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ABSTRACT

It is taicen for granted that tite aim of tite Spanisit University Entrance
Examinatiun is tu discriminate amung students accurately and reliably. A
pytitagurean analysis un a sample uf 450 Englisit tests tu enter Spanisb Universities
is earried uut tu citeck witetiter tIsis target is met. The dispersiun uf tite scores, tite
skewness and tite puor discriminative puwer, due botit tu the content and design, in
tite ubjective iterus uf the test lead us tu questiun tite validity uf the present design.

1. INTRODUCTION

1.1. Categorisation

Situuld tite Englisit test (ET) 2 in tite Spanisit University Entrance
Examinations be categorised as a placement test or as a proficiency test? At
first sigitt, because of tite circumstances under witicit tite test is taken and its
intended aim, it migitt be considered closely related tu a placement test, witicit
is a widely knuwn test type tu screen fureign students entering a Britisit
urnversity. As tite ET is also taken as a screening test tu enter a Spanisit
university, titere is a tendency tu cunsider it in similar terms. It ituwever, tite
question is given furtiter consideratiun and we attempt tu come up witit a
mure aceurate and academie answer, tite ET situuid be categurised as a
proficiency test. Amung testers, a placement test is categurised as a criteriun-
referenced test, i.e., ¡be fucus is un itow tite students acitieve in relation tu tite
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material ~ witile a pruficiency test is seen as a nurm-referenced test, witicit is
used primarily tu spread students uut into a normal distributiun so ¡bat titeir
performances may be cumpared in reiation tu eacit utiter (Brown 1988). Tite
aim uf a placement test is tu allocate students tu une ur anotiter level witile in a
proficiency test discrimination is witat reaiiy matters. In ¡be case of tite ET, ¡be
target is tu discriminate as reliabiy as possible. Re University lBxamination
Board looks for ‘¿si accurate score witicit enables ¡be academic autiturities tu
rank students accurding tu titeir proficiency and, whicit at tite same time,
allows ¡be students tu mate titeir citoice of Faculty cuurses accurding tu tite
seure obtained. Rat is wity tite ET must be categurised wititin tite range uf
types uf pruficiency tests.

1.2. Backgnrnnd

Researcit botit un placement tests (Wall, Clapitam and Alderson, 1994),
and un ET in tite Spanisit University Entrance Examinatiuns is scant: just
cut uff points, pass or fail percentages and little more in tite media. On tite
utiter itand, literature un proficiency tests is quite abundant altituugit titere is
still seope fui- furtiter researcit in tIsis fleld. Agreement is sougitt un tite
concept, terms, components, features and tecitniques amung applied
linguists but tite prutotypicai pruficiency test itas nut been fuund yet.
Citastain (1988:49) studies tite issue uf tite cuncept “tu date, ¡be prufession
itas no acceptable definition of proficiency” witereas Harlow and Caminero
(1990) focus titeir attentiun un tite main features uf a proficiency test. They
doeument titat researciters use a variety of terms and diverse cumpunents
witen assessing proficiency and titis diversity makes it difficult tu reacit
agreement on witat constitutes a protutypical proficiency test. McNamara
(1990) and Kenyun and Stansfield (1992) are also concerned with tite
prublem of tite compunents. Frum titeir perspective titese cumpunents are
mainly based un tite variety uf existing models. Alderson taices up tIsis issue
uf model diversity and argues (1991:8) titat “tite profusion of cumpeting and
cuntradictory models, uften witit very slim empirical foundatiun, initibits tite
language tester or applied linguist frum selecting tite best mudel un whieh tu
base itis 1 iter language test”. Chalitoub-Deville (1997) also examines tite
relatiunsitip between titeoretical mudels and uperatiunal assessment
frameworks. In spite uf tite diversity uf terms, cumpunents and modeis,
titere exists a puint uf agreement among researciters: titere is a tendency
amung pruficiency testers tu structure tite test in relation tu tite titeoretical
mudel uf language cumpetence referred tu.
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1.3. Model

