, a report showed a drastic
decline in the number of Russians residing in Latvia: from 52 per cent to
35 per cent within a period of four years. While the language test may not
be the only reason for the decline, it clearly contributed significantly to ethnic
cleansing,

In October 1998 it was announced that Russians may be able to gain
Latvian citizenship, after a referendum showed that 53 per cent of the voters
favoured changing naturalization laws, thus making it easier for ethnic
Russians to become Latvian citizens, However, the law would still require
adult citizenship candidates to show competence in the Latvian language.
Many Russian speakers who geew up in all-Russian communities inside Latvia
regard this as unreasonable.

T I A R R T

Using tests to raise educational level

In the USA President Clinton, in his State of the Union Address delivered
on 4 February 1997, olfered tests as the most practical solution for solving
the troubled US education system. Il proposed that

to help schools meet the standards and measure their progress, we will
lead an effort over the next two years to develop national tests of students’
achievement in reading and math. Every state should adopt high pational
standards, so by 1999 every fourth grade student will be tested in reading
and every cighth grader in math to make sutc these standards are met.

While the test was voted down by the Republicans and its final destiny is
not clear, it is more interesting to examine the rhetoric surrounding the
test, as the US pgovernment was allocating large resources for development
of tests for all students on an individual basis, believing that the tests will

89




90

USES GF TESTS: STUDIES AND CASES

upgrade the deteriorating US education systen1. As President Clinton con-
clades: *, .. when we aim high and challenge our students, they will be the
best in the world.’

[l ol TR E ]

Using tests to

increase enrolment

Tt is common knowledge that enrolment in foreign language leamning courses
at US universitics are dropping. Yet it is also common knowledge that first-
year language courses provide the largest income to university language pro-
grammes as they have the largest enrolments of students when a language
requirement exists. Yet in recent years, with the increased cmphasis on Jearning
foreign languages in secondary schools, there was a drop in enrolments in
higher educaton institutions as many students were exempted hecause of
their high school studies. High schools nowadays emphasize mostly com-
municative langoage and pay substantially less attention to grammar, A col-
league of mine shared with me the strategies of her university in using tests
to ensure that enrolment is high. Her department developed tests that assess
only grammar, knowing  priori that this is a weak area among students. "This
clearly results in students failing those tests, leading to a decision that they
will have to enrol in the required language classes.

Similar patterns were observed in bilingual classes, where tests are used to
enforce enrolment. While the criteria for such decisions are in the hands
of the tester who writes the test, the student is helpless. Upon spending a
sabbatical year in DC, I enrolled my danghter in high school in Virginia.
She was forced to enrol in the bilingual class after taking a test in Tnglish
where she did not get a perfect score. Her language proficiency is almost
‘native speaker’, after spending a nuinher of years in schools in the USA and
Canada, Her ‘failure’ was based on a number of spelling errors, which was
enough justification to force her, against her will, to enrol in a bilingual class.

In these situations the authority is solely in the hands of the tester, who
determines the content of the test as well as the criteria for success, while
the test taker is helpless, When I demanded that she attended a ‘regular’
class, as those spelling errors were not crucial for her academic success, 1 was
confronted with a series of bureaucratic complexities. It was only when 1
threatened to take legal steps that she was allowed to participate in a regular
class. Her peers from the bilingual class, whose mothers may not be language
testers, did not have such privileges, vet they expressed a willingness. to
leave. Tt is interesting to note that a test served as an easy instrument for that
purpose as it allows the tester to decide what to include on the tests without
any resentment on the part of test takers. In addition, as mentioned in
Chapter 3, it allows flexible cutting scores so that a programme can control,
in a very arbiwary manner, the number of test takers that pass the test. After
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all, there is no supetrvision of what to include in a test and the tester is free
to determine the content as well as the criteria and arvive at whatever deci-
sion he or she desires, Clearly the test taker is powerless and helpless — that
person is in the hands of the tester and has to comply wich these rules.
Thus, in these two cases, the test was used for financial reasons — to
ensure that the language classes and the bilingual classes had enough students
enrolled, as the nurber of students was directly related to the allocated funds.

A e T T e ) BRI UE

Usmg tests to threaten

Figure 1 L. was taken from The New York Times, 4 September 1998, It shows
how a test was used to cnable the superintendent to control educational levels;
he is not intercsted in the reasons why schools failed, nor does he specify
what will be done to cure the situation in terms of funding, teacher train-
ing, etc. Rather the test serves as the only criteria for the success of the
schools and for the supcrintendent to establish his authority. Note also that
he warned them about improvement of the school’s scores with no mention
of the school’s quality. Thus, the test serves the principal as a method of
control and authority and as justification for sanctions.

30 Principals Receive Test-Scores Ultimaturm
Los Angeles, Sept. 3 (AP) —

The head of the nation's second-largest school district has wamed 30 principals
that they must improve their school's test scores or lose their authority.

The supetintendent of the Los Angeles Unified School District, Ruben Zacarias
said that if there was no improvement by the end of the school year, he would
step in to run the schools himself.

Mr. Zacarias said on Wednesday that he had sent the ultimatum because the
schools failed to imprave since being ranked among the 100 worst in the district
last year.

He stopped short of saying the principals would be dismissed, but did say the
schools wauld face ‘personnel changes' if they did not improve performance.

Figure 11.1

N e S X

Usmg tests to control knowledge and entrance

In this case, a state-wide test was introduced by the state of Massachusetts to
certily teachers. While it can be assumed that teacher education institutions
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have given thought to the knowledge that prospective teachers should have,
i.e. who is qualified to teach, this judgement was challenged when the state
of Massachusetts decided that it would like to define that Jmowledge and
determine who is qualified to teach by introducing a certification test. The
battle as to what constitutes the appropriate knowledge for teaching was
compounded by a political battle over using tests to demonstrate action and
as 2 tool for the coming election. The definition of what constitutes knowl-
edge was therefore determined by politics and policy makers and was battled
through the cutting scores.

The test taker was clearly the victim over whom these battles were foughe.
In that respect it is a very good example not only of how state-wide tests
served bureaucratic agendas but also of how scores can be manipulated and
become tools for power and control.

On 1 July 1998, it was reported in thc New York Limes that the Massachu-
setts Board of Education voted to raise the passing grade for teacher certifica-
tion exams and thereby failed nearly 60 per cent of the prospective teachers
who took the state’s first such test.

The state prides itself on its intellectual riches and boasts that it has the
hiphest number of colleges and universities per capita in the country.
Moreover, Massachusetts is in the midst of a lively campaign for governor
in which educational reform already figures as a prominent issue. So when
word came in mid-Jone that only about 40 per cent of the nearly 1,800
test-takers had scoved about the equivalent of a D on the eight-hour exam,
the disturbing scores promoted a finger-pointing test at targets from the
State House to the colleges that train would-be teachers.

The situation becamne even more charged when Frank W, Haydu 3%,
the state’s interim commissioner of education, proposed that a lower stand-
ard be applied to allow 56 per cent rather than 41 per cent to pass, and the
State Board of Education went along, citing in part the desire to avoid
lawsnits from disappointed test-takers. . . . Last Friday, Governor Celluci
struck back. He announced that he would ask the Board of Education,
whose nine members are mainly appointed by the governor’s office, to
reverse their decision and raise the passing grade back to a C, meaning an
additional 263 people would flunk. And he proposed a bill that would
require competency testing not only for would-be teachers hut for all
current ones, '

Tt is interesting to note the different perspectives of the Governor and the
commissioner of education, The Governor uses the test as a political tool;
his rhetoric associates the test with political action, with high quality of
education, and with determination and will. For him the existence of the test
per se Is sufficient to guarantee a high quality of educaton.




Every parent 1 talked to said, ‘We want the high standards,’ he said today
in a relephone interview, ‘As I said at the Board of Ed meeting, T started
off quoting John Kennedy when he said 36 years ago: “We choose to go to
the moon and do other things, not because it casy but because it’s hard.”
And no one ever said improving our public schools would be easy. It is
hard. There will be controversy and there will be conflict and there will be
stumbles, but if we stick with i, we’ll get there, and the best way to get
there is to hold the line on standards.’

Yet, the commissioner, who realized that his professional view did not count,
refused to be used for political purposes and was forced to resign,

On Monday, Mr. [Taydu, the interim education comiissioner who had
backed the lower standards, announced hiy resignation, saying he was not
cut out for the campaign-season. ‘T'm najve as to what the governor'’s race
was all about,” he said today as he left the Board of Education meeting for
what he described a5 a long vacation,

It is worth noting that in the political and educational domain, fights are
taking place on the backs of teachers who are not really part of the argu-
ments but who are the main victims.

Fred Balboni, a would he teacher who took the test but, like all other
candidates, has yet to receive his results, denounced the board vote and
re-vote as ‘based on swing of the political pendulum’. Balboni pointed
out that in schools when a whole class does poorly on a test, the teacher
assumnes that there was a problem with the test itself and grades it on a
curve, Others cited the critical problem that teacher candidates found out
only a week before they took the test that it was not just an experiment
and would actually determine whether they would be cerdfied. And others
questioned whether the test is an accurate predictor of classroom perform-
ance, In addition, some members of minorities scored worse than whites;
outcomes that could also be the basis for lawsuits.

(New York Times, | July 1998)

CASES OF THE USE OF TESTS
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Conclusions

The studies and cases on the uses of tests, as reported in Part II, demon-
strate that tests were used as a means for policy making, and for power and
control. In each of the studies and cases discussed in Chapters 8-11, tests
were used by the authorities as instruments for carrying out, implementing
and manipulating various types of policies.

In terms of intentions the tests were used to make others do what those in
power believed was important, so that the tests became the vehicles through
which policies and agendas were imposed. With regard to the connection
between intentions and effects, it was found that in some situations such
intentions materialized whereas in other situations there was a gap between
intentions and effects, as specific effects occurred without there being any
intentions. Thus, in the case of the reading comprehension test, there were
strong effects noted, none of which being part of the intentions. The next
section presents detailed conclusions from the studies and cases.

Intentions

In both the Arabic and the English tests (Chapters 9 and 10) the pol-
icy makers explicitly stated that the intentions of introducing the tests
were to change the current teaching practices and to introduce new ones,
while in the reading comprehension test such intentions were not explicitly
stated. - o

In the case of the Arabic test, the natonal supervisor responsible for
policy making stated that the reasons for introducing the test were to use
it as a disciplinary tool so that it would create changes in the teaching and
status of the Arabic language. By administering the test at an earlier date he
had hoped that teachers would speed up the teaching of the Arabic alphabet.
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Similarly, the mere fact of introducing a national test in an unp-opular sub-
ject would raise its prestige and status and, consequently, would increase the
motivation of teachers to teach the subject and students to learn it.

Similarly, with both versions of the English oral tests, it was explicitly
stated that the intentions of introducing the tests were to make teachers and
students alter their teaching and learning methods and strategies. Clearly,
the policy makers perceived the test as a vehicle through which teachers
would be made to teach oral language in the classrooms. In introducing the
second version of the test it was even intended that the test would have an
effect on the teaching of reading.

Thus, in both cases the tests were intended to be vehicles through which
the central educational bodies introduced new educational goals and practices.
It was publicly declared that the intentions of introducing the tests were
to make all elements of the education system — teachers, students, curricula,
materials and classroom practices — fall into line with the agenda of those who
introduced the tests. Yet, even in situations when such intentions are not
explicitly stated, as in the case of the reading comprehension test (Chapter
8), the reality was that the test had various types of effects and consequences
beyond those expected. Thus, there is no guarantee that the specific inten-
tions will occur in the direction that those who introduced the tests had
hoped for.

The conclusions regarding the cases reported in Chapter 11 also showed
that the intentions for introducing tests were to use them as tools for intro-
ducing and imposing policies. The tests served as a pathway for various
bureaucratic agendas and to introduce policies that cannot be implemented
in ‘regular’ ways.

This is what was behind the plan of President Clinton to introduce
national tests as a method of controlling education, upgrading achievements
and obtaining visibility for educational activities in the USA. While changes
in policies can be achieved by taking different avenues, such as developing
new curricula or investing in teacher training, the introduction of tests pro-
vides great visibility and evidence of action and is thus interpreted by the
public at large as a serious approach to education.

In the case of introducing English language tests for immigrants in the
Australian context, the tests were also introduced with the specific intention of
using them to solve the complex bureaucratic problem of an over-abundance
of immigrants. While knowledge of English was not directly related to good
citizenship, an English test was used as a criterion for implementing national
policy with regard to immigrants.

In the case of Latvia, the introduction of language tests in Latvian to be
taken by Russian speakers was also intended to gate-keep and marginalize
the Russian speakers in a society in which they were not welcome. The test

thus served as a political and ideological tool and as a formal justification for
discriminatory acts.
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In the case of the teacher certification test in Massachusetts, the intention
of using the test was to make the teaching profession appear more prestigi-
ous and elitist, as there was no real professional justification to raise or lower
the cutting scores. Again, the purpose was not to use the test to improve the
knowledge of teachers but rather to create an impression of a field that is

selective and of higher status.

As can be learned from these studies and cases, tests are introduced in
both the educational and the political contexts as tools for policy making, as
they are capable of influencing and changing the behaviour of those who are
affected by their scores in the direction that those who introduce them
believe to be important. The tests serve as disciplinary tools, or whips, that
enable those in power to enforce and carry out their policies.

Madaus (1990: 29) affirms this finding by tracing the development of the
trend in the USA and its current use:

At first results of tests were used to inform policy makers about our schools.
By 1970 they had become an administrative technique to reform schools.
Policy makers were shrewd enough to know they could do little to improve
instruction directly — they could not mandate what goes on behind class-
room doors. However, they also realized that attaching important rewards
and sanctions to test scores transforms the tests into a coercive technique
that can influence what is taught and learned, and how. . . . ‘Testing is now
commonly used as a bureaucratic technique for a host of high stake decisions
about individuals and institutions.

Effects

Conclusions from the studies regarding the effects of introducing and using
the tests showed that the tests were, in fact, capable of changing educational
behaviours. Yet the nature of these effects was complex; it occurred in a
number of directions and was strongly dependent on the specific context and
nature of the test, as well as the specific content tested. No information is
available on the effect of the cases.

In all three tests there was diversion of educational attention in areas
that had not been previously explicitly taught. In the case of the Arabic test
there was a change in emphasis in teaching, so that the focus was on specific
vocabulary and the shortening of time devoted to the alphabet. Similarly, in
the case of the English oral test, teachers started to devote more time and
emphasis to oral language in the classroom. A similar pattern was found with
regard to the reading comprehension test, where teaching started focusing on
an area that previously had not received explicit attention. Teachers admitted
that the test shifted their focus to the ‘tested’ ropic.
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Specifically, the Arabic alphabet and vocabulary had been taught before,
but at a slower pace; English oral language had been taught, but with Jess
emphasis on specific oral interactions; and reading comprehension had cer-
tainly been taught, but through other subjects. It can be concluded that
through the introduction of the tests the Ministry of Education was success-
ful in diverting the focus to new topics that it perceived as being important.
By introducing a test the Ministry could guarantee the goals that would be
practised for and worked towards by teachers and students in every class-
room. Further, in all three cases teachers and students found the tests to be
helpful in clarifying goals for teaching and learning so that the test became
the object through which the authorities communicated to the education
system the specific educational priorities.

In terms of the nature of the effect, the findings showed that in all three
cases the teaching and learning became ‘test-like’, as was demonstrated in
the teaching methods and in the teaching materials. As was reported with
regard to the introduction of the Arabic test, the testing material and methods
were an integral part of ‘normal’ teaching. Once the test was introduced,
teaching activities became test-like, as did the new textbooks which were
strongly influenced by the content of the test. In the case of the English oral
test, the teaching of oral language in the classroom became test-like as well,
in that it involved specific activities and formats which were identical to
those included in the test. In fact the textbooks and other materials of all the
three cases consisted of identical activities to those included in the tests,

Yet, it was also found that the effects of tests are often more far reaching,
as they tend to be used for purposes beyond those that had originally been
intended or envisioned by those who introduced them. Such was the case
with the results of the reading comprehension test which it was found were
used to frighten, deter, blame, punish, standardize, classify and categorize.
The principals of the schools whose students took the test used the scores to
judge, punish and reward. All these effects occurred regardless of the inten-
tions of those who introduced the test and of those who had hoped that the
test would be an unobtrusive measure that would lead to no side effects on
the system.

