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4. Informal trialling of items on expert speakers
	 Items which have been through the process of moderation should 

be presented in the form of a test (or tests) to a number of expert 
speakers – twenty or more, if possible. There is no need to do this 
formally; the ‘test’ can be taken in the participants’ own time. The expert 
speakers should be similar to the people for whom the test is being 
developed, in terms of age, education and general background. There 
is no need for them to be specialists in language or testing. Indeed, it is 
preferable that they should not be, since ‘experts’ are unlikely to behave 
in the same way as naïve test-takers.

	 Items that prove difficult for the expert speakers almost certainly 
need revision or replacement. So do items where unexpected or 
inappropriate responses are provided. Of course, people taking a test on 
their own language will have lapses of attention. Where these can be 
recognised, the responses should not count against the item.

5. �Trialling of the test on a group of non-expert 
speakers similar to those for whom the test 
is intended

	 Those items that have survived moderation and informal trialling 
on expert speakers should be put together into a test, which is then 
administered under test conditions to a group similar to that for which 
the test is intended4. Problems in administration and scoring are noted.

	 It has to be accepted that, for a number of reasons, trialling of this kind 
is often not feasible. In some situations a group for trialling may simply 
not be available. In other situations, although a suitable group exists, 
it may be thought that the security of the test might be put at risk. It 
is often the case, therefore, that faults in a test are discovered only 
after it has been administered to the target group. Unless it is intended 
that no part of the test should be used again, it is worthwhile noting 
problems that become apparent during administration and scoring, and 
afterwards carrying out statistical analysis of the kind referred to below 
and treated more fully in Chapter 19.

4. If there are too many items for one group to take in a single sitting, more than one form 
of the test can be constructed, with each form containing a subset of items common to both 
(known as anchor items). Using performance on the common anchor items as a basis for 
comparison, it is possible to put the other items on the same difficulty scale. If this is not 
done, differences in ability between the groups will mean that the difficulty levels of items 
taken by one group will not be directly comparable with the difficulty levels of items taken by 
another group. See Chapter 19 for statistical treatment of results when anchor items are used.

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009024723.007
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elements that apply to their own situation. There will be some points 
where perhaps more detail is called for; others where additional elements 
are needed. There is certainly no reason to feel limited to this particular 
framework or its content, but all in all these specifications should provide 
a good starting point for many testing purposes. For the same reason, 
further examples of specifications are given in the following chapters.

A second example, this time much more restricted, concerns the writing 
component of a test of English for academic purposes with which one 
of us was associated. The purpose of the test was to discover whether a 
student’s written English was adequate for study through the medium 
of English at a particular overseas university. An analysis of needs had 
revealed that the most important uses of written English were for the 
purpose of taking notes in lectures and the writing of examination answers 
up to two paragraphs in length. The first of these tasks was integrated 
into the listening component of the test. This left the examination 
answers. An analysis of examination questions in the university revealed 
that students were required to describe, explain, compare and contrast, 
and argue for and against a position. Because in that university the 
first-year undergraduate course is very general (all students study arts, 
science and social science subjects), almost all reasonably academic 
topics were appropriate. The addressees were university lecturers – both 
expert speakers and non-expert speakers of English. Using the suggested 
framework, we can describe the relevant tasks quite succinctly:

Operations

Describe, explain, compare and contrast, argue for and against a position.

Types of text

Examination answers up to two paragraphs in length.

Addressees of texts

Expert speaker and non-expert speaker university lecturers.

Topics

Any capable of academic treatment. Not specialist. Relevant to the test-
takers.

Dialect and style

Any standard variety of English (e.g. American, British) or a mixture of 
these. Formal style.

Length of texts

About one page.

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009024723.009
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Communicative competence
Roever and Kasper (2018) argue for interactional competence to be 
incorporated into speaking assessment. Roever (2011) reviews existing tests 
of pragmatic competence and makes suggestions for future pragmatics 
tests. Youn (2015) investigates the effectiveness of role play activities in 
assessing pragmatic competence.

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009024723.010
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READER ACTIVITIES 

1.	 Construct items to test the following:

	 •	 Conditional: If … had … … would have … .

	 •	 Comparison of equality.

	 •	 Relative pronoun whose.

	 •	 Past continuous: … was -ing, when … .

	 Which of the techniques suggested in the chapter suits each structure 
best? Can you say why?

2.	 Can you see anything wrong with the following multiple choice items 
taken from tests written by teachers (use the checklist given as Table 2 in 
Chapter 7). If so, what? Try to improve them.

	 a.	 I said to my friend ‘  be stupid.’ 

		  Isn’t      Aren’t      Didn’t      Don’t be

	 b.	 What  you do, if your car broke down?

		  must      did      shall

	 c.	 You are too thin. You should eat  

		  many        more        a few

	 d.	 I’m sorry that the child saw the accident.

		  – I don’t think it matters. He soon  it.

		  is forgetting      forgets      will forget      will be forgetting

	 e.	 People  in their reaction to the same stimulus. 

		  replace       vary      upset      very

3.	 Produce three vocabulary tests by writing three items for each of the 
following words. One set of items should be multiple choice without context; 
one set should be multiple choice with context; the third set should be gap 
filling. Give each test to a different (but comparable) group of students. 
Compare performance on items testing the same word. Can differences of 
performance be attributed to a difference in technique?

beard sigh bench deaf genial

tickle weep greedy mellow callow

	 (If the words are inappropriate for your students, replace them with others.)

4.	 Connotation and collocation are notoriously difficult to test but they 
could well form part of the non-testing assessment of vocabulary (see 
Chapter 16). How would you assess a student’s control of connotation and 
collocation? Give two examples of each.

5.	 Look at the paraphrase items from the Cambridge English B2 First 
Handbook on pages 181–182. For each item, identify whether it is testing 
grammar, vocabulary or both. Compare with a colleague.

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009024723.013