Witat mudel underlies tite ET? For tite Englisit Language Institutes (ELI),
¡be purpuse uf a test is tu identify students’ language proficiency level since a
lack of language sicilis ur ability tu communicate migitt cause students
problems in titeir academic work in tite departments witere they study. Tite El
is also cuncerned witit te students’ performance. Huwever, its aim is not unly
tu identify but also tu assess ¡beir language proficiency levei. Englisit is taken
as a subject witit a specific weight fur tite purpose of ranking students ratiter
titan fui- any consideratiuns as tu its being a useful tuol fui- furtiter studies.
Upon analysing tite Spanisit University Examination Buards’ designs as
regards te subject, it will be observed titat reading and writing sicilis ratiter
titan tite oral dimensiun uf cummunicative competence are itigitligitted.
Consequently, tite ET is not su much concerned witit tite communicative
competence modeis (Canale and Swain, 1980, Canale,1983) as witit une of
tite cumpunents of tite cummunicative language ability mudel (CLA)
(Bacitman, 1 990a): language competence. Wititin language cumpetence tite
main issue is urganisatiunal competence, witicit, in turn, includes grannnatical
and textual cumpetence, furtiter broicen duwn into grammar, lexis, reading
compreitension and cumpusitiun so as tu pruvide a more detailed descriptiun
uf tite cunstruct. Titis is tite operationai framework must of tite Spanisit
University Examinatiun Boards use, thougit te issue regarding ¡be nature of
¡be cumpunents ¡ items and ¡be testing tecitniques may vary tu sume extent.

1.4. Features

TIsis particular proficiency test, witicit ¡be ET is —a nurm-referenced test
fucused un ¡be dispersiun of seores— demands te same features as any utiter
proficiency test:

1. Face validity: students’ perceptiun uf witetiter tite test is apprupriate ur
inapprupriate.

2. Cuntent validity: witetiter tuturs think ¡bat ¡be prugramme content, in
¡bis study ¡be COU4 leve!, is represented in ¡be test or nut.

3. Construct validity: witeter it really measures te ability 1 skill in reading
asid writing witicit tite University Examination Board wants tu measure.

4. Concurrent validity: te degree uf currelatiun witit tite assessment uf
tite tutors in ¡be private or public educatiunal institutiuns.

5. Reliability: te extent tu witicit te results can be considered consistent
and stable.
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1.5. Seope

It is nut wititin tite scupe uf titis study tu go titrougit eacit of ¡bese features
exitaustiveiy. but ratiter tu fucus specifically un ¡bose witicit may affect tite ET
design. It seems, amung institutions, students, and evaluaturs, titat mucit uf
tite debate un tite ET situuld be directed tu tite upen items (01) and especially
tu tite essay, since titey are cunsidered subjective items. Argumentis fur and
against can be expected un witetiter ¡be number or tite type of en-urs sitould be
tite main reference, ur wite¡ber a mure personal and original essay with sume
blatant mistaices situuld be rated wurse ¡ better titan a cunventiunal, simpie
and puor but standardised essay. Contrarily, it itas always been assumed titat
titere is no roum for any sort uf debate un titose items witicit everybody Iabets
as objective. It itas been taicen fur granted titat witen assessing lexical ur
grammatical items titrougit objective tecitniques titere are no duubts, no
dependency un tite evaluatur’s muod and no prublems witit reliability among
raters. Nevertiteless, a fulluw-up of tite so-called ubjective items appearing un
tibe ET oven tite last few years shows that things are not as straightfurward as
titey migitt seem tu be. Tite dispersion uf tite scores in titese items is quite
distant frum a nurmai distributiun, Tite skewness itere involved is nut so mucit
a probleni uf tite raters as a problem uf tite cuntent and design; in fact, scores
are better spread out in tite subjective titan in tite objective items.

1.6. Interest

Tite main cuncem of titis researeit is tite dispersiun uf seures in sume items
of tite ET witicit may affect tite cuntent validity. ur, at least, tite validity in sume
cases un tite grounds titat titey are not as discriminating as titey sitould be.
Witat we intend tu carry out in titis paper is a numerical approacit tu tite
scoring uf tite items ra¡ber ¡ban a technical appruacit tu ¡be structure and nature
uf tite items titeruselves. Nevertiteless, in titis discussion eumments un tite
design drawn frum te data ubtained cannot be ignured. Tite data analysed are
tite scures un tite different items uf tite test, ¡bat is, tite quantitative assessment
uf tite prufxciency in Englisit situwn by tite students. Titerefure, titis study
consists uf a reading of ¡be skewness, mean, analysis of variances and uter
statistics tu see if ¡bis test accumplisites its guals: tu spread scures uut into a
normal distribution (Tables III and V.c). Neititer tite topic of tite reading
cumpreitension, nor tite cumponents uf ¡be test are ‘¿si immediate target in titis
analysis, ¡buugit in tite ligitt of tite data obtained some son of revision for tite
content, level and design uf ¡be ST situuld be undertaicen.
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1.7. Hypothes¡s

An ET is expected tu rank students’ performance aecording tu titeir level
of learning and spread uut students seores into a normal distributiun. Wi¡b tite
1998 ET data pruvided. duubts about ¡be accomplishment uf its purpuse must
arise. Titus, tite intentiun uf titis study is tu test tite ityputitesis titat tite
sicewness of objective items could itave affected tite validity uf ¡bis test.