Patterns of effects

It is important to note the difterent patterns of effects that occurred in the
three studies. Based on the public statements made by those who introduced
the reading comprehension test, there was no evidence that it was introduced
as a disciplinary tool. Yet, it had strong disciplinary effects, with teachers and
students changing their behaviours as they perceived and interpreted the test
as a disciplinary tool. In the Arabic test the radonale for introducing the test
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was in fact to change the behaviour of teachers and learners, yet, this intended
effect occurred in very limited ways. In the English test the radonale was to
change the behaviour of teachers. These intentions materialized in a signific-
antly stronger way than the decision makers had expected.

The comparison of the long-term effects of the English and the Arabic
tests was revealing in that different patterns of washback emerged. The
impact of the Arabic test decreased over the years to the point where it had
no effect: no special teaching activities were introduced in preparation for
the test, no special time was allotted, no teaching materials had been developed
and awareness of the test was minimal. Thus, the teaching of the Arabic lan-
guage maintained its low prestige and low status. Moreover, negative atti-
tudes were expressed towards the test by teachers and students and the test
was viewed as unimportant and of poor quality. Yet, some teachers believed
that the test should continue to be administered as it did support learning.

Although unsubstantiated, some students believed that it had a potential
impact on their future success. The bureaucrats, on the other hand, expressed
satisfaction with the content and effect of the test and wanted to continue
its administration as they feared that without the test the proficiency level,
rate of progress, number of students and the prestige of Arabic would drop
significantly. They therefore inserted minor changes every few years in order
to create the expected washback effects.

The relatively slight modifications in the English test created a com-
pletely different effect and resulted in a significant increase of test washback.
Numerous oral teaching activities in the classroom were introduced, time
allotment had increased, much new courseware had been generated, a high
awareness of the test was evident, and the status of the subject matter or the
school had increased significantly. Although negative attitudes were expressed
by teachers concerning the quality of the test, most teachers would like the
test to continue. They claimed that otherwise oral proficiency would not be
taught and practised and teaching would be diverted to other skills. Students
expressed high anxiety and believed that the results of the test would have an
effect on their success in future studies. The bureaucrats believed that the
test had a very positive educational impact and a tremendous positive washback
effect. They believed that adding the components of reading in the oral test
also had the effect of focusing attention on that skill.

In each of the two tests the impact found in the first phase of the study
differed from the impact found in the second phase. In fact, different types
of long-range impact were identified; while the washback effect of the Arabic
test has significantly decreased over the years, the impact of the English test
has increased. It is therefore evident that washback can change over time
and that the impact of tests is not necessarily stable.

It seems therefore that the effects of language tests are complex and
depend on a2 number of factors. The next section analyses the factors that
contribute to the nature of the effect of tests.
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Factors contributing to effects

Low vs high stake

An important factor that can explain the effects of tests is whether the
decisions that are made based on them have significance for the test taker.
In the terms used in Chapter 3 — whether the results of the rest lead to
detrimental effects for the test takers ~ tests that lead to important decisions
are termed high-stake tests, while low-stake tests do not have important
consequences. High-stake tests lead to stronger effects. One explanation for
the low effects of the Arabic test is that it was a low-stake test, in the sense
that results were not used for decision making or for placement purposes.
During the first year of the administration of the Arabic test, the teachers
were threatened that it would lead to certain sanctions. For example, they
feared being dismissed if their students did not reach a satisfactory level on
the test. Yet, once the test had been in use for a few years and teachers had
realized that the results had no personal or inmediate impact on them, they
treated it indifferently and it became a low-stake test.

The English test, on the other hand, is an example of a high-stake test as
its results could have affected graduation from high school or entrance to
tertiary institutions and possibly had other future consequences. That may be
one reason why the test had strong effects as minor changes in the test created
strong effects in terms of anxiety, production of ample new material and
washback in the form of teaching and learning behaviour in the classrooms.

Language status

One significant factor that may explain the effects of language tests is the status
of the language being tested, in the context in which the test is being used.
The higher the status of the language, the stronger its effect will be. The
differences that existed between the English and the Arabic tests, in terms of
their status in the specific society where they were used, may help to explain
why the first test had a stronger effect than the latter. Specifically, the Arabic
language in that context had low linguistic capital value; it was a marker of
the lower strata as it is spoken by groups of low status. The command of the
Arabic language, therefore, has no beneficial effects on employment possib-
ilices, academic achievement or social status (Kraemer, 1993; Ben-Rafael
and Brosh, 1991).

On the other hand, the English language is highly respected in that
society. It constitutes the valued linguistic resource after the national lan-
guage and for a certain proportion of the population has even higher value
than the national language. It holds the upper position in the market of
languages; it is considered a power asset and a boundary marker, the import-
ance of which can be measured by the efforts that society invests in its
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acquisition. Furthermore, it is gaining increasing importance in the society
and is perceived by the overall population as gaining socio-economic status
(Ben-Rafael, 1994; Shohamy and Donitsa-Schmidt, 1998). The effect of the
test is therefore expected to be higher, given the status of English in the
global linguistic market.

The purpose of the test

The different purposes of the two tests might also explain the differential
effects. The Arabic test is a survey test with no consequences for individual
students, yet it can have effects on teachers and schools. The English oral
test is an achievement—proficiency test that is administered on an individual
basis with direct consequences, often detrimental, for individuals.

The format of the test

The format of the test can also have an effect on anxiety levels and, con-
sequently, on its impact. The Arabic test is a written test administered
simultaneously to all students in the country. The English oral test, on the
other hand, is administered individually in a face-to-face situation which
may increase anxiety levels and consequently its impact.

The skills tested

- The Arabic test measures several language skills - reading, listening and
writing — while the English test measures only oral language. It may very
well be that test takers have higher confidence in a multi-skilled test as they
feel that they can be compensated for low proficiency in one skill by high
proficiency in another.

Conclusions

The conclusions reported in this chapter have shown that when tests were
used to make policy and introduce agendas by those in authority, the patterns
of effects were complex. At dmes, intentions for impact actually occurred,
while in others the effects went far beyond the intentions, indicating that
tests were not isolated events and their effects could not be controlled. It
was also shown that the phenomena of effects were complex, as they were
dependent on various factors such as the nature, purpose, and other charac-
teristics of the test and these could change over dme. Further understanding
of these factors may help to predict the form or shape of effects of different
types of test. The next chapter will try to understand the main consequences
of such uses of tests.
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Process of exercising power

The conclusions of the studies and cases specifically showed that tests were
introduced as disciplinary tools for policy making and for imposing the
various agendas of those in authority. It was also demonstrated that such
intentions did in fact materialize, as the introduction of tests led to changes
in the behaviour of those who were subject to the tests. Yet, these types of
effect were not easy to predict as the patterns were complex and strongly
dependent on various factors. This chapter will attempt to synthesize the
previous chapters by proposing a scheme that depicts the process by which
the power of tests is exercised.

The components

The process of exercising power consists of two main components:

(a) The detrimental force of tests

This component refers to the detrimental effects of tests, as described in
Chapter 3, when tests are high stake so that decisions based on their results
have significant effects for the individuals being tested and for others who
are affected by their results, such as parents, teachers and principals. As was
shown in the previous chapters, not all effects are equally detrimental as the

effects depend on the type of test, the type of test taker and the purpose and
uses of the test.

(b) The features of power of tests

This component refers to the specific features of power of tests, as described
in Chapter 4. The features of power include the administraton of tests by
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powerful institutions, the use of the languages of science and numbers, the
use of written formats, the reliance on documentation, and the employment
of the objective formats.

Tests causing changes in behaviour

It is claimed here that the two components above have the power to cause a
change in behaviour. The power of tests, therefore, originates in their ability
to cause a change in behaviour of those who are affected by them. This
change in behaviour occurs in the following way. The detrimental effect of
tests, along with their powerful features, can bring a change in behaviour on
the part of the test takers as those who are affected by the test will comply
with the demands of the tests, given their effects. Specifically, it is argued that
the detrimental effects of tests cause those who are affected by them to take
certain actions in order to maximize their scores. They can gain the benefits
associated with success on the test or avoid the consequences associated with
failure of it by changing their behaviours in line with the demands of the
tests. In other words, it is the motivaton to succeed on tests, especially on
high-stake tests, that causes a change in the behaviour of test takers as they
are willing to do almost anything to succeed, being aware of the benefits
associated with high scores (or the punishments associated with low scores).
It should be noted that behavioural changes occur not only in test takers but
also in others who are indirectly affected by the results of tests. Thus, teachers
may change their teaching strategies as the success of their students is often
viewed as a reflection of their teaching, and parents may invest in private
tutoring for their children as success on tests may be perceived as a reflection
of their parenting. -

Many examples that illustrate changes in behaviour caused by the power
of tests were included in the studies presented in Chapters 8 to 10, where
teachers changed their teaching and learning strategies in order to gain
higher scores. In one of the examples presented in Chapter 2 (p. 9), a prin-
cipal resorted to the unethical behaviour of denying some students the right
to be tested, for fear that their low scores would hurt the school’s average
score, leading to detrimental effects on his school. In another example in
Chapter 2, a teacher changed the path of teaching to topics known to be
included on an impending test.

It is thus the detrimental force of tests, along with their features of power,
that are capable of causing those who are affected by the results of tests to
change their behaviour and comply with the demands of the tests in order to
maximize their scores and gain the benefits associated with high scores.
Thus, the power and authority of tests originates from their capability of
causing a change in behaviour among those who are affected by them.
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This relationship is similar to reladonships observed in economic models
where producers and consumers will take steps to maximize their profits.
Consumers in such situations are willing to behave differently in order to
gain profits. The process is in line with the model introduced by Bourdieu
(1991) entitled ‘the economy of practice’. Bourdieu argues that various com-
modities which may not be governed by strictly economic logic (e.g. may
not be oriented towards financial gain) may none the less concur with a logic
that is economic in a broader sense, insofar as they are oriented towards the
augmentation of some kind of ‘capital’ (e.g. cultural or symbolic capital) or
the maximization of some kind of symbolic ‘profit’ (e.g. honour or prestige).
In testing situations, test takers may wish to maximize their scores, which
can be translated into better jobs or certificates of entrance, or economic
gains such as increased salaries, better jobs and expansion of economic oppor-
tunities. Yet, high scores are also translated into gains in terms of recogni-
tion by teachers, parents and peers, or getting the prestige and honour of
being the best in the group, even if it does not bring immediate financial
profit. Thus, maximizing scores on tests obeys an economic logic, and models
of maximizing benefits in the broad sense of obtaining symbolic capital and
profits, without being economic in the narrow sense of purely financial and
material gains.

Exercising power and control

The next step in the process of exercising the power of tests, is when tests
are used as a means of enforcing policies by those in authority. This refers to
situations when decision makers take advantage of the phenomenon of the
power of tests to cause behavioural changes, as discussed earlier, in order
to change the behaviours of those who are affected by the tests in line with
certain agendas which they wish to introduce. This refers to situations,
described in Chapters 8 to 11, when decision makers take advantage of the
phenomenon of the power of tests in order to change the behaviour of those
affected by the tests, in line with certain agendas.

The process is depicted in Figure 13.1. Part (A) represents the power of
the test to cause a change in the behaviour of those affected by their results.
Part (B) represents the phenomenon whereby tests are used by decision
makers and those in authority as tools for introducing agendas and enforcing
policies. Part (C) depicts the effects and impact of such policies, whereby the
anticipated changes occur in very complex ways depending on a number of
factors. Part (D) shows the societal and educational consequences of such
uses of tests.

The following is an example of how such a process occurs. Policy makers
believe that a certain language area, say reading comprehension, should be
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(A) The origin of the power of tests
The detrimental force of tests along with their features of power cause those
who are affected by the results of tests to change their behaviour and comply
with the test's demands in order to maximize their scores and gain the benefits
associated with high scores. .

(B) Manipulations
Being aware of the capability of tests to affect behaviours leads those in power
to introduce tests as means of creating and imposing changes in behaviours in
line with specific agendas. L

(C) Effects
Such use of tests has effects, yet the type and size of effects are complex and
dependent on multiple factors such as status of the topic, purpose of the test,
skill tested and whether the test is of high or low stakes.
l
(D) Consequences*
The consequences of such uses of tests for education and society are a greater
focus an the topic, narrowness of the knowledge, unethical behaviours, re-
definition of knowledge, punishment, gate-keeping and controlling of education.

* The list of consequences is based on information provided in Chapter 14.

Figure 13.1 The power of tests ~ ornigins, manipulations, effects and
consequences

taught. This decision is often 2 reaction to public or media demands, a
conference an inspector had attended, or a wish to demonstrate contro] and
action. A test is then introduced and individuals are forced to participate.
Hence, the test becomes a means by which the policy makers communicate
priorities to the system. In a high-stake situation (i.e. when the results of
the test are used for important decisions about individuals or programmes)
teachers react by teaching the topic. They experience fear and anxiety as
students, principals and parents demand preparation for this high-stake test.
Since teachers have no explicit knowledge of how to teach the topic they
tumn to the most immediate pedagogical source, the test itself, to learn how
to carry out and comply with the new orders. The test becomes the single
most influential pedagogical source, and the de facro knowledge. Teachers
are reduced to ‘following orders” - a frustrating role as their responsibility
increases while their authority diminishes. The test then becomes the device
through which power and control are exercised authoritatively, legiimizing
the power of bureaucrats and other élite groups. This seems to be an unethical
way of policy making, yet usually carries no resentment whatsoever on the
part of those who are affected by it.
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As will be shown, most tests are introduced without involving teachers.
Yet, excluding teachers ~ those who are responsible for delivering the instruc-
tional information — is an unethical and a humiliating act based on the view
that the role of teachers is to carry out orders, not to initiate, create, or
contribute.
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Consequences

In the previous chapters the uses of tests were described, their intentions
and effects analysed and a scheme for describing the process of exercising
control was proposed. This chapter will move beyond the immediate effects
of the specific tests and cases, and towards understanding the consequences
of tests in a broader context of use. It will argue that such uses of tests for
power and control have negative consequences for education and society.

Narrowing the knowledge

Arguments against using standards and testing as the engine of reform
(Koretz, Madaus, Haertal and Veaton, 1992) have been documented repeatedly
(House, 1998). They consistently show how similar attempts have failed in
the past, that instruction narrows and that test scores are artificially inflated
to the point of questionable validity, by teaching to the tests.

As early as 1877, Latham (quoted in Spolsky, 1995, 1998) characterized
examination

...as an ‘encroaching power’ that was influencing educaton, blurring
distinctions between liberal and technical education, narrowing the range
of learning through forcing students to prepare by studying with crammers
and cramming schools. Teaching in England was becoming subordinate to
examinations rather than its master.

(1998: p. 2)

House claimed that the notion of collecting data in the belief that it would
‘drive education improvement’ is common yet very questionable. Such think-
ing seems far removed from how learning functons. It is sitnilar to measuring
the temperature as a cure for an illness.
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The rationale behind such an agenda is generally that teachers and students
are not trying hard enough, and that students are not sufficiently rnot.lvated
to achieve in school. If one puts pressure on them through threats or failures,
teachers and students would try harder and achieve more. Yet many students
cannot attain these standards, even after extra years of instruction in special
classes — in fact, a certain percentage of the population will never attain the
prescribed standard. From the studies reported here it is evident that the
introduction of tests produced mostly ‘test language’. .

Turning tests into a means for change, into instrumer.ltal dev?ces for pro-
moting agendas, narrows the process of education. While the introduction
of a test can be influentdal in terms of changing the focus and increasing aware-
ness, the educational effectiveness of tests introduced in such ways cannot be
very high, because the approach narrows the process of education, making it
merely instrumental and not meaningful.

