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Preface

This book is about building and using language tests and assessments. It does what it 
says on the tin: it is a practical approach. However, it does not provide ready-made solu-
tions. Language testing is a complex social phenomenon, and its practice changes lives. 
The book therefore assumes that you will wish to think carefully about testing and its 
impact in your own context. 

The term ‘practical’ therefore needs some definition. The book is ‘practical’ in the 
sense that it gives guidance on how to do things to build a test. It is also ‘practical’ in 
that each chapter will be useful to you when you come to making decisions about when, 
why and how to conduct assessments. The book is designed to provide the knowledge 
you will need to apply, and the skills you will need to practise. However, if we are to 
build good language tests, we have to be aware of the larger social, ethical, and historical 
context, within which we work. If language testing and assessment are not guided by 
principles, we could end up doing more harm than good. Davies (2008a) has cogently 
argued that testing and assessment texts that do not embed knowledge and skills in 
principles ignore the increasing demand of professionalism and social responsibility. 

Language professionals, applied linguists and educational policy makers need an 
expanded ‘assessment literacy’ in order to make the right decisions for language learners 
and institutions (Taylor, 2009). This literacy will be about learning the nuts and bolts of 
writing better test items (Coniam, 2008), and establishing a core knowledge base (Inbar, 
2008); but it is also about appreciating the reasons why we test, why we test the way we 
do and how test use can enrich or destroy people’s hopes, ambitions and lives. 

Although I am far from being in the ‘postmodern’ school of language testing 
and assessment, the view that language testing is a social activity cannot be denied 
(McNamara, 2001). Nor can the fact that our practices are thoroughly grounded in a 
long history that has brought us to where we are (Spolsky, 1995). It is partly because 
of this history that many texts published ‘for teachers’ focus almost entirely upon the 
technologies of normative large-scale standardised testing. While it is important that 
teachers are familiar with these, they are not always directly relevant to the classroom. 
This book therefore tries to introduce a balance between standardised testing and class-
room assessment.

The structure reflects a conscious decision to place language testing and assessment 
within context, and to provide the ‘practical’ guidance on the nuts and bolts of test 
building. Broadly, the first three chapters survey the language testing landscape upon 
which we can build. Chapter 4 is about the material that we can use in construction, and 
the rest of the book takes the reader through the process of building and implementing 
a language test. 

Chapter 1 considers the purpose of testing in the broadest sense of why societies use 
tests, and in the narrow sense of how we define the purpose of a particular test. It looks 
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at how tests are used, for good and ill; and the unintended consequences that testing can 
have on people who are caught up in the need to succeed. Chapters 2 and 3 deal in turn 
with large-scale standardised testing, and then with classroom assessment. The stories 
of both paradigms are set within a historical framework so that you can see where the 
theories and practices originate. 

In Chapter 4 we begin the journey through the process of test design, starting with 
deciding what to test, and why. Chapter 5 begins the test design process in earnest, 
where we discuss how to create test specifications – the basic design documents that 
help us to build a test. This is where we learn to become ‘test architects’, shaping the 
materials and putting them together in plans that can be used to produce usable test 
forms. In Chapter 6 we look at how to evaluate the test specifications and test items, 
from initial critical discussions in specification workshops to trying out items and tests 
with learners. Chapter 7 contains a discussion of scoring, covering both traditional item 
types like multiple choice, as well as performance tests that require human judgement. 
Frequently, we have to use tests to make decisions that require a ‘cut score’ – a level on 
the test above which a test taker is judged to be a ‘master’, and below which they are still 
‘novices’. Establishing cut scores and linking these to absolute standards is the subject 
of Chapter 8. Chapter 9 discusses the practicalities of test administration, and why the 
‘rituals’ of testing have grown as they have. 

Finally, in Chapter 10, we return to the classroom and to the effect that tests have 
upon learning and teaching, and how we go about preparing learners to take tests. 

Throughout the book I have included examples from real tests and assessments. 
Some of these are good examples that we can emulate. Others are provided for you to 
critique and improve. Some of them are also drawn from historical sources, as ‘distance’ 
is useful for nurturing critical awareness. However, I do not present sets of typical test 
items and tasks that you could simply select to include in your own tests. There are 
plenty of books on the market that do this. This book asks you to think about what item 
or task types would be most useful for your own tests. We discuss options, but only you 
can provide the answers and the rationales for the choices you make. 

There are activities at the end of every chapter that you can attempt on your own, 
although many would benefit from team work. Sharing experiences and debating dif-
ficult issues is best done in a group. And it’s also more fun. The activities have been 
designed to help you think through issues raised in the chapter, and practise the skills 
that you have learned. The activities are not exhaustive, and you are encouraged to add 
to these if you are using the text in a language testing course. Beginning in Chapter 4 
there is also a Project that you may wish to do as you move from chapter to chapter. 

This structure has been shaped not only by my own understanding of what an intro-
ductory book to foster ‘assessment literacy’ might look like, but also by what language 
teachers and students of applied linguistics have told me that they need to know, and 
be able to do. Prior to writing the book I undertook a large-scale internet-based survey, 
funded by the Leverhulme Trust. Almost 300 respondents completed the survey, and I 
was struck by the sophistication of their awareness of assessment issues.
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Here is a selection of typical responses to a question about what teachers and stu-
dents of applied linguistics most need in a ‘practical’ language text:

Evaluating reliability for our in-house tests, and checking questions at each stage in 
test development.

I don’t understand statistics, but I know they can be useful. I need it explaining 
conceptually.

We need to know the jargon, but introduce it step by step.

Hands-on activities; examples of test specs; a glossary would be useful.

A book of this type must focus on the basics of item writing and test construction, 
the basic concepts of validity and reliability, particularly in regards to the assess-
ment of speaking and writing. It must also cover the ethics of test use and test score 
interpretation.

Developing classroom tests, performance tests, setting score standards, deciding what 
to test, preparing learners for test situations.

Differentiation between classroom assessments, formative assessment, and large-scale 
assessment when discussing key issues.

Most of the assessment/testing practices are done by teachers; I think that a book 
should be aimed at ‘normal’ language teachers more than specialists in testing, they 
already have other sources of information and training.

Issues to do with ensuring validity and reliability in language testing. The test writing 
process from the creation of test specifications through to the trialling, administration 
and marking of tests.

Vignettes; glossary; application activities for individuals and groups, including some 
practice with basic test statistics and approaches to calculating grades.

Some information on testing as an industry, a multi-billion dollar concern and why 
we have to fight crap when we see it.

Luckily, many respondents said they realised that it is impossible to include everything 
in a practical language testing book. This is evidently true, as you will see. I am sure 
to have left out a topic that you think should have been included. One respondent 
understood this all too well: ‘The book should be well-structured, clearly focused, and 
however tempted you might be to put everything into one book, you should be selec-
tive in order to be comprehensible and user-friendly.’ I am not entirely sure that I have 
achieved this. But if I have got even halfway there, my time will have been well spent. 

As another respondent said, ‘The learning never ends.’ In order to sustain you during 
your journey through the book, you may wish to pay regular visits to my website:

http://languagetesting.info

http://languagetesting.info
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Here you will find a set of online videos that define and explain some of the key con-
cepts and topics in language testing. To help you with additional reading, I have links to 
online articles, and other language testing websites. There are links to useful journals, 
and regular updates on testing stories that get into the news. 

Constructive criticism is always welcome, via the website. 