2. METHOD

2.1. Cond¡tions

Re constraints uf tite ET performance of June 1998 are within tite range of
normality for titis surt uf tests: control uf students, identification, administratiun
uf tite test, invigilation, etc., are tite same as ituld for utiter subjects hice
Matitematics, Pitilusopity, History or Spanisit Language. The time allowed is
tite only difference, since tite modem language paper perfurrnance cannot
exceed an ituur. Tite evaluaturs, males ur females, woricing eititer at tite
University or in Secondary Education. are asked tu make tite effort te seure ahí
examinatiuns within ¡be fxrst five days aher ¡be date uf ¡be ET. Anonymity is
maintained thruugitout tite maricing prucess. Raters do not icnow witicit
educational institutiun students come from, nur tite students’ names. It is unly
unce titey itave itanded uver ¡be mariced tests ¡bat ¡bey are alluwed tu icnow tite
educatiunal institution ¡bey itave assessed.

2.2. Subjects

Por ¡bis study ¡be scores given by 8 raters tu tite first 30 students ¡bey itave
mariced are taicen for analysis ~. Titis number of students is cunsidered a suitable
figure for any statisticai test and also ensures ¡be appropriate representativeness
fur eacit educational institutiun in spite of its size. As al> but une of tite raters
itave assessed more titan une private ur public educational institutions, twu
marking lists 6 are taken frum each uf ¡bem and unly une frum ¡be rater witu
assessed unly une of ¡bese educational institutions. Titat means ¡bat ¡be saniple
is taken frum 15 different educational centres, witit a total of 450 subjects
evaluated. Randumness is taken fur granted because eacit evaluatur was given
no more titan 200 tests un no utiter criteria from tite University Examinatiun
Board titan titat uf distributing a similar number uf examinatiuns tu eacit
evaluatur Fur¡bermore, ¡be Administratiun did nut icnuw witicit raters wuuld
pruvide ¡be data for ¡bis study; cunsequentiy ¡be citances uf being selected were
¡be same fur eacit test.
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2.3. Components of the El in tite Spanish university entrance
examination

Tite ET consists of five different items: a reading passage witit two
cumpreitensiun questions (upen item, 01), twu True 1 False questions (T/F).
also based un tite reading passage; a lexical cumpreitensiun section (LI), in
witicit examinees suggest synonyms for fuur underiined words ur pitrases
from tite reading passage; a syntax sectiun (SI), in witicit examinees complete

sentences by using tite syntactic modifications suggested ni bracicets; and, an
essay for witich several topics. based un tite subject matter uf tite initial
reading passage, are given (see table 1).

Re reading compreitension passage aruund witicit ¡bis particuiar ET was
constructed, “Alternative tu military service in Itaiy”, seems tu itave been taicen
from a media repurt. It could be considered an apprupriate text fur low
interma!iate students, witereas an ET sitould be, if not mi advanced test, at ieast
a itigit interzna!iate test. Rere are no special difflculties as far as lexis, linldng
wurds, pattems ur cuitesiun of tite text is concerned. It is a very descriptive
passage witere ¡be experience of a conscientious ubjector is presented titrougit
direct speecit. Tite main ubstacle fui- tite testees is found in te first paragrapit.
witere tite gruup uf objecturs is categurised as “a large curps uf community
wuricers”, witose functiun is described and witere some iess cummun cure
lexical items appear: “wurkers whu itave tu situp fui- tite disabied, tutor itigit
scituul dropouts and take tite elderiy uut”. Altougit ¡be facility ¡ difficulty index
“must be judged in relatiun tu te students’ prof¡ciency level, ¡bis design sitould
be evaluated in terms of itow weil it serves ¡be utilitarian purpuse for witicit it
itas been constructed. If it helps tu spread students uut into a normal distribution
su ¡bat seures between perfurmances are very different, ¡be ET will fulfil ¡be
aims fur witicit tite test itas been drawn up. It un tite cuntrary, titere are items
witicit do nut accomplish tite utilitarian purpuse tite ET itas been built fui- and
¡be results do nut spread tite scures out as expeeted, te validity uf ¡bese items
wíll be in jeopardy.