Freedman (1993), in studying the effect of writing tests, demonstrates
how high-stake tests undermined students’ work and attitudes in both obvious
and subtle ways and did not lead to improved instruction. In a study com-
paring the US and British writing classes, she found that in Britain, where
examinations were part of the system, the classes had to adhere to require-
ments that inhibited the teachers’ abilities to build a coherent curriculum.
They also restricted the amount and kind of writing the students did and, in
effect, the pressure of the examinations took over. Students who were not
taking part in the examinations were motivated by their own decision mak-
ing and by being part of a community working together, but when writing
for the examination, however, this rarely happened. These issues were even
more problematic for teaching bilingual writers, who may have learned from
specific corrections and by having a series of errors pointed out in detail.
The conclusions reached by the US teachers was that any kind of high-stake
examination with associated curriculums would harm their students’ writing
development. She claimed therefore that ‘a system of high-stake examina-
tions — even well-designed performance-based examinations — provides 2
flawed foundation on which to build a national educational reform move-
ment. In fact, examinations have the potential to move away from, rather
than toward, the point we all want to reach’ (Freedman, 1993: 26). Testing
should follow, not lead, a reform effort. With regard to the area of writing,
she claimed that when national examinations took control of something as
personal as writing, a distant examiner, rather than the teacher and students,
ended up owning the writing. Moreover when the examination was high stake,
as when it had an effect on students’ future life and career, it put formidable
pressures on the classroom and was particularly likely to have negative effects
on the curriculum.

It is important to note that these observations were not limited to object-
ive type tests. As was noted in Chapter 3, even tests which were based on
open items or performance type tasks eventually turned to narrowing the
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learning, as tests turn them into narrow objective statements. The example
of the writing tests described by Freedman (1993) shows how large-scale
direct writing tests move away from the nature of the trait and towards an
objective nature constrained and controlled by time, content, topic, scoring
rubrics and raters who are not allowed to deviate from the assigned truth.

Thus, when reforms were introduced through tests, the tests were no
more than a quick fix that overlooked the need to attain meaningful compre-
hension and a deep insight into a topic, especially with regard to an external
test that could represent no more than a limited body of knowledge on
any subject. She concludes that ‘... the path to curriculum reform through
examinations, though tempting, remains elusive’ (p. 29).

The studies reported in Chapters 8 to 10 demonstrated how the quality
of the knowledge created as a result of the test could be defined mostly as
‘test language’. It was shown that the intention of creating changes in the
teaching of English and Arabic by introducing tests, could not ensure mean-
ingful changes in pedagogy; in fact, these pedagogical changes rarely took
place. Further, introducing changes through tests did not mean that testers
made resources available to carry out such changes. Often decision makers
relied exclusively on the tests to create the changes without guaranteeing the
basic resources such as smaller class sizes, reduced workloads for teachers
and the training needed to carry out such tasks. It is clear that pressure and
sanctions alone are not enough.

Met (pers. comm.) observed similar patterns with regards to the introduc-
tion of state-wide tests:

Originally envisioned as performance assessment tied to forward looking
learning goals in each of four disciplines, feastbility constraints associated
with costs, psychmometric issues, and quick turn around times (critical for
students’ for graduation) will require close ended, multiple choice tests.
"These tests, in turn, are likely to result in impoverished curriculum and in-
struction. Teachers teach to the test and reduce the curriculum to that which
is tested, despite successful efforts aver the last decade to improve instruc-
tion through constructivism and related performance-based approaches to
teaching.

In the studies reported in Chapters 8 to 10, it became evident that the
tests which were used instrumentally resulted in no more than a quick fix.
There was no serious discussion with any of the tests of what the topic tested
meant; rather the tests were introduced as therapies for solving problems.
In the case of the reading comprehension test, schools added reading compre-
hension hours at the expense of subject areas such as geography and history,
rather than integrating reading comprehension into the subject areas. This
represents a simplistic and instrumental soludon. Similarly, with regard to
the Arabic test, it was shown how the complex problem of teaching Arabic
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was reduced to specific and defined components such as the teaching of the
alphabet and some vocabulary items. This provided evidence that those who
introduce the tests are more interested in simplistic solutons, where gains
can be seen immediately, than in meaningful changes.

Such uses of tests re-created the contents in testing terms - test-like
material, test-like teaching — and narrowed the scope of the topic being taught.
The knowledge created through the tests is often referred to as ‘institution-
alized knowledge’; its main characteristics are that it is narrow, simplistic
and often in contradiction to expert knowledge. After all, the information
included on tests is only a representation of real knowledge; it is monological,
based on one instrument (a test), on one occasion, detached from meaning-
ful context and usually with no feedback for improvement.

Using tests as the de facro knowledge provides only ‘a quick fix’, an instant
solution that overlooks the complexities of subject matter and is not mean-
ingful for improvement. Weiss (1977) differentiates between the instrumental
impact of tests, characterized as short range and goal oriented, and the
conceptual impact, which is long range and meaningful, followed by discus-
sions on the nature of the trait, methods of teaching, and agreed upon
criteria of quality. In none of the tests reported above was there any serious
discussion with teachers or students about the tested topics, whether they
were learnable or measurable. For bureaucrats, these simplistic and instant
solutions are very attractive as they offer instant evidence of impact in their
usually short terms in office. As Freire (1985: 23~4) states:

The more bureaucratic the evaluators are, not just from an administrative
point of view but above all from an intellectual view, the narrower and
more inspection like the evaluation will be.

Madaus (1990: 30) therefore argues that:

Testing has become a defining technology, it promotes certain values and
diminishes others; it is a way for people to explain themselves and others;
it is the way we describe or point at whats important for our schools to
attain; and it is even used to describe our relative educational standing in

the world.

Redefining de facto knowledge contradicting
existing knowledge

The negative consequences of using tests in such ways are that tests are
capable of redefining knowledge and that this ‘new’ knowledge contradicts
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existing knowledge as defined by the curriculum. It is the power of tests
that is considered as the de facto new knowledge. Yet, in most societies the
redefinition of knowledge through tests creates two parallel systems: one
manifested through the curriculum or policy documents, the other reflecting
bureaucratic aspirations through tests. These two systems often directly con-
tradict one another, and there are many examples which demonstrate this
phenomenon. Consider the case of a counury that declares a multlingual
policy, yet only one language, say English, is tested. In another country
there are two official languages, yet only the powerful language is tested.
Marisi’s (1994) work shows that those speaking Quebec French are not
considered native speakers by the ACTFL testing guidelines.

Bemstein (1986) refers to the two systems as primary and secondary;
primary is talk, while secondary is practice — de facto and more relevant since
it has the enforcing power. There is therefore an ‘official’ story and a ‘real’
story, which is exercised by tests and pushed by bureaucrats, and is often not
known to the public. It is cleatly the testing policy which is the de facto
policy as ‘tests become targets for contending parties who seek to maintain
or establish a particular vision of what education and society should be’
(Noah and Eckstein, 1992: 14).

Creating new power forces is even more obvious with regard to language
tests. The power of tests has reached such high levels that it is now a common
belief that what is tested is important. Simply the fact that something is
being tested, creates a belief that it had reached status and importance. Tests
have become the main indicators of status.

This is especially a widespread phenomenon in situations where testing is
compulsory — whether as part of matriculation examinations or as entrance
to a country. In countries that have ‘end of secondary school’ subjects that
are not included in national examinations, much effort is exerted in demand-
ing that they should be included — for example, foreign language educators
would very much like to see foreign languages included in the NAEP exam-
inations in the USA. Ormsby (1998) reports that speakers of indigenous
groups view it as offensive that their languages are not included in end of
high school tests. They clearly view the policy failing to give importance
to these languages. They lobby strongly for including these languages in
national tests, believing that it will grant the languages higher status in the
country.

The negative consequences of this phenomenon are clear: it is not the
subject that is important, but how certain groups and policy makers view it
itis an ideological and artifical way of upgrading and prioritizing education;
and the power lies with the tests and those who decide to use them to grant
authority to certain subjects.

There is no doubt that one of the main reasons why the test of English,
reported in Chapter 10, was so influential was because of the power of the
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English language. The test, in the case of the English language and its role
in the world today, served as an amplifying device to perpetuate its power
and to inflate the power of English even further.

It is also interesting to note how tests help to upgrade certain languages
and downgrade others. Many countries will include tests of English on final
high school examinations and as entrance examinations to higher education,
but they will not include tests of other languages. Thus, testing specific
languages grants them more power than they already have; conversely, not
testing certain languages reduces their power even further. Clearly, the
decision as to which languages will be tested is often left to bureaucrats
and other policy makers who have the authority to grant power to what
they view as important. In many countries the imposition of the English
test at the end of secondary education remains unchallenged and, therefore,
guarantees the continuous domination of the language in the school system
- and often in society as well.

The following is an example of exercising control though tests in the area
of redefining knowledge. There is an untaught topic or area that the educa-
tional leadership believes should be taught and mastered. This decision is
often a reaction to public or media demands for action. To ensure that the
new topic is taught, a test is introduced because this is the easiest and
quickest way for policy makers to demonstrate action and authority and to
guarantee a change in behaviour. If the test is high stake it serves as an
efficient tool for changing the behaviours of teachers and students. Since
teachers experience fear and anxiety as students, principals, and parents all
demand preparation of this high-stake test, they change their behaviour and
start teaching for the test, as the test serves as a model of knowledge and as
an immediate pedagogical source. (In situations when there is no informa-
tion about the content of the test, rumours about the test serve a similar
role.) Over the years, new books are written and workshops are designed to
prepare teachers for the test. Thus, if no meaningful professional teacher
training takes place, the test becomes the de facto curriculum. Even when a
curricalum does exist, it becomes subordinate to the test. In centralized
‘authoritative’ education systems, tests become the major devices through
which the leadership communicates educational priorities to teachers and
through which they introduce their agendas. While the introduction of a
test can be influential in terms of changing the focus of teaching, it is not
known what the impact would have been if the Ministry of Education had
decided to change teaching practices through other means, such as work-
shops, in-service courses, or new textbooks.

It is interesting to note that this pattern of communicating agendas through
tests is then applied in the classroom as well. A similar pattern emerges
when teachers receive the message from the education authorities that tests
are to be used to effect a change of behaviour; they tend to use this method
with their own students in the classroom by using more tests.
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Unethical and undemocratic ways of making policy

Using tests to create de facto policies can be viewed as an undemocratic and
unethical procedure as it represents those in power, and is often neither
declared publicly nor discussed openly with the subjects of the tests. It is
dictated from above without including those who are affected by the tests —
teachers and test takers.

Implementing policy in such ways is based on threats, fear, myths and
power, by convincing people that without tests learning will not occur. It is
an unethical way of making policy; it is inappropriate to force individuals in
a democratic society. Thus, tests are used to manipulate and control education
and become the devices through which educational priorities are communic-
ated to principals, teachers and students. In the reading comprehension test
it was clear that, by applying the categories of Foucault (1979), the uses
of tests led to unethical behaviour: the tests were used to quantify, observe,
normalize, standardize, classify, punish, judge, and for surveillance.

Using tests to make policy and shape education systems is not ethical
since the test taker does not really benefit from such testing. If most tests
do not provide a test taker with diagnostic information about his or her
performance, there are no clear benefits for the test taker. In fact in these
situations it is the test taker who is paying the price for the benefits gained
by the authorities in power. Thus, test takers are being used as they become
the instruments through which bureaucratic manipulations are performed.
The test taker pays the price as he or she goes through pressure, tension,
change in behaviour, anxiety and some of the other negative experiences
which were voiced in Chapter 2. For test takers who cannot succeed on tests
the consistent negative feedback can be damaging.

It is a pretty battering experience for a kid who might be having difficulty
with a subject — or who might be creative, or who might think differently
— to constantly get back the message that you are not good enough. Most
of these tests are not going to make you think in ways that, as adults, you
might think of as important.

(Peter Cookson, quoted in Steinberg, 1999: 18)

Therefore, another unethical dimension of tests is when they are used
for power and control and for making policies. Not providing meaningful
information to students can be viewed as avoiding responsibility for the
effect of the examination on learning. It can be considered an unjust use of
the information, as it is used for different purposes than those known to the
test taker.

If tests are meant to assess knowledge, this certainly was not obvicusly in
all the cases reported in this book. Tests were used for ather purposes, for
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serving diverse political and bureaucratic agendas in different contexts and
levels. Policy makers used tests to manipulate educational systems, to con-
trol curricula, to create new knowledge, and to impose new textbooks and
teaching methods. Bureaucrats use tests to define and standardize language
knowledge, to raise proficiency, to communicate educational agendas, to give
an illusion of action and to act as an excuse for no action. At the school level,
principals use school-wide examinations to drive teachers to teach and use
tests and quizzes to motivate students to learn and to impose discipline. On
the political level, tests are used to create de facto language policies, to raise
the status of some languages and to lower those of others, to control citizen-
ship, to include or exclude, to gate-keep, to maintain power of the élite, to
offer simplistic solutions to complex problems and to raise the power of
nations to be ‘the best in the world’.

Conclusions

This chapter demonstrated the negative consequences on society and educa-
tion of using tests as a method of power and control, It showed how such use
of tests does not lead to improved learning or to higher achievement, but
creates parallel systems in which tests become the de facto knowledge — often
in contradiction to more sophisticated systems ~ and is an artificial way of
granting power. It was also claimed that such uses of tests are in fact an
unethical and undemocratic way of making policies.
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Symbols and ideologies

Tests, it was demonstrated, are powerful instruments; they are being used by
those in authority to manipulate educational systems to suit the agendas of
those who hold power. Such use of tests, it was argued, has negative conse-
quences for learning and is unethical and undemocratic. Yet, the dominance
of tests is unchallenged, unmonitored and uncontrolled, and they have enor-
mous trust and support on the part of the public and institutions. Tollefson
(1995) identifies three aspects of power: state, discourse and ideology; tests
represent all three. State power, in terms of bureaucrats; discourse power, as
tests are imposed by unequal individuals (the tester and the test taker); and
ideological power, i.e. belief of what is right and what is wrong, what is good
knowledge and what is not, what is worthwhile economically and what is
not. The ease with which tests have become so accepted and admired by all
those who are affected by them is remarkable. How can tests persist in being
so powerful, so influential, so domineering and play such enormous roles in
our society?

One answer to this question is that tests have become symbols of power
for both individuals and society. Based on Bourdieu’s (1991) notion of sym-
bolic power, this chapter will examine the symbolic power and ideology of
tests and the specific mechanisms that society invented to enhance such

symbolic power.

Symbolic power
Symbolic power, according to Bourdieu (1991: 192), is:
a power which the person submitting to grants to the person who exercises

it, 2 credit with which he credits him, a fides, an auctoritas, with which he
entrusts him by placing his trust in him. It is a power which exists because
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the person who submits to it believes that it exists. . . . the politician derives
his political power from the trust that a group places in him. He derives
his truly magical power over the group from faith in the representation
that he gives to the groups and which is a representation of the group itself
and of its relation to other groups. As a representative linked to those he
represents by a sort of rational contract (the programme), he is also a
champion, united by a magical relation of identification with those who, as
the saying goes, ‘pin all their hopes on him’.

The power of those who introduce tests derives from the trust that those
who are affected by the tests place in them. This, according to Bourdieu, is
some type of a rational contract between those in power who want to dominate
and those who want to be dominated and grant those in power the authority
to do so. Thus, as much as those in power want to control and dominate,
there is also a strong willingness on the part of the subjects to be dominated
and controlled so as to perpetuate their existing social structure.

The willingness to be dominated originates from the fact that tests, or
other powerful instruments (e.g. money, status), are capable of perpetuating
and maintaining existing powers. Tests, then, are instrumental in affirming
societal powers and roles and hence maintain social order. According to
Bourdieu, there is an unwritten agreement, a contract, between those in
authority who introduce tests and those whose worth is being assessed by
tests, as tests serve as a power symbol for both groups and as a vehicle for
maintaining soctal order. Tests, then, have become acceptable and recog-
nized as they serve useful roles for those tested, providing them with con-
stant recognition of how good they are. Tests are a recognized political
institution that serves the cause of those with vested interests, thus their
symbolic domination. For bureaucrats, administrators and élite groups, tests
symbolize social order. For parents, who often do not trust schools and
teachers, tests provide an indication and a symbol of control, and for various
élite groups tests provide a means for perpetuating dominance.

Mechanism for enhancing symbolic power

A number of strategies are used to enhance and cultivate such symbolic power;
these mechanism are accepted by both the dominators and dominated, all in
an effort to perpetuate and guarantee their continued status and roles in society.

An unwritten contract among those with vested interests

This mechanism is based on the notion that the symbalic power of tests is
derived and enhanced by the fact that a number of groups co-operate with
one another to maintain social order and to perpetuate existing knowledge.
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This unwritten agreement is often a conspiracy of silence. The most obvious
example is the acceptance of problematic test scores by bureaucrats to arrive
at policy decisions, whether it is in issues of acceptance of immigrants,
providing citizenship or granting certificates of entrance. Schwandt (1989: 12)
observes how data, produced by testers, are used in the hands of bureaucrats:

As masters of the tools of scientific analysis, these experts generate empirical
evidence — scientifically based knowledge — that managers use to enhance
their authority and control.

Enhancing the symbolic power is done in co-operation with power institu-
tions such as academic institutions who will use tests as the main and often
‘the’ single criteria for accepting students to their institutions — thus grant-
ing them their symbolic power. Take, for example, an entrance test such as
the SAT. Schwartz (1999: 51) notes:

Why, then do American high-school students feel increasingly com-
pelled to devote substantial time and money to the pursuit of higher S.AT.
scores? 'The answer lies in an unspoken but self-perpetuvating alliance
between college-admission officers, the College Board and test-preparation
companies. While these groups sometimes have conflicting agendas, each
plays a part in supporting the S.A.Ts ~ and attributing significance to
relatively small differences in students’ scores.

Clearly, if higher education institutions will decide one day not to use tests,
the economic value of tests will decrease substantially.

There is also an unwritten contract between institutions and parents.
Institutions are interested in using tests for authority, and parents, in return,
grant them the power and authority as tests can maintain and perpetuate
their own status in society. House (1998) notes that raising educational stand-
ards through testing appeals to the middle classes, partly as it allows their
children to gain access to better jobs ~ and, for some, it is a code word for
restricting minority access. Tests, then, are instrumental for both institutions
and parents in justifying and reaffirming their status and continue to main-
tain the existing social order.

Determining rites of passage’

Another mechanism for enhancing the symbolic power of tests is to use
them as a way of perpetuating class differences and as screening devices
to excluding those whom those in power do not wish to include. In these
situations tests become useful procedures for controlling entry, leading to
gate-keeping and ensuring that the élite consists only of ‘our’ people. Schwartz
(1999) notes that lower test scores by blacks are the single biggest barrier to
racial equality in the USA.
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The use of cutting scores, discussed in Chapters 4 and 6, providf:s an
effective mechanism for controlling the rite of passage and creating artificial
boundaries. Bourdieu (1991: 120) writes that:

However, social magic always manages to produce discontinuity out of
continuity. The paradigmatic example of this, and my starting point, is the
competitive academic examination (concours): between the last person to
pass and the first person to fail, the competitive examination creates differ-
ences of all or nothing that can last a lifetdime. The former will graduate
from an elite institution like the Ecole Polytechnique and enjoy all the associ-
ated advantages and perks, while the latter will become a nobody.

Spolsky (1998: 12) also notes:

the sad truth [is] that most users act as though the score a student receives
is a real absolute measure with an immediate non-contextualized interpreta-
tion, and as though there is a real difference between a student who scores
597 and one who scores 601.

In this way tests serve as means for creating social orders, for perpetuating
class differences and for blocking the entrance of those who are not wanted.

Yet, an interesting phenomenon is that even low-status groups, minorities
and immigrants who are not part of the élite, and who are constantly excluded
and rejected by tests, also have an overwhelming respect for tests and often
fight against their abandonment. Their behaviour is similar to that of victims
believing they are unworthy, mostly as a result of the effective propaganda
that turns tests from symbols to ideologies, as will be argued in the section
on ideology below.

In many countries in the world today the status of English is raised while
the status of national languages is lowered, as English is declared by those
in power as a modern lingua franca, a passport to higher education, although
only a small percentage of the population speaks it.

Another dimension in many countries is where only ‘the privileged” have
the right to be tested. Such privileges can be gained by attending the right
school, having a graduating diploma, being born in the country where the
tests are administered, etc. The most obvious example is the situation in
which immigrants are not included in the testing pool. In an example in
Chapter 2, it was shown how some students were not allowed to be tested as
they were considered by the authorities to be ‘low level students’. Yet at the
same time in large-scale assessment all students are being required to be
tested, which forces them into a situation where they end up being classified
and eventually become subjects of the boundaries. Chapter § discusses how
the rites of passage vary in accordance with the education systems so that,
in many countries, only the privileged have the right to be tested.
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Controlling and perpetuating knowledge

A widely used method for enhancing the symbolic power of tests is con-
trolling the content and knowledge of tests. Thus, tests include only what
Bourdieu refers to as the knowledge that is socially recognized as legitimate
by those in power. Accordingly, those who write tests include their own
knowledge and can thus ensure difficulties for those who do not ‘belong’,
leading to their rejection from the power group. By not recognizing other
forms of knowledge it is easy to limit the access of ‘others’ and at the same
time maintain the knowledge exclusively to those who share it. This strategy
is easily practised when representatives of ‘the other knowledge’ are not
included in testing committees. :

It is interesting to trace the development of this mechanism as 2 means
for enhancing symbolic power. In the past few years the public has been
concerned with the fairness of tests. The use of objective items made tests
more trustworthy as they were also considered objective. Yet, the knowledge
upon which these objective tests were based remained the same; it stll
represented those in power. In addition this knowledge was now assessed
through ‘scientific’ procedures which the public could not even critique, as
the field was in the hands of experts and specialists using terminology and
statistics that were not accessible to.lay people. Thus, the situation now is
that élite groups contnue to control knowledge and, with the aid of tests,
they continue to perpetuate it. Furthermore, they now have a legitimate
mechanism of control.

It is not difficult to see the connection between the content of the test
and perpetuating power, as the decisions made on the basis of these tests
lead to high-stake decisions such as selection, controlling immigration,
accepting jobs, graduating from high schools, entering universities, obtaining
high-ranking jobs or entering élite institutions.

Banks (1998) shows how tests are used to block the passage of African-
American children by testing them on white culture only; no white Americans
protest against it. In an example from Israel, where both Hebrew and Arabic
are official languages, those in power have decided that only knowledge of
Hebrew, by passing a Hebrew test, provides the right of passage to Israeli
higher education institutions, thus ensuring that many Arabs are excluded.
Needless to say, no Jewish test takers protest against this decision.

Yet, in the attempt to develop fairer and more objective tests, little attention
was paid to the knowledge on which the tests had been based. The bodies of
knowledge did not change. On one hand, tests became more democratic in
terms of their techniques — based on objective items and applying scientific
criteria of analyses — but, on the other hand, tests continued to represent
traditional systems of selection, as the knowledge included in these tests did
not differ significantly from the knowledge used in previous periods. Thus,
in the same way that the knowledge a person was required to master in the
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past was determined by élite groups who were exposed to.different educa-
tion systems and the test prevented lower classes from bemg selected, the
knowledge remained unchanged even in the era of mass testing. The only
difference was that everyone had the right and the opportunity to be tested.
It became clear, however, that those coming from different backgrounds,
different traditions, and different education systems were not equally enabled
to master the required knowledge. Thus, while the methods of selection and
acceptance were changed, the substance of what the test taker was expected
to know did not. That was a continuation of the sitnation in which those
writing the tests continued to use their own knowledge as criteria for accept-
ance into the élite groups of society. The hope that the introduction of
tests would democratize society did not really happen. In a way, it is a worse
situation, as the élite that determines the content of the test now has 2
mechanism to gate-keep — objective tests, that the public trusts and can
therefore be used to perpetuate the élite and its domination even more.

Creation of dependence

This mechanism refers to the fact that children are being tested from an
early age. Children and parents are accustomed to estimating their worth
through tests. It is not uncommon that children are being tested at the age
of 3 or 4 in order to discover hidden talents, to be accepted to prestigious
nursery schools, to measure IQ, to confirm developmental problems, to
enter first grade or to be streamed to special education classes. The public
becomes dependent and hooked on tests, developing unchallenged trust in
their results and in their symbolic power. From an early age people are
socialized to believe that tests are the prime indicators of their societal
values. Steinberg (1999: 18) refers to a ‘compulsion to test’ and describes it

as an ‘epidemic’ that is spreading from one school district to the next. He
points to the fact that

By the ume they were ready to graduate from sixth grade last June, New
York City fifth graders had taken eight standardized tests over the previous
14 months; this year’s fourth-grade reading test, to be given statewide next
week, will take three days to administer. In Chicago, pupils took 12 stand-

ardized tests from the winter of third grade through the spring of fourth-
grade reading and eighth-grade math.

Such socialization to testing from an early age is what Bourdieu refers
to as ‘habitus’, habits that children engage in from childhood. In terms of
testing, it is the view that testing is crucial to success in life. It is at an early
age that tests become the main authority and symbol of power, turning
it into a habit, and developing a dependence on it. Tests, then become the
tools of trust and a symbol of direction, guidance and social habits.
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Granting test scores economic value

This mechanism is widely used for enhancing power and it refers to translat-
ing success and failure on tests into currency — economic value that estimates
the worth of people. This is not always translated into currency, it may also
be in the form of a certificate, promotion or other devices that can be trans-
lated or converted to some type of reward that society values. For younger
test takers this often means approval or disapproval of parents, as they
create pre-dispositions about the ‘worth’ of their children according to their
test scores.

An effective mechanism for enhancing symbolic power is therefore to
give the product such market value. Market value can be in forms of ‘accept-
ance’ to a prestigious programme, immigrant visa (in Australia), citizenship
(in Latvia), a teaching certificate (in Massachusetts) or high school diploma.
It can also be in the form of promotion, job and money. In this case testing
agencies and institutions, governments and élites work together, in an
unwritten contract, to support one another.

The high economic value placed in tests also explains why test takers are
willing to spend big sums of money for test preparation courses and thus
support a growing industry that just makes the rich even richer. In these
situations the tests perpetuate power and raise the market value of the élites.

The combination of language and tests

The power of language, especially of the English language, has been argued
in a number of places (Phillipson, 1992; Pennycook, 1994). Thus, the com-
binaton of two sources of power — language and tests — is a very effective
mechanism for enhancing symbolic power as well. Such is the case with
language tests, which bring together two very powerful institutions: language
and tests, creating a new powerful institution that is even more difficult to
challenge. When a language is tested in higher education institutions as
criteria for acceptance, the symbolic power of the test and the language are
enhanced significantly, presenting society with an extremely powerful tool.
Ormsby (1998) provides an example of indigenous groups in Mexico demand-
ing that their language also be tested so as to enhance their power. A similar
reason was used in the Arabic test described in Chapter 9, where there is
a belief that if the language is tested its power will be enhanced. Clearly,
the symbolic power of TOEFL gains its strong value from being both the
symbol of a test and of a powerful language.

Further, most institutions in the USA use tests of English as entrance
criteria for higher education as well as to English classes, in the case of
immigrants willing to enter mainstream classes. It is remarkable how these
powerful language tests are accepted by society as the ‘correct’ device for
screening people. Yet neither linguists nor testers really know the level of
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language that is needed for immigrants to function academically, either in
higher education or in schools. How crucial the knowledge of language is
for academic success is still an open question that does not have empirical
answers. Yet, language testers determine cutting scores and thus pretend to
know the correct answer and often inform those responsible for admission
what score is required. Decision makers, as was noted above, are happy that
testers provide them with this information, so they do not have to make the
decision. It is clear, some testers claim, that this is one more example where
scores can be used in almost any way, depending on the particular political
agenda of the user.

Thus, it is easy to rely on language knowledge and on tests to create
symbolic power. It is clear that for the language testers, symbolic power can
be enhanced even further by the fact that he or she is in charge of an area
believed by those in power (native speakers) to be of even greater value,
given their own knowledge of the language.

Textual power

Lembke (1995) refers to the political power of the texts, arguing that language
as exemplified through texts is powerful. Tests are texts, and texts have
meanings — meanings which can be translated into power.

Fillmore (1981) discusses the type of texts used in tests as being very
different from the typical texts that people read in non-testing situations. He
describes the behaviour of the test takers with regard to these texts and
genres as being subversive, whereby the test taker is making an effort to
accommodate ‘the truth’ that is owned by the tester. An additional dimension
is the powerful message delivered through the discourse of the instruction of
most tests. These are written in a cold language and in a most authoritative
form, dictating one type of behaviour with no deviations whatsoever. The
instructions of the test imply that the test taker is dishonest, has bad inten-
tions and is only looking for ways to circumvent good behaviour. Thus, it is
through the discourse of both the texts and the instruction that the symbolic
power of tests is enhanced, as both are authoritative and patronizing and
reduce the test taker to a powerless creature whose role is simply to follow
orders.

Ceremonial rituals

An important mechanism that enhances the symbolic power of tests is the
use of a number of rituals and ceremonial features in the forms of rules and
behaviours, which only take place during tests. This is what Foucault refers
to as ‘the ceremony of power’. For many of these rules there is no rational
explanation except the need to create symbolic power. Some of the rules of
tests are to have distance between test writer and test taker, to write with
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certain pencil numbers, in certain types of notebooks, carrying nothing more
than the minimum possessions, to have a monitor in the room, not to talk to
any of their peers, to ignore any misunderstandings, not to ask any questions,
and to perform the task within a very rigid time constraint, no questions
asked. In addition, there is secrecy and mystery surrounding the test. The
use of complex statistical formulas that the public cannot understand as well
as the use of sophisticated ways of using testing technology add to the
symbolic power. The context of tests creates a set of rules that are different
from ‘normal life’ so that fear, respect and authority are created by those
who dictate the rules. Just how different these ceremonial features are from
real life can be learned from an interview that Steinberg conducted with
Joshua Halberstam, who had just written a book about test preparation.
Steinberg (1999: 18) quotes Halberstam as saying:

For kids who have never taken these tests, for young kids, they have to
learn that this test will be like nothing they have ever taken before. Their
teacher who they love and is so kind and sweet, is going to say, ‘Pencils
down!” and mean it. They are not going to be able to raise their hands and
say, Just another minute, I need time to finish. You have to explain to
them what a standardized test is.

Ideology

Education is perceived as an ideology and tests are perceived as a science;
yet, society does not realize how tests in the name of science are introduced
as an ideology. Tests have evolved from a situation in which they were a tool
to become an ideology.

For ideas to become powerful and be put forward, they need to be recog-
nized outside the circle of professionals and to converge with the strategies
of groups outside the field. Thus, for tests to be powerful they needed to
be recognized outside the field of professional testers or bureaucrats. This
is the point at which the symbolic power of tests turns into ideologies.
Specifically, it refers to myths about tests which are spread through propa-
ganda and make people believe that tests are a condition for well being. It is
at the point, when the rhetorics of tests are used for false information and
propaganda, that tests are turned into an ideology.

Spolsky (1998: 1) notes that:

For much of this century, the general public has been brain-washed to

believe in the infallibility, faimess and meaningfulness of the results of -
- tests and examinations. And not unnaturally, a large industry has developed

that exploits this belief by selling tests and material to prepare for tests.
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There is ample evidence to show how tests as power symbols are turned
into ideologies. The rhetoric of testing is based on a variety of slogans and
propaganda which spread various myths about testing. Part of the rhetoric of
testing is the use of numbers. Numbers are very powerful for spreading and
reinforcing ideologies and they are often more powerful than words. Tests
have unchallenged authority and are considered to be the domain of experts,
experts whom the public rarely dares to criticize or to challenge. Yet, the
public is unaware that numbers are subjective, scientism is relative and suc-
cess or failure, which is determined by arbitrary cutting scores, is open to
different interpretations and can be challenged. Those working with statis-
tics and numbers know how unreliable numbers can be, but those who are
affected by numbers have trust in their power and authority.