2.4. Scoring

Luoicing fui- itumugeneity, ¡be administraturs uf tite entrance examination
give rating cues for every item. It is assuma! ¡bat wi¡b similar criteria ¡bere
w’il be little ruum for disparity in tite marics amung raters. Tite folluwing
scoring seiteme is provided fui- tite raters togetiter witit sume instructions,
sucit as tite relevant propurtions tu be assigned tu cumpreitension, lexis,
syntax and structure.
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TABLE 1

Scuring instructions

ítem Scure Competence Type uf tite item Tecitnique

1. 0 - 2 cummunicative Subjective Open answer
2. 0 - 2 compreitensiun Objective True ¡ False
3. 0 - 1 lexis Objective Matciting
4. 0 - 2 syntax Objective Cloze
5. 0 - 3 communicative Subjective Nun-directed essay

Evaluators are asked not to use more ¡ban two decimais in tite final score.
Ris suggestiun leads evaluaturs eititer tu use une decimal in marking eacit
item or tu use twu whenever ¡beir feeiing of accuracy invites ¡bem tu do so
and resort tu tite ruunding system at tite last moment un calculating tite sum.
From tite outset tite student knows tite weigitt uf eacit itemin the final seure as
titis appears in brackets fulluwing eacit questiun.

3. DATA ANALYSIS

3.1. Tables of frequencies

From a itulistic perspective, ¡be raters witose data were collected fur ¡bis
study use a similar seale of values. Witenever ¡bey do not mark wi¡b integers
¡bey resort tu multiples of f¡ve: .25, .50, .75 ... etc., oniy une of ¡be 8 raters
aiso uses: .30, .80, 1.30, ... as alternatives. Ris particular interpretation cuuld
be explained un tite basis uf a need fur rounding figures witen ¡be scure uf
eacit item is added up. An iliustration of tite maricing pattem drawn from tite
upen item subtest data is offered in ¡be following table: (Table II)

A tendency tu eentrality in tite distribution of relative frequencies is
ubserved. Raw scures un tite 01 subtest are spread out in mi almust normal
distributiun. Re mode is 1, ¡be central value on ¡be scale, tite next value witit
tite itigitest frequency is 1.5, and ¡be lowest frequency level is found aruund
¡be luwer limit uf ¡be scale. A similar distribution itas been ubtained in ¡be
essay sectiun. Rere is also a tendency tu centrality. If scures within ¡be range
0.5 - 2 are cunsidered ¡bis distribution accuunts fur 65% of tite frequencíes.
Tite mude asid tite median are sligittly below ¡be mean. Titerefore, taking into
account ¡be informatiun uf ¡be students’ perfurmance un bu¡b ¡be 01 and ¡be
essay subtests, tite subjective unes, it wouid not be difficult tu infer tite
sicewness of tite curve: sligittly pusitiveiy sicewed for ¡be essay and barely
negatively sicewed for ¡be 01 subtest. A quite useful form of infurmatiun un
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tite beitaviour of eacit subtest is available in Table III, witere centrality and
dispersiun measures are given.

TABLE II

Open ítem (01)

Absolute Relative Adjusted
Frequency Frequency Frcquency

Cumulative
Frequency

Scale .00 29 6.4 6.4 6.4
uf 0.25 31 6.9 6.9 13.3
values 0.50 52 11.6 11.6 24.9

0.75 26 5.8 5.7 30.7
0.80 5 1.1 1.1 31.8
1.00 80 17.8 17.8 49.6
1.25 37 8.2 8.2 57.8
1.30 1 0.2 0.2 580
1.50 75 16.7 16.6 74.7
1.75 44 9.8 9.8 84.4
1.80 8 1.8 1.8 86.2
2.00 62 13.8 13.8 100.0
Total 450 100.0 100.0

TABLE III

Statistics of tite ET’ s subtests

T/F LEXIS SYNTAX OPEN Essay

Valid cases
Missing cases

Mean
Median
Mude
Skewness
Standard error
Mininum
Maximum

N 450.
0.
1.8072
2.0000
2.0000
-2.4401
0.115
0.00
2.00

450.
0.
0.7582
0.7500
1.00
-0.839
0.115
0.00
1.00

450.
0.
1.3258
1.5000
2.00
-0i47
0.115
0.00
2.00

450.
0.
1.1393
1.2500
1.0<)
-0.248
0.115
0.00
2.00

450.
0.
1.3527
1.2500
1.00
0.243
0.115
0.00
3.00
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Re distributiun uf tite so-called objective subtests —Ti-tic ¡ False (TF),
Lexis (LI) and Syntax (SI)— is quite different from tite abuve-mentiuned
subjective items. Tite mean is beluw ¡be mude and tite median, witicit means
titat ¡be curve is negatively sicewed. Tite itigiter frequency of seores is found in
tite upper iimit of tite scale witile few scores are found in tite lower limit uf ¡be
scale. Tite relative frequencies uf tite upper limit in ¡be T/ F, LI and SI - 79.3%,

4 1,6% and 18.4%, respectively —are not balanced witit titeir correspunding
percentages retid in tite luwer limit uf te scale— 2%, 1,6% and 2.2%. In ¡bese
subtests, tite itighest frequency is found in tite maximum value of tite seale.