The discourse of testing, then, spreads myths about tests that are believed
by subjects of tests to be true. House (1998) points to the myths which are
spread by authorities about the power of tests. Tests are described in magic
terms mostly as tools capable of changing and improving everything in the
education system. They can automatically create excellent achievements and
raise standards. House points to statements used in World Class Standards for
American Education, which provide evidence about the advantages and benefits
of standards for parents. It states that tests and standards will raise achieve-
ments of 4l (my emphasis) students, raise expectations, expand learning in
school and at home and will introduce equality as well as efficiency. Below
are some examples that relate both to tests and to standards:

The purpose of having standards is to raise the achievement of all students
and to ensure that all students have equal opportunity.

Having good standards means setting higher expectations for students.
Students will learn more when more is expected of them, in school and at
home. ..

In the absence of national standards, a haphazard national curriculum
has evolved based on standardized muldple-choice tests and mass market
textbooks ... When no one agrees on what students should learn, then
each part of the education system pursues different, and sometimes con-
tradictory goals. As a results, the education system as a whole riddled with
inequity, incoherence, and inefficiency.

(House, 1998: 27-8)

What is remarkable in these statements is how much weight is being granted
to tests and how they are being ‘sold’ to naive parents by professional educa-
tors as being the instruments that can bring about massive, intensive and
instant change in all aspects of education. They will affect texthooks, under-
standing, develop problem-solving and reasoning abilities, raise teacher quality,
promote high standards, as well as introducing new technologies.
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* Textbooks will change to emphasize student understanding.

¢ Student assessment will change to test whether students understand
what they have learned.

¢ Instructional methods will change to emphasize reasoning and problem-
solving.

* 'Teacher education will change and professional development will change
so that all teachers are prepared to teach to higher standards.

* New technologies will be used to increase learning to meet the new
standards.

{(House, 1998: 28)

House notes that if any other product used in western society had been
promoted, marketed and advertised in such a way, it would be the subject of
major law suits, as none of these claims has any empirical support. Yet, with
regard to tests these claims are not being questioned by anyone, which
clearly explains why they are being accepted by the naive public. Clearly, no
evidence is being presented about inaccuracies, danger or misuses of tests.

In the example of President Clinton, the ideology of testing is being sold
as false promises, similar to those in an election campaign. Thus, the public
is led to accept simplistic notions about education. It is specifically stated
that the only conditions for success are about setting high level goals, noth-
ing is said about how they will be achieved:

when we aim high and challenge our students, they will be the best in the
world.

Similar false expectations are being raised by the Governor of Massachusetts
with regard to the teacher certftcation, as quoted in Chapter 11, pp. 91-3:

‘Every parent I talked to said, “We want the high standards”,” he said
today in a telephone interview. ‘As 1 said at the Board of Ed meeting, I
started off quoting John Kennedy when he said 36 years ago: “We choose
to go to the moon and do other things, not because it’s easy but because
it's hard.” And no one ever said improving our public schools would be
easy. It is hard. There will be controversy and there will be conflict and -
there will be stumbles, but if we stick with it, we’ll get there, and the best
way to get there is to hold the line on standards.’

Yet another example in Chapter 8, p. 51 is the one given by the Ministry of
Education with regard to the educational values of national assessment tests.

It will help the schools plan their work for the following year. The results
will be used by the Ministry for pedagogical purposes only, for follow up,
for research and for establishing policy. The data will be confidential and
kept in the data base of the Ministry of Education.
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Conclusions

Tests represent symbolic power and ideologies. The enhancement of tests as
symbols is performed both by those in power and by those who are subject
to the tests and who grant them with the power that they can then exercise.
It is an unwritten contract between the two that is used to perpetuate the
existing social order. The symbolic power of tests is enhanced via a number
of mechanisms - using the tests to determine rite of passage, socializing
children from an early age and thus creating the dependence of tests as the
index of self worth, granting tests economic values, using ceremonial features,
and controlling the content and texts of the tests. In a more radical form,
tests turn from symbols to ideologies when myths and false assumptions are
spread to create an even more powerful domination.
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Critical language testing

Critical testing: main features

Viewing tests as powerful tools — embedded in social and political contexts
and agendas, related to intentions, effects and consequences and open to
interpretations and values — places the field of testing within the broad area
of critical pedagogy and is referred to here as critical testing.

Critical testing implies the need to develop critical strategies to examine
the uses and consequences of tests, to monitor their power, minimize their
detrimental force, reveal the misuses, and empower the test takers. It refers
to the activity of embedding tests in reference to social, ethical, educational
and political contexts. It attempts to provide a critique of the field of testing
and make testers wore aware and more socially reflexive by collecting data
on the uses of tests as well as by pointing out such uses to users and the
public at large. Tts most important aims, in reference to the findings of
this book regarding the uses of tests, are to minimize, limit and control the
poweiful uses of tests. It further attempts to encourage testers, teachers,
test takers and the public at large to question the uses of tests, the materials
they are based on and to critique their values and the beliefs inherent in
them.

The following (adapted, in part, from Pennycook, 1994, and Kramsch,
1993) are the principles that are proposed as making up critical testing:

* Critical testing claims that the act of language testing is not neutral.
Rather, it is a product and agent of cultural, social, political, educational
and ideological agendas that shape the lives of individual participants,
teachers and learners.

* Critical testing encourages test takers to develop a critical view of tests as
well as to act on it by questioning tests and critiquing the value which is
inherent in them.

* Critical testing views test takers as political subjects in a political context.

|
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¢ Critical testing views tests as tools directly related to levels of success,
deeply embedded in cultural, educational and political arenas where dif-
ferent ideological and social forms are in struggle.

* Critical testing asks questions about what sort of agendas are delivered
through tests and whose agendas they are.

* Critical testing claims that testers need to ask themselves what sort of
vision of society tests create and what vision of society tests are used for,
Are tests merely intended to fulfil predefined curricular or proficiency
goals, or do they have other agendas?

¢ Critical testing examines calls for a need to question the purposes and
actual uses of tests. Are they intended to measure and assess knowledge
or are they used to define and dictate knowledge?

* Critical testing asks questions about whose knowledge tests are based on.
Is what is included in language tests ‘truth’ to be handed on to test takers,
or is it something that can be negotiated, challenged and appropriated?

* Critical testing examines the stakeholders of tests. Are tests the product
and creation of testers alone, or do they involve other stakeholders in a
more democratic and involved process, who have an equal voice in the
construction and use of tests, such as policy makers, test writers, students
parents and teachers?

*  Critical testing perceives testing as being caught up in an array of questions
concerning education and social systems. The notion of ‘just a test’ is an
impossibility because it is impossible to separate language testing from
the many contexts in which it operates.

* Critcal testing admits that the knowledge of any tester is incomplete and
that there is a need to rely on additional sources to obtain a more accurate
and valid description and interpretation of knowledge.

* Critical testing challenges psychometric traditons and considers inter-
pretive ones whereby different meanings and interpretations are consid-
ered for test scores, with no attempt made to arrive at an absolute truth.

* Critical testing considers the meaning of language test scores, the degree
to which they are prescriptive, final or absolute, and the extent to which
they are open to discussion, negotiations and multiple interpretations.

* Criteal testing challenges the knowledge on which tests are based. Is
that knowledge limited to those in power who are eager to maintain and
preserve their power and knowledge, or is it a democratic representation
of the muliiple groups in society?

* Critical testing challenges the uses of ‘the test’ as the only instrument to
assess knowledge and considers multiple procedures, the sum of which can
provide a more valid picture for interpreting the knowledge of individuals.

Critical testing thus broadens the field of language testing by engaging it in
a wider sphere of social dialogue and debate about the forms and practices of
testing to language teaching and language learning. This debate is surrounded
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by the roles that tests play and have been assigned to play in society, about
competing ideologies, the discourse that is constructed and the roles of
language testers. This debate draws testers towards areas of social processes
and power struggles embedded in the discourses on learning and democracy.

Critical testing signifies a paradigm shift in testing in that it introduces
new criteria for the validity of tests. Consequential, systemic, interpretive
and ethical are a few of the new forms of validity, calling for the need to
collect empirical data on the uses of tests. Such evidence may show that tests
that were considered valid in the past, may not now be so if they are shown
to have negative consequences and misuses in education.

The agé;aa for critical téé;ting

Pennycook (quoted in McNamara, 1997) proposes additional directions with
regard to the future agenda of critical language testing:

[. 'To make language testing a discipline and an area of knowledge that is
reflexive and socially aware.

2. To conduct a critique of langnage testing as a disciplinary practice in a
Foucauldian sense.

3. To provide a type of liberal response to such a critique by suggesting
alternative types of testing.

4. ’Tv suggest the potential of language testing itself to have transformative
effects on society.

Davies (1997: 328) notes that

Critical approaches to [anguage testing expose the importance of carefully
examining alternative assessment proposals and making clear the validity
of the assessment methods used by the profession.

One could claim that some of these agendas are already taking place. Specific-
ally a number publications critical of language tests have recently appeared.
These include the seminal book by Spolsky (1995), Measured Words, which
examined the use of tests as political tools by authoritative testing agencies,
two special issues of Language Testing, a number of encylopaedia items and a
growing number of dissertations and research articles.

Critical testing needs to ask questions such as: Who are the testers? What
is their agenda? Who are the test takers? What is their context? What is the
context of the topic being tested? Who is going to benefit from the test?
Why is the test being given? What will its results be used for? What is being
tested and why? What is not being tested and why? What are the underlying
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values behind the test? What are the testing methods? What additional
evidence is collected about the topic? What kind of decisions are reached
based on the test? Who, excluding the tester, is included in the design of the
test and its implementation? What ideology is delivered through the test?
What are the messages about students, teachers and society that the test
assumes? What type of feedback is being provided based on the test, and to
whom? Can the test, its rationale and results be challenged? What are the
intended and unintended uses of the test? What are its washback? What are
some of the ways that test takers and others use to challenge the test?

"The practice of critical testing is essential as there will always be those
who will try to take control and avoid democratic processes. But the role of
society is to protect itself from those who try to break it. Thus critical testing
means applying procedures whereby society can protect itself from those
who would misuse tests. As was observed in this book, tests are easy tools to
misuse — a fact that was not recognized until now. Those who were respons-
ible for tests had great authority and power to use them in different directions,
Moreover, as was noticed by Bourdieu (1991), the use of tests for power and
control, and for all kinds of reasons, was practised with the support and help
of those being tested. "Test takers actually granted unlimited power to testers.

Thus, critical testing argues that there is a need to examine the uses of
tests critically, especially in terms of misuses, from the viewpoint of the test
takers who are paying the price of such misuses in society; and to exatnine
how groups, especially policy makers, take tests for granted and use them as
they wish. The situation with language tests is even more intense as it builds
on a double power — that of tests and that of language, especially the English
language, implying therefore that language testers even more than other
testers need to get involved in the practice of critical language testing.

‘There is a need to guard against misuses, to ask questions about uses, to
examine unfair behaviour, and to suggest other ways of testing. Specifically
in the area of power there is a need to make tests less authoritative and more
democratic, to empower test takers and develop safeguards against misuses —
and clearly not leave tests in the hands of bureaucrats. "lesters need to realize
that there is a need for responsibility; if they do not wish not take it, others
will, and use it in more harmful and undemocratic ways.

Three areas of critical testing will be discussed in the remaining chapters
of this book: collaborative approaches to assessment, Chapter 17; the social
and ethical responsibility of the testers, Chapter 18; and the rights of the test
taker, Chapter 19.
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Collaborative approaches to
assessment

Giroux {1995 36) writes that democracy takes up the issue of

transferring power from élites and executive authorities who control the
economic and cultural apparatus of society, to those producers who yield
power at the local level and is made concrete through the organization and
exercise of horizontal power in which knowledge needs to be widely shared
through education and other technologies of culture.

Darling-Hammond (1994) argues that there is a need to change the ways in
which we use assessment from sorting mechanisms to diagnostic supports; g
from external monitors of performance to locally generated tools for enquir- |
ing deeply into teaching and learninp; and from purveyors of sanctions for v
those already undeserved to levers for equalizing source.

Such approaches can be used as a basis for a democratic system of assess-
ment of horizontal power in which knowledge and power are shared.

Sharing the power and constructing knowledge

Testing is practised nowadays as a reflecdon of knowledge and values of
those in authority, with very little attention given to the other interested
agents, test takers included. McNeil (1986) further states that accountability
and control schemes often generate the opposite of what they intend so that
when the school’s organization becomes centred on managing and control-
ling, teachers and students take school less seriously. They fall into a ritual
of teaching and learning that tends towards minimal standards and minimal
efforts, ]

Yet, according to Giroux (1995), democratic systems of assessment are
based on principles whereby the power of tests is transferred from élite and
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exccutive authorities who are presently in control to the local levels, test
takers, teachers, students and parents.

Freire (1985) promotes an approach whereby a meaningful dialogical be-
tween two partners — the evaluator and the evaluatee — takes place. This is
onc way whereby evaluation is differentiated from. inspection.

Evaluation, that is, and not inspection. Through inspection, educators just
become objects of vigilance by a central organization. Through evaluation,
everyone is a subject along with the central organization in the act of
criticisin and establishing distance from the word. In understanding the
process in this way, evaluation is not an act by which educator A evaluates
educator B. Itk an act by which educators A and B together evaluate an
experience, its development, and the obstacles one confronts along with
any mistakes or error. Thus, evaluation has a dialectical character. . .. It’s
essential that members of the evaluating organization deeply believe that
they have as much to learn from educators directly linked to popular bases
as those who study at the bases. Without this attitude, the evaluators from
an external organization will never admit to any gap between their view of
reality and reality. By believing they possess the truth, the cvaluators act
out their infallibility. And with such hypothesis, when they evaluated, they
inspect.

(Freire, 1985: 23-5)

Such approaches change the balance of powers of tester and test taker. Pre-
viously, testing followed the assumption that testers have all the knowledge
of testing. Adopting democratic approaches assumes that the tester is no
longer the ‘know it all’ owning all the knowledge, but rather that knowledge
of measurement is so complex that even the best professional, familiar with
all the advanced methods of testing, does not have all the answers.

Yet, Freire also claims that adopting such an approach requires members
of the evaluating organization to believe deeply that they have as much to
learn from educators directly linked to popular bases as those who study at
the hases. Without such an attitude the evaluators from an external organ-
ization will never admit to any gap between their view of reality and reality
itself. Believing they possess the truth, the evaluators remain sure of their
infallability. And with such a hypothesis, when they evaluate, they inspect.

Current views, therefore, perceive the act of testing as a mutual effort
of testers and test takers along with other sources of knowledge (parents,
teachers, peers). Together, they construct the assessment knowledge by try-
ing to make sense of the knowledge in a dialogical and co-operative way. In
this process the tester admits his or her limitations and creates the assess-
ment [nowledge in a responsible way by working together with a number of
agents who can provide evidence of the knowledge. Freedman (1993) also
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joins the argument that reformers must begin by working collaboratively
with schools and the communities they serve, involving teachers, adminis-
trators, students and parents.

Fetterman, Kaftarian and Wandersman (1996) introduce the notion of
empowerment evaluation to refer to a collaborative approach to evaluation
which fosters improvement and self-determination and aims to help people
to help themselves and improve their programmes using a form of self-
evaluation and reflection. Accordingly, programme participants conduct their
own evaluation and the evaluator typically acts as facilitator and collaborator
rather than expert and counsellor. The professional evaluator works with the
participants and thus becomes a resource in evaluation. They claim that such
an approach is fundamentally democratic as it invites participation, examin-
ing issues of concern to the entire community in an open forum,

Thus, the new models of assessment that are currently proposed follow
principles of shared power, collaboration and representation, and can there-
fore be viewed as more democratic. In some approaches, local groups - test
takers, students, teachers and schools — share power by collecting their own
assessment evidence using multiple assessment procedures {portfolios, self-
assessment, projects, observations and tests). These procedures then provide
evidence which is indicative of the knowledge of those whose knowledge is
being assessed. The professional tester serves mostly as a facilitator who assists
in the strategies of collecting the information and in the interpretation.

In some extreme models all the power is wansferred from central bodies
to local ones. Such is the case, for example, when external examinations are
abolished in favour of local and internal assessment. Yet, such an approach is
often criticized as the power relationship is being transferred to the teacher
who may engage in undemocratic behaviour in the classroom. Broadfoot
(1996) demonstrates how, in some situations, such approaches may lead to
an illusion of democracy, as teachers become the new servants of the central
systems, referred to by her as ‘a new order of dominadion’ {p. 87).

The preferred model is therefore a democratic one, where power is not
transferved but rather shared with local bodies collaboratively based on a
broader representation of different agents, central and local who, together,
go through a process of contextualization of the evidence obtained from the
different sources. Through constructive, interpretive and dialogical sessions
each participant collects language data and demonstrates it in an interpret-
ive and contextualized manner. This approach can then be applied in the
national, district or classroom context and suggests, therefore, that assessment
of students’ achievement ought to be seen as an art, rather than a science, in
that it is interpretive, idiosyncratic, interpersonal and relative.

There are a number of examples that demonstrate the use of such a
model.

Moss (1996) gives the example of contextualization and shared authority
with regard to certification. In this model the decision about certification is
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made locally, through dialogue among those professionals who are familiar
with the candidates and/or with contexts in which the candidates work (p. 25).
She suggests that ‘{tjhe evaluation might not only be based on the portfolio
but also on documented observations and interactions over time with the
candidate, There, the state or other outside evaluators would assume more
of an auditing role to ensure that the process would be equitable, reflect
state or professional standards, and be sufficiently rigorous to protect the
public from the licensure of incompetent professionals’ (p. 25).

Experimenting with another model of assessment in the area of immigrant
studeints acquiring a new language, Shohamy (1995) reports on a democratic
assessment model. In that model the language proficiency of the immigrants
is being assessed by a number of agents — teachers, who collect data via tests
and observations; the test takers themselves, who provide evidence of their
language performance through self-assessment and portfolios; and a standard-
ized diagnostic test administered by a central body. The information obtained
from all these agents through the various instruments is then gathered, pro-
cessed and interpreted in an assessment conference, where language teachers,
classtoom teachers, students and occasionally parents, discuss and interpret
the information leading to meaningful recommendations for pedagogical
strategies of language improvement. In this case the assessment follows demo-
cratic principles of sharing and dialoguing and is also useful for improving
language proficiency.

Nevo (1996) applies a similar dialogically shared model in programme
evaluation and lists principles that underlie such a dialogical model. Accord-
ingly, dialoguing implies a two-way relationship that is based on the assump-
tion that nobody knows everything, but both parties know somcthing and
through dialogue they will learn more. Dialoguing implies a willingness of
both parties to understand, and it acknowledges that each side has limitations.
Dialoguing is a continuous process based on information that must be data
driven and is relevant. In such a form of evaluation each part is responsible
for consequences.

In the model of empowerment evaluation introduced by Fetterman et al.
(1996), which focuses on self-determination and collaboration, the evaluation
is a group activity, not an individual pursuit. It invites participation, examin-
ing issues of concern to the entire community in an open forum leading to
deep insight into the programme. Programme participants learn to continu-
ally assess their progress towards self-determined goals and to reshape their
plans and strategies according to this assessment. The evaluator teaches
ways to conduct self-evaluation to enable it to become more efficient. They
claim that such an approach desensitizes and demystifies evaluation and
helps organizations internalize evaluation principles and pracices, making
it an integral part of programme planning. The claim is that an evaluation
conducted by programme participants is designed to be ongoing and intern-
alized in the system, creating the opportunity for capacity building.
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Howe (1994), also supports such types of detnocratic models as providing
a viable alternative by requiring the inclusion of ‘voices that have historically
been excluded in negotiating educational goods worth wanting’ (p. 30). Lynch
(1997) argues that such a view ensures each individual can participate effec-
tively in the political process of society and on the personal level can achieve
a sense of self-esteem. Howe is, therefore, not objecting to large-scale assess-
ment to monitor outcomes under a democratic framework, but cautions
against the use of assessment and standards as the sofution (my emphasis) to
learning problems,

The application of such models in the classroom is especially relevant
as it provides students with the experience of democratic assessment beha-
viour from an early age. Students and teachers provide evidence that is
indicative of language performance, to be discussed and evaluated in 2 con-
ference between them. Such democratic practices in the classroom are espe-~
cially useful as children become adules and become aware of the need to
guard and protect their rights from the assessment machinery of centralized
bodies.

It is obvious that such methods must be more time consuming and costly.
However, democratic practices are not chosen for their efficiency or cost;
rather they are chosen because of their principles. This is why central bodies,
and testing factories, always make efforts to reject such proposals.

Alternative paradigms

One area that is receiving special attention in the literature is that of alternative ,
paradigms of testing. Moss (1996) argues for a need to expand the dialogue L
among measurement professionals to include voices from research tradi-

tions different from the conventional ones. She proposes a critical dialectic |
between a naturalist conception of social science, from which the tradition ¥
of educational measurement has evolved, and an interpretive conception of
social science.

In traditional mode the interpretations are predetermined by the score. ;
The interpretive mode argues, however, that the methods and goals are "
inadequate to represent social phenomena. Specifically, this is because the
object domain of social science is made up of largely symbolic constructions
— texts, products, performances and actions — that reflect the meanings,
intentions and interpretations of individuals who produce and receive them.,
This implies that social scientists cannot comprehend a human action by
taking an outside observer position, but rather they must seek to understand
what the actors mean by their actions. Further, Moss notes that the interpre-
tations that social scientists construct can be reinterpreted and integrated
into the lives of the subjects they describe. There is a need, therefore, to Sl




40

DEMOCRATIC PERSPECTIVES OF TESTING

understand the meaning in the context in which it is produced and received,
i.e. in light of the particular cases it is intended to represent.
Moss (1996: 20) concludes, therefore, that:

The dialectic implied in such a reciprocal critique, particularly when under-
taken with the respectful intent of comprehending the alternative perspective
as fully as possible (Bernstein, 1982), provides a generative model through
which assessment theory and practice can evolve.

Multiple assessment procedures

One important component within democratic approaches is the considera-
tion of multiple sources of evidence of the construct being measured. This is
based on the assumption that tests are limited in what they can assess and
that it is therefore essential that other procedures will be used to get to those
areas that cannot be tapped by tests. ‘Therefore, other sources of evidence
should be used before making detrimental judgements about individuals.
Spolsky (1998: 10) notes:

Rather than expecting some simple mechanical device to translate the
complex data of individual language proficiency into a single measure,
language testers too would benefit from intelligent and responsible ‘inter-
pretations drawn from patterns evident ameng the combined measures’.

Freedman (1993) shows how portfolio assessinent in the assessment of
writing can provide new links between large-scale testing and classroom
assessment. She claims that if we could create a tight fit between large-scale
testing and classroom assessment, we could potentially add to the kinds of
information we now get from large-scale testing programmes and could
help teachers to strengthen their classroom assessments, their teaching and
their students’ learning. Similarly, the example mentioned above by Shohamy
(1995) in testing immigrant children is based on multiple sources of evidence
which are indicative of the language proficiency of the immigrant children.

The use of feédback

One more democratic approach is the use of tests as learning tools rather
than as power tools. This means that tests are very useful tools for providing
meaningful information which can be incorporated into the education sys-
tem. From an ethical perspective this is a very useful approach, as using tests
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for power and control, and not providing the test taker with feedback, can
be considered as a siwation in which the test taker is being used by those
in authority. In such ways the test taker becomes a tool through which the
agenda of those in power can be achieved but the test taker receives no
personal benefit. Thus, the use of feedback provides a more ethical and
pedagogical approach, as the outcome is improved learning.

It was mentioned earlier that when policy makers use tests as a means for
shaping educational policies they are in fact using test takers as the ammuni-
tion in that battle. Yet, the test takers in most situations, do not benefit
whatsoever from the testing. In all the three tests described in Chapters 8
to 10, the test takers received no feedback that could have been used to
improve their learning. Often students obtain no information and they are
left to speculate on what they did wrong and why they failed or succeeded
on a test. Often students feel that they passed a test successfully and are later
informed that they did not, without ever finding out why. This is a very
unsatisfactory situation when the criteria for success remain hidden from the
test takers. Yet, feedback from tests is the minimum that testers need to
supply to test takers. The feedback should be used to expand and get to
degper insight into learning.

The question, then, is: Flow can tests be used to maximize their role as a
means for obtaining information relevant to the improvement of learning,
while at the same time minimizing their power and control roles?

Especially in situations when tests are used for policy making, testers have
the responsibility to provide test takers with meaningful feedback that can
be constructive in improving their learning. For example, in the reading
comprehension test, there is a lot of information that may be used as fecd-
back, thus giving a score of pass or fail is clearly insufficient in this case.

There is a need, therefore, to rely less on the power of tests and put more
emphasis on the useful information that tests can provide for the improve-
ment of teaching and learning. It is possible, for example, to use tests to supply
decision 1nakers (students, teachers and administrators) with valuable informa-
tion and insights on teaching and learning. The information obtained from
tests, when it is relevant and innovative, can provide evidence ol teachers’
performance, of students’ ability over a whole range of skills, subskills and
dimensions, and of students’ achievement and proficiency on a continuous
basis and in a detailed and diagnostic manner. According to Nitko (1989, 1996)
information that is innovative and meaningful can lead to uiilization. Such
information can be useful for judging students in relation to the expectations
outlined in the curriculum, to determine whether the school as a whole is
performing well in relation to other schools that share the same curricula,
to determine whether the teaching methods and textbooks used are effect-
ive tools for achieving those goals, and to determine whether the goals are
realistic and appropriate. It is the information obtained from tests and its
utilization which should make them valuable and powerful. When decision
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makers realize the value of the information that tests provide, improvement
can result. Information can be utilized properly, especially when teachers -
who are expected to carry out the changes — are involved in the assessment
process, Once conclusions are reached on the basis of this information, it is
possible to align the curriculum with the information and to implement
changes in goals, teaching methods and textbooks. These changes can then
be monitored through repeated administration of tests on an ongoing basis,

Fredriksen and Colling (1989) contend that information obtained from
tests can contribute to improved learning when tests are connected to the
learning that takes place in the classroom. They introduce the notion of
systemic validity to refer to the introduction of tests, together with a whole
set of variables which are part of the learning and instructional system,
Accordingly, the introduction of tests is a dynamic process, in which changes
in the education system take place according to feedback obtained from
tests. In systemic models, a valid test is one that brings about, or induces, an
improvement in the tested skills after a test has been in the education system
for a period of time. Fredriksen and Collins contend that high systemic
validity can only be achieved when a whole set of assessment activities foster
it. They identify such activities as the use of direct tests, practising self-
assessment procedures, repeated testing, feedback on test performance and
multiple levels of success. They claim that the efficiency of current testing
practices is greatly outweighed by the cost of using a system that has low
systemic validity - one that has a negative impact on learning and teaching,
since the goal of testing has to be to support the improvement of learning
and teaching. ‘Thus, tests that are used for the purpose of improving learn-
ing can be effective when they are connected to, and integrated into, other
elements which are part of the education system and not when they are used
in isolation.




Responsibilities of testers

It was argued in Chapter 2 that test takers have blind wrust in, and fear and
respect for, tests. Test takers have a feeling that they are in the hands of the
testers and that tests and testers have total control over them in the testing
situation. They further claim that testers are capable of manipulating situ-
ations over which they, the test takers, have no control. Tt is clear that testers
and those who introduce tests are very powerful.

As was noted in Chapter 15, the symbolic power of those in authority is
not just taken but in fact is granted by those who are subject to that power.
Bourdieu argues that there is an unwritten contract between those in authority,
and those who are subject to the authority, to maintain the power of tests as
it serves both groups. In terms of the subjects, it helps them to maintain social
order, perpetuate their role in society and grant those in authority with
unlimited, almost magical power. Bourdieu (1991: 125-6) writes:

He [the one in power] is what everyone believes him to be because his
reality — whether priest, teacher or minister — is based not on his personal
conviction or pretension . . . but rather on the collective belief, guaranteed
by the institution and made concrete through qualifications and symbols
like stripes, uniforms, and other attributes. The marks of respect, such as
those which consist in addressing people by their tites. .. are so many
repetitions of the inaugural act of institution carried out by a universally
recognized authority and therefore based on comsensus ormnium. They are as
valid oaths of allegiance, proof of recognition on regarding the particular
person to whom they are addressed, but above all regarding the institution
which instituted him . . .

Now, given the uses and misuses of tests (as described in this book)
by those in authority as well as by testers, and the statement that there is no
neutral testing but rather that testing is embedded in political and ideological
ideologies and contexts, what should the role of the tester be?
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Davies (1997) observes that there is a growing feeling among scholars in
testing that challenges the morality of testing both within and from outside
the field. He remarks that in language tests there is a

growing feeling among scholars in langnage testing that challenges as to
the morality of language testing were increasing both within and outside

the field.
(p. 235)

While the growing professionalization of language testing is perceived as a
strength and a major contribution towards a growing sense of ethicality, the
increase in commercial and market forces, as well as the widespread use of
language assessment as an instrument in government policy, may pressure
language testers into dangerous (and unethical) conduct.

(p. 236)

Spolsky (1998: 13) observes a similar phenomenon:

"The real-world desires for easy answers set major ethical challenges to testers
who know the complexity of the task of assessing language proficiency.

Davies (1997: 235), therefore, poses some difficult questions about the ethics
and morality of language testers:

should testing specialists be responsible for decisions beyond test con-
structionf Who decides what is valid? Does professionalism conflict with
(1) public and (2) individual morality?

Language testers, Davies argues, have both professional and moral obligations.
No social science is immune from such criticism, as it becomes less and less
tenable for an academic discipline to allow their researchers the liberty to
make up their own minds as to the conduct and practice of their professional
research.

There is urgent reason therefore both to examine the state of ethics in
academic language testing and language testing research and to encourage
a move towards an explicit statement of good conduct and practice.

{Davies, 1997: 330)

Specifically, he brings up topics which can create such conflicts such as the
relationships with stakeholders, the relationship between bias and fairness,
washback, the politics of gate-keeping and a conflict between fairness and
tace validity. Once testers become aware of misuses of tests in society they
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are faced with serious dilemmas as to their professional roles and respons-
ibilities. Ts the test developer responsible for uses and misuses of tests? What
is the role of the tester once he or she notices misuses? Is the tester’s role at
that point to warn against misuses or actually to take steps such as using
sanctions against misuses? Or perhaps the tester has no responsibility to
worry about the test takers after a test had been handed to the users.

Various perspectives regarding the responsibility of the tester will be
explored in this chapter. Yet, there is a need first to define ‘the tester’. Such
a definition is needed as it relates directly to who is responsible,

Defining the Ianguage tester

While throughout the book references are made to ‘the tester’ or to ‘the
language tester’, this is not a monolithic concept. Is the tester the person
who writes the questions and tasks of the test? Or perhaps it is the policy
maker who makes the decision to introduce a test to a system? Is it a govern-
ment agency which funds the tcstmg operation? Or is it the principal who
decides to administer the test in his or her school? Is it the researcher who
writes the test? Or is it the researcher who administers the test in order to
obtain information to answer some important research questions? Is it the
classroom teacher who writes a test and administers it to his or her students?
Or do the parents put pressure on school systems to have their children
tested by a standardized test?

The answer probably lies in all of the above, and more. A tester may be
anyone who is involved with the test in any form — writing test items, com-
puting the test statistics, the researcher, the test designers. “The tester’, then,
refers to all those who take part in the decisions and actions to make the
testing event, or the testing experience, happen. ‘These include policy makers,
researchers, question writers, stadsticians, groups that pay for the test,
language supervisors who make a decision to administer the tests, parents
who support or motivate the introduction of tests, or even presidents who
believe that tests will save their nations. ‘A tester’ then is all those who have
made some contribution to the act of testing; therefore they all have some
responsibility to society.