There is no better way tu illustrate tite cuntrast between tite scures for an
objective and a subjective item titan titruugit a contingency tabie. Tite 01 versus
T/F pair is taken for ¡bis comparisun because ¡bese two subtests average tite
same in tite final scure.

‘PABLE IV

Cuntingency table. Open item subtest vs True 1 False item subtest

.00 0.25 0.50

True 1 False (T/F)

0.75 1.00 1.25 1 .50 1.75 2.00 Total

Open .00 1 2 5 3 18 29
item 0.25 1 1 6 1 1 2 19 31
(01) 0.50 1 5 2 4 1 39 52

025 2 1 1 1 2 19 26
0.80 1 4 5
LOO 2 1 1 7 1 4 1 63 80
1.25 1 4 1 31 37
1.30 1 1
1.50 7 1 4 63 75
1.75 4 1 39 44
1.8 1 7 8
2.00 1 4 3 54 62

Total 9 2 3 1 39 9 25 5 357 450

Frum a global point uf view it is
currespondence uf frequencies in eacit
1.30 ur 1.80 values) in tite rows and
situws that if we merely cunsider ah
culurun witit a 2 value uf tite T/F

clearly sitown titat ¡bere is a very scant
value (leaving aside tite detall of te .80,
cuiumns. A closer scrutiny of ¡be table
tite frequencies witicit appear under ¡be
variable, titen tite distribution uf tite

frequencies fue eacit uf ¡be values uf ¡be 01 variable wuuld be: 18 and 54 in ¡be
luwer and upper limits, a bimodal distributiun wi¡b 63 frequencies in eacit case
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and a relative tendency tu centrality among te 357 students who seured 2 in te
T/F pair. Rat is, tite distributiun we sitould itave found in tite utiter culumns.

3.2. Shapes of distributions

If tite distributiun of a sample ur pupulation is normal, grapits are suppused
tu uffer normal curves. In tite sample studied sucit expectations are nut
fulfilled. Curves for eacit uf tite subtests are different from eacit otiter. An
illustration uf ¡be curves ubtained frum ¡be daLa studied can be seen in Figure 1,
a- e. Rere is sorne sort uf parallelism in tite subjective sitapes witicit uccur
witit enuugit reguiarity. Ris is sume¡bing ¡bat cannot be said of ¡be objective
subtests items: tite SI distributiun cuuld be seen as a cumulative grapit witile
tite LI and ¡be T/F present leptukurtic and extremely negatively sicewed curves.

3.3. T-tests

Tu compare tite means and avoid tite ubstacle uf different scuring scales
(see Table 1), alí raw seores itave been transformed into z-scores and taken tu
a seale from O tu 10 (‘Pable Va). Rese transformatiuns itave alluwed us tu see
itow large tite difference between tite mean fur tite T/F subtest and titat fur tite
utiter subtests is, as situwn in ‘Pable V.a.

‘PABLE V.a

Statistics fur currelated samples

Mean N S.D. S.E.M.

Pair LI-T 7.5816 450 2.5684 0.1211
1 T/F-T 9.0148 450 2.2150 0.1044

Pair SI-T 6.6289 450 2.7390 0.1291
2 T/F-T 9.0148 450 2.2150 0.1044

Pair OI-T 5.6967 450 3.0360 0.1431
3 T/F-T 9.0148 450 2.2150 0.1044

Pair ES-T 4.5089 450 2.8944 0.1364

4 TIF-T 9.0148 450 2.2150 0.1044

Witere S.D. means standard deviatiun and S.E.M. stands fur standard error of tite
mean.
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No less illustrative is table V.b. witere pairs uf correlations are established
between T/F and ahí tite subtests items. Rere is a weak and puor correlation,
tituugit significant because of tite size uf tite sample.

‘PABLE V.b

Currelations uf correlated samples

N Currelation Sig.

Pair 1 LI-T vs T/F-T 450 0.245 .000
Pair 2 SI-T vs T¡F-T 450 0.267 .000
Pair 3 OI-Tvs T/F-T 450 0.209 .000
Pair 4 ES-T vs T/F-T 450 0.242 .000

Finally, titese transformatiuns itave ailuwed us tu apply tite t-test for
currelated samples. Tite data ( ‘Pable V.c) show that in ah tite paired
ubservatiuns tite critical values of “t” considerably exceed tite critical value
(1.96) fur pc.O5 in a two-tailed (non-directiunal) test. Rere are significant
differences between tite TIF subtest pair and ¡be utiter subtests ~.