This view is in line with Hamp-Lyons (1997: 298) who noted that it is not
just the test developer who has responsibility but other bodies who take part
in the introduction of the tests:

it is not only test developers whose work has ‘impact’; it is also testing
agencies who make policy and economic decisions about the kinds of testing
to support and the kinds that will not be supported; it is textbook publishers,
who make economic decisions about the kinds of textbooks teachers and -
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parents will buy to ‘ensure’ their children are ready for the test; it is school
districts, boards and ministries of education, and national or fedesal govern-
ments who bow to pressure to account for the progress of pupils and the
value added effect of education.

The responsibilities of the tester: five views

Now that the different bodies that represent ‘the tester’ have been identified,
the specific responsibilities of the tester will be discussed.

(a) Ethical perspective

Davies argues for an ethical perspective of professional morality which is
defined as a contract for the profession and the individual with the public,
thereby safeguarding all three. Yet, such a contract cannot take place without
clear dileminas, such as ensuring a balance between a professional ethical
code and the individual moral conscience and even raising questions about
the right of the profession to exist. At the same time he argues for a limit on
what is achievable in terms of responsibility of consequences:

the apparent open-ended offer of consequential validity goes too far. I
maintain that it is not possible for a tester as a member of a profession to
take account of all possible social consequences. What can be done is the
internal {technical) bias analysis and a willingness to be accountable for a
test’s fairness. In other words, limited and predictable social consequences
we can take account and regard ourselves as responsible for.

(Davies, 1997: 336)

(b) Making others aware

Another view, not necessarily in contradiction to the first, is that the only
responsibility a tester has with regard to the use of tests is to pofnt out to
society the intentions, effects and consequences of tests. Accordingly, the
role of the tester is to collect data about dimensions and aspects of use and
make this information known and accessible to the users and the public at
large. Such a view follows Foucault (1991: 12) in Remarks on Marx with
regard to the role of the intellectual in the society:

The role of the intellectual does not consist in telling others what they
must do. What right would they have to do that? . .. The job of an intel-
lectual does not consist in molding the political will of others but rather o
challenge the way we think. ... There is always something ludicrous in
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philosophical discourse when it tries, from the outside, to dictate to others
. . . 2
to tell them where their trath is and how to find it. . ..

Spolsky (1998) notes that the danger of tests comes in their misuses, and
that misuse is made more likely by our failure to continue to publicize their
inevitable uncertainty, and by our slowness to study and incorporate into our
work the user’s perspective.

(¢) All consequences

A different view is expressed by Hamp-Lyons (1997: 302) who argues that
the role of the tester is broader and that the tester needs to accept respons-
ibility for all consequences of which he or she is aware:

"The responsibility of the language testers is clear: we must accept respons-
ibility for all those consequences which we are aware of. Furthermore,
there needs to be a set of conditions and parameters inside which we are
sure of the consequences of our work and we need to develop a conscious
agenda to push outward the boundaries of our knowledge of the con-
sequences of langnage tests and their practices.

(d) Impose sanctions

Yet another view is that the responsibility of the tester is not simply to
collect data on intentions and effects and make the public aware of such
findings, but alsu to imposc sanctions, punish and forbid the use of tests
which are misused and punish those who violate the standard of correct
testing practices. ‘This argument views the tester as responsible to the prod-
uct, and the tester therefore has the obligation to forbid its use when it is
found to be defective. According to this argument, constructing a test is
identical to the manufacturing of other products in society. It is similar, for
example, to the responsibility of a manufacturer in designing a defective car,
a poisonous drug or engaging in malpractice. In these sitvations it is under-
stood that the manufacturer has a responsibility to generate a high-level
product, and failing to do so results in a penalty for damaged outcomes.

(e) Shared responsibility and shared discourse

A different view follows the notion of shared responsibility ~ the respons-
ibilities for good conduct are in the hands of all those who are involved in
the testing process. In Chapter 17 it was proposed that there is a need to
change the balance of power with regard to tests. The testers have previously
had the authority of testing while the test takers were the passive objects, but
calls are currently being made to change the balance of power by having the
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testers and test takers, and others who are involved in the process, share this
authority. According to this view, shared authority also implies shared respons-
ibilities. This view is based on the notion that testers need to admit that
their knowledge is limited, that measuring knowledge by a single test admin-
istered by testing bodies cannot cover all domains of knowledge, and that
the testers do not have all the answers when undertaking assessment. Thus,
testers and test takers should engage in a mutually constructive effort, work-
ing together in constructing the meaning of knowledge. The responsibility
of testers then, is to admit the limitations of their profession and construct
knowledge in a responsible way, by working together with a number of groups
of users who accumulate evidence of the knowledge that is being assessed.
The responsibility also means using a variety of critical testing methods,
such as those presented in Chapter 16 in discussing critical testing. Specifically,
here it implies the need to be critical about tests and their uses, to collect
data on the effects and consequences of tests, to warn against misuses, and to
protect all those involved in the acts of testing — testers as well as test takers.
Tt should be viewed as the responsibility of all to work for better instruments
and uses of tests and to warrant against misuses.

Madaus (1990) claims that there is a need for people from outside the
testing comumunity to address the social, technical and value issues associated
with testing. Specifically, he notes that this suggestion is not limited to the
involvernent of scientists or technicians from other communities but rather
to extend it to the wider non-technical communities.

Thus, the responsibility for collecting data about the quality of the instru-
ments as well as their uses is not only the responsibility of the testers but
also of those with whom the tests are used and on whom the tests have an
effect (intended or not). These include test takers as well as others who are
responsible for civil and fair behaviour in society, e.g. courts and human
rights groups. Although it is expected that testers will carry out some of this
research, they are clearly less motivated to do so as often the results of their
studies are not trusted. It is often noticed that there is low trust on the part
of the public with regard to research conducted by companies that also
develop and market tests, in a similar way that chere is low trust in research
conducted by profit-making drug companies on the drugs they produce.
Clearly, research is trusted more when it is performed by independent groups.
Thus, it is recommended that research on consequences should be per-
formed by test takers, human rights activists and others in the society who
are affected by test results. After all it is the role of society to defend itself
from powerful institutions. It is therefore only logical that others, not only
the testers, should be motivated to carry out research in order to defend
themselves. After all, it is not expected that those who develop tests will be
the sole bodies to carry out that research and examine its consequences.

It is therefore suggested here that research on the use of tests should be
conducted in collaboration with other stakeholders. It is essential that testers
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co-operate with experts not involved in testing and acquaint all those con-
cerned with tests and their use with the vocabulary of testing. This process
will enable others to enter the discourse without being dismissed as naive,
thus improving communication between groups and having more people
outside the testing community address the social and technical values of
testing. This is also related to the need for shared discourse and for specify-
ing the type of information that needs to be collected.

A related issue to the shared responsibility is the shared discourse. Madaus
(in press: 6) notes that there has been a tense relationship between the test-
ing comumunity and lay people:

Tt is certainly true that a gulf has developed between the testing commun-
ity and others. In testing as in other technological areas, ‘there is almost
no middle ground of rational discourse, no available common langunage
with which persons of differing backgrounds can discuss matters of tech-
nology in thoughtful, critical terms . . .’

(Winner, 1986, p. 11)

Madaus therefore claims that an additional responsibility of testers is to
acquaint all groups who have concerns about tests and their use with the
techniques and vocabulary of the testing community so that they can enter
into the discourse without being dismissed as naive. There is a need

to improve communication between groups, words in the common lexicon
that have been appropriated and narrowed by the testing fraternity need to
be abandoned so that we no longer talk on parallel hon-intersecting tracks.

(- 7)

SRRt S R

The type of infﬁn)mr%étion ﬁéeded

Adopting any of the above views regarding the types of responsibilities —
whether it is to make the public aware of the sanction, or the shared respons-
ibility — requires the collection of data about the use of tests. Thus, a rel-
evant issue concerns the types of data that need to be collected,

As was argued in Chapter 1, traditional testing does not focus on the uses
and consequences of tests, yet it should be clear by now that such informa-
tion is crucial for upgrading the quality of tests. "Thus, the responsibility of
the tester is to collect data about the quality of the instrument — the types of
reliability and validity relevant for the different users and adopted to differ-
ent needs. This also includes the use of multiple ways of disseminating
information, including scores such as diagnostic information, comparisons,
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profiles, verbal descriptors, narratives, progress profiles, interpretive sum-
maries and more. Tt also includes information about the use of a test, such as
intentions and rationales for introducing the test, long- and short-term effects
on test takers, education and society, and other relevant information regard-
ing the consequences of the test.

Professional morality

Davies brings up the topic of professional morality, which relates to the
moral and ethical concerns that testers face once the field of testing encompass
the use and consequences of tests.

Davies (1997: 328) notes the need for professional morality in addition to
public and individual moralities. The testing profession, he claims, establishes
contracts with the public but at the same time must protect its members. He
quotes House (1990), claiming that ‘ethics are the rules or standards of right
conduct or practice, especially the standards of a profession’. Thus, he claims,
it is important for all stakeholders, both inside and outside the institutions,
that professional standards of behaviour are stated explicitly, so that stake-
holders know what is meant by right conduct and practice, and therefore
what can and cannot be expected.

Following critical theorists in other social sciences, critical applied lin-
guists have been asking questions about the ethics of applied linguistics
and whether an ideologically neutral study of applied linguistics is possibie.
And where critical applied linguistics goes, critical language testing follows.
There is urgent reason thercfore both to examine the state of ethics in
academic language testing and language testing research and to encourage
a move towards explicit statement of good conduct or practice.

{Davies, 1997: 328-9)

Davies justifies the need for professional morality and provides examples of
the type of issues of which it can focus;

professional morality . .. provides a contract for the profession and the
individual with the public, thereby safeguarding all three. Professional
research of a social nature is likely to state the profession’s ethical position on
issues having to do with informed consent, a taboo on invasions of privacy,
confidentiality, precautions against injury, and distress, covert methods of
conducting research, and agreeing on conventions for writing and publishing.

(p. 333)
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On the other hand, Davies notes that members of the profession need
protection as well, clearly without reaching overprotection {especially the
kind that can be associated with an incestuous concern for the protection of
members of the profession, by avoiding and covering up complaints and
offences to avoid legal actions in a climate of increasing litigation). After all,
there have already been cases, and surely there will be more, when public
assessment provides for potential complaints and legal actions because of the
use of assessment in selection and certification. Those excluded or rejected
often believe that the methods of assessment used were not valid and were,
therefore, wrongly excluded or rejected. Thus, safeguards for professional
practitioners are needed.

Standards for professional behaviour

One strategy of focusing on these issues is by developing standards of ‘pro-
fessional behaviours’ which are expected to protect hoth the tester as well as
the test taker.

Nevo and Shohamy (1986) introduced an adaptation they made of the
Standards for Foaluation of Educational Programs, Projects and Materials (1981).
These standards had been developed over a number of years by the Joint
Committee on Standards for Educational Evaluation, made up of members
from the AERA, the APA, the NCME and nine other organizations. They
were designed to give guidance to professionals involved in the evaluadon
of educational programmes, and it was hoped that the establishment of a
common set of principles would help to upgrade the practice of educational
evaluation. 'The Joint Committee developed a set of 30 standards, divided
into four headings: ‘utility standards’, ‘feasibility standards’, ‘properiety stand-
ards’ and ‘accuracy standards’. Alderson, Clapham and Wall (1995: 251) note
the unique dimension of these standards:

these standards show a stronger interest in the context of the testing situ-
ation and how the public views the test itself; the reports; and the effect of
the test on the candidates, education and society. The political viability of
a test (C-2; Testing is planned and conducted with anticipation of the differ-
ent positions of various interest groups, so that their cooperation imay be
obtained) is an issue which does not appear in other sets of testing standards.

Nevo and Shohamy (1986) extended these standards to testing methods.
From the Joint Committee’s original 30 standards they produced a list of 23
that they suggested were suitable for testing methods. All the standards were
re-worded so that they would apply to test methods rather than to evaluation
programmes. The standards were organized as follows:
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1. Utility standards  The utility standards ave intended to ensuve that 4 testing
method will serve the practical information needs of given audiences.

Utility assures that a test serves the practical information needs of a
given audience; for example, it is concerned with the impact that tests
may have on instruction and learning in the classroom, such as backwash
effects. Also included are other wtility factors such as finding the best
ways for training testers and raters and for presenting test results. They
are also concerned with tester credibility, information scope, justified
criteria, report clarity, dissemination timelines and impact.

2. Accuracy standards The accuracy standards ave intended ‘to ensure that a
testing method will veveal and convey technically adequate information on the
educational achievement of those that ave being tested’.

Thus accuracy assures that the test represents reliable and valid meas-
urements, testing conditions, data analysis and objective reporting.

3. TFeasibility standards Feasibility standards ave intended ‘to ensure that a
testing method will be vealistic, prudent and frugal’.

Feasibility relates to whether tests are feasible to administer within
different contexts, whether they are conducted with the support of certain
politcal groups, whether they produce information of sufficient value to
justify their costs, and whether it is practical to train people to conduct
such tests.

4. Fairness standards These are intended ‘to ensure that a testing method
is conducted legally, ethically, and with due vegard to the welfave of tested indi-
vidnals as well as those affected by test vesults’.

Tairness relates to whether the tests are conducted legally and ethic-
ally, as well as with care for the welfare of the respondents. Included are
questions on whether the tests are based on materials that examinees are
expected to know, if they are conducted so that the rights and welfare of
hurnan subjects are respected, if they are conducted fairly with regard to
the strength and weaknesses of the individuals tested, and if test takers
have a positive attitude towards the tests.

Nevo and Shohamy also note that each of these clements can be viewed
as another dimension within the broader view of test validation. They tried
the standards out on relevant professionals. They asked two groups to study
the standards and use them to rank four alternative testing methods which
were being considered for a new national matriculation examination. The
first group consisted of policy makers who were supposed to make the
final decision about which of the testing methods would be included in the
new examination; the second group consisted of testing experts attending a
language-testing conference. They also designed a sample test which contained
all four of the testing methods under consideration. This was administered
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to 1,000 students to find out how the test performed in the real world, and
also to provide a basis for assessing whether several of the new testing stand-
ards could be used to evaluate such testing methods.

It is important to note that Alderson and colleagunes claim that not.enough
attention was paid in the adaptation to the political aspects of the original
standard and that in the original document it was stated that:

The evalnation should be planned and conducted with anticipation of the
different position of various interest groups, so that their cooperation may
be obtained, and that possible attempts by any of these groups to curtail
evaluation operations or to bias or misapply the results can be averted or
counteracted.

(Alderson, Clapham and Wall, 1995: 56)

Thus, the original standards can be adapted to testing as well, by referring
to the use of tests as political weapons and by ensuring that testers are aware
of all the possible ways in which their tests can be misused so that they can
pre-empt any wrongdoing. They specifically focus on a distinction with
regard to the misuse of tests: whether misuse is as the result of ignorance or
carelessness, or whether the parties may deliberately misuse information in
the way that was implied in the standard above.

In making decisions about the quality of tests, consideration must be
given to a whole sct of validation questions, which are related not only to
accuracy but also to test utility, feasibility and fairness, Empirical data need
to be collected an each aspect of the test. Thus, there is more than one way
to examine a test: different criteria and standards, such as those listed above,
are needed to provide answers relating to the quality of tests.

ILTA codes of ethics

In the past few years a number of efforts have been taking place to promote
the use of codes of practice in order to professionalize the field. These codes
give guidance on how to act responsibly. Codes of ethics commonly cover
such areas as the professional’s role in society with regard to integrity, con-
flicts of interest, diligence and due care, confidentiality, and communication
with clients and the public (Nitko, 1996). Recently there has been a growing
awareness of the need for a code of practice for language testers that will
consider not only the traits of the test but also its uses and consequences.
Appendix A displays the Code of Ethics that was developed by the Interna-
tonal Language Testing Association (IL'TA} and adopted in March 2000 in
Vancouver.
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Rights of test takers

The issue of the ‘rights of test takers’ is relatively new; in the past and to a
large extent at present, test takers have simply had no rights. In fact, as was
noted in Chapter 1, the test taker in traditional testing was not of major
concern, and was viewed mostly as a black box. The test taker was important
only insofar as computing the psychometric traits of the test. It was under-
stood that there was specific knowledge that the test taker should have, but
that the body of knowledge was defined by those who wrote the tests and
that the test taker was expected to comply with their decision.

Yet, as described in Chapter 2, test takers are the true victims of tests.
They suffer badly from tests in this unequal power relationship between the
test as an organization and the demands put on test takers. It is clear that
those who are affected by the test results do not have the right to pursue or
try to understand the inside secrets of tests.

It is being argued (Lo, 1997) that in the case of the English language, the
combination of the power of English with the power of the test creates a
situation whereby the test takers are in a powerless situation:

the lack of power students have in this examination, together with the
dominance of English in IHong Kong society and thus the importance of
this particular exam, places students in positions where they are unlikely to
challenge these roles or messages.

(p- 33

Yet, it is very rare that a test taker .could protest, complain or claim that
the test did not fit his or her knowledge or that he or she was not expected
to master that knowledge. It has been understood that the test taker has to
manipulate his or her knowledge by complying with the test. It is clear that
testing was, and still is, a very specialized area that requires specialized
expertise to be able to criticize or protest about its structure or results. As
was noted, the public had blind trust in tests. It is considered a scientific area
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that requires particular knowledge and expertise. Clearly, the authority of
tests has been accepted, with no questions asked.

A major feature of the power of tests is the fact that tests are administered
by powerful institutions. Thus, in the interaction between a tester and 2 test
taker it is the tester who has the power, the tester who makes all the import-
ant decisions — what to test, how to administer the test, how to score and
rate it and how to deliver the results. The only numbers the test taker can
refer to are those provided by the tester, and these can only be challenged if
one has counter numbers, which are generally impossible to obtain. In such
situations it is difficult to see how the powerless individual will have the
courage and strength to protest and demand any rights.

Hanson (1993: 19) notes that:

In nearly all cases test givers are organizations, while test takers are indi-
viduals. Test-giving agencies use tests for the purpose of making decisions
or taking actions with reference to test takers — if they are to pass a course,
receive a certificate, be admitted to college, receive a fellowship, get a job
or promotion, That, together with the fact that organizations are more
powerful than individuals, means that the testing sitvation nearly always
places test givers in a position of power over test takers.

Furthermore, it is the tester who determines the information and the
knowledge, that will be included in tests, and the information the test taker
needs to comply with. It is a built-in system through which the testing
organization — whether it is a school, education system, government or
industry — has total control over that knowledge, which is non-negotiable
and can provide a mechanism for continuous control over information and
power. The knowledge included in tests is determined unequally and is
dictated by those who plan and write the tests. It is this knowledge that can
control, monitor and block the entrance of those who are not part of that
knowledge.

Lo (1997) shows that the lack of power of the students in Hong Kong
with regard to the English graduating test, together with the dominance of
the English language in Hong Kong society, grants the test so much power
that the students are placed in positions where they are unlikely to challenge
these roles or messages. In her analysis, she also shows that the inferior place
of the test taker on the test can already be noticed from the type of discourse
and genres used in the instructions. These are written in a way that clearly
shows that the test taker is looked down upon and is even placed in a con-
frontational situation with the Examination Authority. Students are described
in the instruction as careless, lacking ideas and awareness and having ‘prob-
lems’, out of control and childish {pp. 39-40).

Thus, resentment of tests, in most cases, requires a lot of courage on the
part of test takers to battle powerful testing organizations, especially in a
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high-stake test when results are so detrimental. This explains why individual
test takers rarely appeal. There is a feeling on the part of individuals that
there is just too much to lose.

Yet the growing involvement of the public in education in the past decade,
and the increased power to litigate in a2 number of areas, has been extended
to the area of testing as well. It is now realized by the public that while they
may not know the statistical techniques for analysing tests, it is the uses of
tests that count. It is therefore not uncommeon to encounter situations where
parents are resentful of tests and run campaigns to abolish them or to use
them differently (Lynch, 1997).

‘There have been a number of court cases secking legal redress for real
and/or perceived violations of rights and this in turn brings testing pro-
grammes to the court. Notable among legal issues are race or gender dis-
crimination, unfairness and the violadon of due process such as failure to
give sufficient notice for a test or failure to give opportunities for hearings
and appeals. Among the educational testing practices brought to court are
minimum competence, teacher certification tests designed to control who is
allowed to teach in a state, and college admissions testing. The most well-
known case is that of Debra P et al. v. Turlington (1979, 1981) which challenged
Florida’s minimum competency test.

T

What are the rights of the test takers?

The ‘test taker’ is defined here in a broader perspective rather than the
individual who is taking the test. It is perceived as all those who are affected
by the test results — for good or for bad. Thus, it includes the person who is
actually taking the test, the teacher whose students are being tested, the prin-
cipal whose school is being tested, and the parents whose children are taking
a test. The common factor with all these groups is that they are affected by
the results of the test in some way or another.

As was noted in Chapter 15, test takers are encouraged to develop a
critical view of tests and to question their uses. It is therefore claimed that it
is the right of test takers to question the test results and methods, in situa-
tions where there is a feeling that the rights of the tester were violated. They
may have been tested on unfamiliar material, using unfamiliar methods, and
especially in situations when the test results were being used for purposes
for which they were not intended. Testers, it is believed, should also have
the right to refuse to be tested. Valdes and Figueroa (1996) claim that since
the information obtained from tests used for bilinguals are uninterpretable,
they propose to abolish all testing of citcumstantial bilingual persons when
such tests are used to select, certify, or guide interventions for individuals. Tt
is realized, however, that this is a long process, given the present power of
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tests, which is in the hands of powerful institutions. Whether these are
testing organizations, schools or teachers, it is difficult for the individuals to
question and protest. A strategy that is recommended is the establishment of
advocacy groups, the role of which is to protect test takers from powerful
organizations. This is no different to malpractice as a result of bad medical
treatment.

Punch (1994) brings up three aspects of what constitutes unethical or
immoral outcomes of tests with regard to the test taker — consent, deception,
and privacy and confidentiality.

»  Consent refers to the individual’s right to have a choice whether to be
tested or not. It involves whether test takers have been clearly told that
they are being tested, what they are being tested for and what will be
done with the results of the testing.

*  Decepiion refers to the notion of whether it is morally deceptive to have
an individual engaged in an activity that he or she cannot clearly see as
being directly related to the ability supposedly being tested. Thus, should
the tester supply the test taker with information or practice sessions as to
this unfamiliar method. Can the distractors in multiple-choice test format
be thought of as deceptive by definition? '

*  Privacy and confidentiality refers to whether test takers are harmed by
reporting results from a test that puts them at a certain place, that denies
them entrance, that prevents them from accessing social and economic
resources? Lynch stresses here that it is not the act of testing that is to
blame, but certain realities in society call for selection based on merits
and tests are efficient tools for such selection.

Test decisions/consequences and fairness

These terms refer to the difficulty of deciding what constitutes fairness. While
decisions may be based on equal opportunities and conditions of testing,
they do not imply that all test takers had equal opportunities to obtain an
equal education. The rights of test takers can therefore be violated by having
different educational backgrounds and, thus, the imposition of tests that are
based on one type of knowledge, decided by some groups, is in violation of
the rights of those test takers who come from different backgrounds.

R Z Ea U R et

Solifciéns

Some of the solutions to these dilemmas are suggested here. With regard
to consent, a test taker should be given the right to be tested and the right to
refuse to be tested. There should also be honesty with regard to the purpose
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of the test, its practice and methods. Next, a test taker should be granted the
possibility of being assessed by an alternative method other than the tradi-
tional ‘test-only” system. Such information can be used as counter evidence
against decisions based on tests only, In addition, as was argued in Chap-
ter 18, there is a need for sharing the power of tests by training the public in
testing methods, in the testing process and in the rights of tost takers. Testing
cannot remain a field that belongs only to testers but rather test takers and
the public at large need to be part of the discussion.

Two examples of a Code of Practice are displayed in Appendix B; they
were drafted by parents in Australia and are similar to a Bill of Rights which
attempts to define the rights of test takers and thus to protect them from the
power of tests.
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Epilogue

"Tests have become tools which, in the name of objectivity, have created and
perpetuated new subjective powers, and defined and dictated society’s knowl-
edge by building on the fear and trust of the public who are affected by their
results. Tests have become tools which are used to perpetuate power and
control, to screen and keep out those who are not part of the mainstream
knowledge. Thus tests, originally developed for democratizing purposes, have

become authoritative and centralized tools which are being manipulated in .

the hands of ‘a few’.

This is perpetuated by the symbolic values of tests in most modern soci-
eties. Tests have become symbols of quality, standards, achievements and high-
level order. Tests are being viewed as the equivalent to all of these terms; if
there are tests then automatically one gains quality, standards and achieve-
ments. The rhetoric of testing is the key to public attention. Is there anyone
who will object to high standards, to high quality and to achievements? What
the public are not being told is that setting goals per se is no guarantee that
they will be reached, and that there is a big gap between the two.

"Tests are in the midst of a number of competing batiles:

* Between the need of central agencies for control, and the desire for
individual freedom.

* Between the urge of groups for a common unifying knowledge, and open
and creative knowledge.

* Between a monolingual, one language for all, and multilingual tolerance.
Between the public need for symbolic devices of social order, and the
individual and group needs for personal expressions and freedom.

* Between increased control in growing technological societies, and fluid
and relative knowledge.

* Between resentment of control by centralized agencies, and the need for
control in order to maintain status and social order.

* Between practical concerns and ideological forces.
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There are, therefore, different views with regard to the current state and
future prospects of tests.

On the one hand, there are those who believe that the testing era is over,
that there is no room for such authoritative tools in post-modern, multicultural
societies where knowledge is relative and finid, and where groups - linguistie
and others — demand legitimacy, respect, identity and rights. Valdes and
Figueroa (1996) argue for a radical yet equitable proposal in the context of
bilingual testing. They propose a declaration of a national moratorinin and
suspension of all testing of circumstantial bilingual persons when such test-
ing involves decision making about individuals. They claim that tests pro-
vide uninterpretable information and have far-reaching implications for these
individuals in selection, certification, or any interventions. Instruments which
are based on the standardization of an entire population — of all people,
using the same criteria — pose major obstacles to self-expression. This view is
reinforced nowadays when it is public knowledge that tests cannot measure
knowledge accurately, and are misused and abused by authoritative powers
for promoting agendas and maintaining the power of élites.

On the other hand, there are those who hold contrary views. They believe
that tests will and should continue to exist — and have more power and
control than ever. After all, tests can be the most beneficial tools for oppos-
ing those who demand to share power and to legitimize multicultural post-
modern agendas. For example, it may be easy to fight the proponents of
Ebonic with standardized English tests. Similarly, it is possible to fight
bilingual education by introducing uniform English tests as the criterion for
entrance and acceptance as part of the ‘English Only’ agenda.

Broadfoot is even more far reaching in her view of the futurc of tests.
She argues that it is the combination of technology and bureaucracy that
will enable central groups to further increase their power as they

move[s] away from overtly political judgments about educational palicy in
favor of a technocratic ideology which legidmizes policy decisions in terms
of an objective, rational process of decision making leading to the grow-
ing powerlessness of the individual to resist the effects of an increasingly
intrusive state machinery.

(Broadfoot, 1996: 217-18)

Yet, there is another view, which claims that tests are here to stay but in
different shapes and forms. Such a view builds on the true power of tests —
that of offering pedagogical benefits in a form of feedback, leading to more
effective learning and teaching. This means that tests, as well as other assess~
ment procedures, can be used not only for beneficial and constructive purposes
but also to guard against central bodies and avthoritative agencies who seek
ways to use tests in unethical and undemocratic ways for power and control.
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"Tests have grown from being a ‘means to an end’ into being an end in
themselves, from being the instrumental ideology to being the expressive
ideology. It is therefore important not to be naive and to realize that none of
these suggested models offers a real solution. There will always be those who
will attempt to retain their dominance by continuing to use tests as part of the
ongoing power struggle between individuals and groups and by using terms
such as ‘standards’, ‘quality’, ‘indicators’ and other symbols of social order.

Madaus (1990) states that he does not see an end in sight to the rule of
testing. "Testing has become a defining technology capable of promoting as
well as diminishing values. Moreover, it is a way by which people explain
themselves to others. He notes that testing has achieved so much momentum
and power that our society could experience grave difficulty if it were abol-
ished. It is accepted without thought and is seen by society as a solution to
a problem. The idea that a new test can reform schools and restore com-
petitiveness is a technological fix which diverts attention from systemic prob-
lems in education. The danger, Madaus further claims, is that technological
consciousness can lead to a neglect of moral, aesthetic and artstic conscious-
ness. Fle makes an appeal to evaluate tests, as we should evaluate all import~
ant technologies; not only for their contribution to burcaucratic goals of
efficiency, competitiveness and productivity, but also for the ways in which
they can promote specific values and social relations, and diminish others.

‘The message conveyed in this book should not be interpreted in anarch-
istic terms. It is not a call for the abolishment of tests altogether; rather, it is
a call for the practice of quality tests which, in the terms of this book, imply
also the practice of democratic testing. Such testing requires shared authority,
collahoration, involvement of different stakeholders — test takers included ~
as well as meeting the various criteria of validity. Following such procedures
will lead to responsible testing. In simple terms this means: ‘Do it, but do it
with care’. Along with that there is a need for continuous examination of the
quality of tests, for in-depth insight into how they are used, for the public
exposure of misuses and for the awareness of the public as to the motivations
for, harm and consequences of tests, The cost of this approach is high -
it takes more time, it involves more people, it requires greater resources. It
requires compromise as all democratic practices do. Buy, if tests are so central,
yet they pose such strong potential for misuses, the cost is worth paying.

This is the challenge that testers need to face. Specifically:

* How can such testing practices be carried out?

¢ What are some of new methodologies that have to be developed in order
to follow such practices?

* How can more democratic testing be pursued and, at the same time,
guard the validity of the tests?

¢ How can test users be convinced not to use tests that do not meet such
requirements?
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For testers who now realize that the products they create are the means for
such struggles, this poses a threat to the ethicality of the profession. Testers,
therefore, must become engaged in the discussion. They must assume an active
role in following the consequences and uses of tests, help to guard against
misuses, and offer assessment tnodels which are more educational, demo-
cratic, ethical, yet at the same time valid. There is ample evidence that tests
are not neutral tools and, as such, testers cannot remnove themselves from a
test’s intentions, effects and consequences. Therefore, they must also reject
the notion of neutral and objective testing and offer alternative models of
assessment to fight such uses. Pretending that tests are neutral aflows those
in power to misuse them. Testers must realize that much of the strength of
tests lies not only their technical quality but in their use in social and polit-
ical dimensions. Studies of the use of tests, as part of test validation on an
ongoing basis, are essential for the integrity of the profession. The unique
trait of lenguage testers (as opposed to general testers) is their expertise in
the subject matter — language learning. As such, they can become agents
capable of bridging language learning, language testing and language use.
Responsibly used, tests are an important source of information.

It is important for policy makers as well as for the public to pay attention
to the values that testing promotes and those that it diminishes. Attention
must also be given to such values as ethicality, equity and fairness.

A focus on the language-testing policies of nations as well as of education
systems should also be of special concern to those working in the area of
langnage policy. Research of the language-testing policies of countries and
systems can provide a rich source for understanding of de facto language
policies of nations and systems — beyond intentions, nice words and politic-
ally correct documents. The extent to which language-testing policies actu-
ally reflect language policies is an area that calls for research which can
provide indications as to the validity of language policies.

As was shown in this book, language tests — like languages — provide
a reflection, a mirror, of the complexities and power struggles of society.
They lie at the crossroads of many conflicts and therefore should be studied,
protected and guarded as part of the process of preserving and perpetnating
democratic cultures, values and ethics, as well as the quality of learning. Tt is
an important challenge for language testers, applied linguists and policy
researchers in the years to come.
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