‘PABLE V.c

Test fur correlated samples

Differences

t d.f Sig.Mean S.D. S.E.M.
Cunfidence intervals

Lower Upper

Pair 1 LI-T-T/P-T -14332 2.9523 0.1392 -1.7067 -1.1597 -10.2976 449 .000
Pair 2 SI-T - T/F-T -2.3859 3.0274 0.1427 -2.6664 -2.1054 -10.2976 449 .000
Pair 3 Ol-T - T/F-T -3.3181 3.3630 0.1585 -3.6296 -3.0065 -16.7183 449 .000
Pair4 ES-T -T/F-T -4.5059 3.1912 0.1504 4.8015 -4.2102 -29.9526 449 .000

Where t refers tu t-test, d.f. stands for degrees of freedum and Sig. means significance
level.

A similarcomparisun can be establisited between eacit of tite otiter ubjective
subtests iterus and tite rest (‘Pable VI). Significant differences are also found in
each pair for pc.05.
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TABLE VI

Test for Correlated Samples

Differences

Cunfidejice intervals

Mean S.D. S.E.M. Lower Upper t d.f. Sig.

Pair ¡ LI-T - SI-T 0.9527 2.7493 0.1296 0.6980 1.2074 7.351 449 .000
Pair2 LI-T- O1-T -¡.8849 3.1204 0.1471 1.5958 2.1740 12.814 449 .000
Pair 3 ES-t - LI-T 3.0727 3.0760 0.1450 -3.3577 -2.7877 -21.191 449 .000
Pair4 Ol-T- SI-T -0.9322 2.9343 0.1383 -1.2040 -0.6603 0.6739 449 .000
Pair5 ES-T - S1-T -2.1199 2.7098 0.1277 -2.3710 -1.8689 -16.596 449 .000

4. DISCUSSION

If tite sampie uf a populatiun is large and representative, tite centrality
measures, —mude, median and mean— are aimust tite same. in titis study. it
itas been observed titat titere is a central tendency in tite subjective subtest
items (01 and essay) and a clear tendency tu skewness in tite objective
subtest items /T/E, LI and SI) as can be seen in Figure 1, a-e. There must be
sume explanatiun fui- tIsis beitaviuur in tite latter subtests, and titis must be
fuund mure in intemal titan in externa! circumstances. If students and raters
are tite same, titere is no reasun tu fucus tite attention un titem because titey
write and mark tite subjective items in tite same way as tite objective unes.
Titus, attentiun must be focused un tite item as sucit and tite facility of its
accessibility as tite cause fur tIsis degree of skewness of tite curves. If tite
distribution uf tite subjective items (Fig.l.d and e) is quite acceptable, tite
values uf tite skewness in tite objective unes (Fig. 1. a, b, and e) is su itigitly
negative titat it leads une tu interpret tite faciiity ¡ difficuity index as tite main
reason fur tite itigit scoring in titese items (‘Pable III). Nut only fulluwing
Feldt’s index (1993) but also admitting Fulciter’s broad index (1997), tite T/F
and tite utiter ubjective items will be inapprupriate due tu titeir weak power
of discriminatiun. As testing techniques, T/?, LI and SI are acceptable but tite
way titey are presented fajis. A similar cunciusiun can be reached taicing tite
25 and ‘75 percentiles: 0,50 and 1 fui- LI , 1 and 1,75 fur SI and 2 and 2 fur
‘PIE. Titat is, if ah tite data were taken tu a relative cumulative frequency
curve in tite fi-st quartile, tite 25tit percentile. we wuuld find titat unly 25%
uf students fail tu reacit (.50 and 1) in tite LI and SI subtests, respectively.
Tite percentile decreases in tituse witicit fail tu seure tite maximum value uf
tite seale in tite ‘PIE subtest. A glance at tite relative cumulative frequency
curve situws titat tite titird quartile, tite maximum value uf tite scale fur LI
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aud 1/E subtests is already fuund, witereas in tite SI subtest fail tu reacit 1.75
out of 2.

As tite T/E item is tite fucus uf most of titis analysis, a specific discussion
un tite distributiun of frequencies and of tite seale uf values used by tite
evaluators is required. In tite furmer issue it is supposed titat, if tite maricing
instmctiuns of tite University Examination Board ~ itad been fuiiuwed, tite
frequencies in a norma] distribution situuld itave grouped at “1” if une answer
is currect, at “2” if botit answers are correct or at “0” if botit are incurrect. Had
tite item been properly calibrated, a guod baiance between tite degree of
difficulty and tite pruficiency level of tite sicil], tite frequencies would itave
mainly grouped at “1”. Ris value wuuld have been the cunverging point fur
tite mude, median and mean. But in tite data obtained “2” appears as mude,
median and almust as mean since ¡be value uf titis statistic is 1.8072. Rus, it
can be stated that tite ‘¡VP itero has nut been properly calibrated when it was
designed and titat its facility index is so itigh titat it can be considered a
redundant item wit an insignifxcant discriminative puwer.

A thorougit revision of the scale uf values slxuws tite subjective factor
witen scuring. If tite mentiuned instmctiuns had been taken into accuunt, ¡bere
wuuid not itave been room fui- personal interpretations. It is ‘¿si ubjective item
wxtlx a scale uf three values. Nevertiteless, tite frequencies found under
culumns otiter tan tose uf “0”, “1” and “2” amount tu 45, as can be read in
tite cuntingency table (Table IV). TIsis finding situws titat a degree uf
subjectivity bias encruacites upon an ubjective test item at ¡be time of scuring.

Similar cumments can be stated in regard tu tite otiter objective items
(‘Pable III), lexis and syntax. Titeir sicewness, titeir significant differences and
titeir subjectivity bias witen they were mariced lead tu tite same conciusion.
According tu tite Classical Test Titeury (Crucker and Algina 1986), titese
items itave been inapprupriately and badly calibrated fur titis ET. Titese
findings provide enuugh arguments tu propuse a re-examination of the
maricing system and tu calI for a debate amung raters and academic autitorities
seeking itumugeneity uf entena.

Little mure can be added tu tite flagrant disparity uf tite distributiun uf
frequencies of titis item if it is not contrasted witit tite distribution uf anutiter
item. Tite reading of ‘Pable IV gives a new insigitt into tite issue. Tu itigitligitt
tite contrasí of te distribution, tite cuntingency table is drawn un 01 and tite
1/E. As can be seen in figure 1. d.e., tite distribution of frequencies in tite
subjective items can be taken as almost normal witereas tite frequencies un tite
objective items are not spread uut as situuld be expected. If te correlatiun
between tese items itad been cluse tu “1”, titings would itave been different,
but its value (.242), tituugit significant, is not strung. Assuming titat tite
subjective 01 subtest has an acceptable discriminating power, 54 students
approximateiy sitould itave got tite same mark en tite ubjective ‘PIE subtest.
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Dedueting titese 54 students, who scored 2 un bot subtests, froro tite 357
people in tite column under te itighest mark of ‘PIE it will be fuund titat abuut
titree itundred students itave benefited from tite design. If tite 45 scures
attributable tu tite subjectivity bias are added tu ¡bis figure, it wilI be fonud
thai as many as 350 students out uf 450 itave been rewarded fur une or
anutiber reasun un tite ‘P/E items. Frum te perspective uf tuse who have got
tite maximum seure un tite subjective subtest item, titey can consider
titeniselves tu have suifered sume surt uf penalisation. Rey would prubably
still have gut tite maximum scure itad tite objective item been mure itígitiy
discriminative.

Tite cuntingency table itas led us tu fucus on tite cuntrast between T/F asid
01, but similar pairs of contrast could itave been set up between T/E and
Essay, ur between LI and any of te subjective items. Tite inferences wuuid
have been similar since tite diseriminative puwer of Lexis is aímust as weaic
as 1/E

So far, ¡bese data allow us tu cali fui- a revisiun uf ¡be objective items. It is
upen to argument whether tite ubjective items are representative ur nut of tite
morpitosyntatic domain tasks in tite structure ur frameworic of a ST, but, in
tIsis study, tite nature of ¡bese items titemselves, titeir facility 1 difficulty index,
is questioned. Titey do not fulfil tite utilitarian purpose titey were built Lot: tu
rank students entering tite university, titat is, tu spread titeir scores uut luto a
normal distributiun. ‘Pite subtest items aceurd neititer with teleulugical
titeories nui- witit deuntulogical Iheories (Davies 1997). If tite former are
ptimarily cuncemed with validatiun in temis uf unteome tite principal fucus uf
tite latter is faimess. Tite items being questiuned itere are, un tite une hand,
initerently inappropriate. Students wito have atitained a higiter standard uf
Englisit itave been penalised iii favuur of titose students wituse standard is
lower. On tite utiter itand, ¡bese test items do nut bring about tite best results:
an accurate discrimination.

Tite itigitly negativo skewness of tite distributiun uf frequencies fur tite
ubjective test items allows fur tite appiicatiun uf t-tests tu related samples. ‘Pite
results, as seen in Tables y and VI, confirm tite hypotitesis ¡bat titere are
significant differences between tite objective and subjective items. Tite
objective unes average itigiter titan titey are supposed tu, titeir itigitly negative
skewness asid consequently titeir Iow level of discrimínation question tite
vaiidiíy of lite ST. Titeuretically, ¡bey were suppused to accuunt fui- tite same
level uf discriminatiun aud tu average appruximately tite same iii te final
score, but in practice ¡bey discriminate less tan tite subjective unes asid tite
weigitt uf tite ubjective test items in tite fina] seore is higiter. Musí of tite
significant differences between ¡be ‘P/E and tite rest uf tite items are mainly
explained un ¡be gruunds uf ¡be design aud tu sume extent, ¡bey may be due tu
¡be subjectivity bias, titougit titis latter factor cuuld affect ah seures in tite same
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way. Titis bias itas been uncuvered because uf tite Examination Buard’s precise
instructions in a few cases, but it am be taicen for granted titaí a duse uf itidden
bias operates, tituugit in a randum way, un tite remaining seores. It can be
argued ¡bat utiter facíurs sucit as partial knuwledge, guessing effect, strategies
tu close te gap and a witole range of utiter test-taking beitaviuurs coukl play a
part in tite dala obíained. Nevertiteless. a ¡borough examinatiun of eacit of
titese items shows thaI such issues affecí everybudy in tite same way. Hence.
titey can not cuntaminate tite outcome of tIsis stitdy.

5. CONCLUSION

Tisis study pruvides enuugit evidence tu state tite fulluwing clairus;
Tite itigitly negative skewness. ceiling effeet, in tite objective iterus
(T/F, LI, aud SI) shows that tite seores are nul spread uut into a normal
distributiun.
Titere are significaní differences between tite ubjective ami subjective
items(OI and essay).

— Lacic uf calibration in tite design of tite objective items is evident.
Titat titis study shuws sucis clairus lo be well fuunded leads tu tite folluwing

cunclusiuns:
1. Tite objective iteros, wbicit average 50% uf rite final scores, affect tite

gua] uf tite test: tu diseriminate amung students. Consequently. tite
disedminatiun uf tite students’ perfurmance merely resís un te subjective
stems.

2. Tite distribution uf tite seores induces us tu titinic titat tite ubiective
items are nearer tu a criteria-referenced test, a minimal competence
test, titan tu a norm-refereneed une, witen what really snatters is tite
seure of une student in relatiun tu tite otbers.

3. Tite ET is lii confliel not unly witit ¡be teleolugical ¡beuries but also wi¡b
tite deontological titeuries. Tite furmer are nut upiteid because tite
utilitarian purpose tite test was bujíl for has nut worked uní pruperly. Tite
latter cannut be sustained in te face uf tite test’s lack uf faimess: better
students itave been penalised in favuur of titose whose knuwledge uf tite
language was puor

4. Tite ET paper itas nut averaged in ¡be final seure uf tite Spanish university
entrance examinatiun in ¡be way it was suppused tu. Cunsequently, ¡befe
are students wito have ubtained a final seore aboye titeir merits while
students wito n¡igitt itave deserved a better mark relative tu utiters itave
nut got it. Titis simatiun cuuld give rise tu sigaificaur, even dramatie
persona] consequences: une student may have been unfairly deprived uf
tite decisive decimal points tu gain entry tu tite faculty of bis 1 her chuice
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witile anutiter student may have Leen unfairly awarded ¡bat of isis ¡ iter
ehoice.

5. Hence. it can be concluded titat ¡be validity uf tite objective items is
called into questiun in tite ET studied and that attentiun sitould be
focused un tite design and calibration uf ¡be ubjective items in urder tu
guarantee tite validity and tite discriminative puwer titis specific
Englisit Pruficiency Test sitould Lave.

ABBREVLATIONS

ELI: English Language Institutes
CLA: Cummunicative language abiiity
COU: University Orientatiun Course
ET: English Test
LI: Lexis items
01: Open items
Sí: Syntax items
T/F: True ¡False
LI- T. Lexis item transfurmed.

NOTES

This research has its origin in Ihe project “Analysis un test’s parameters” (ref: PR94-
¡¡8), carried uut a! the Measuremen! and Competer Analysis Department in OISE, Torojito,
Canada, with Ihe financial support pruvided by the DG¡CYT. My acknowledgcments aLo lo M

0
Rosario Martinez Arias and Michael White for Iheir hclpful cumments un Ihe draft and tu te
anujiynsuus referees fur thcir patience and interest.

2 Wc use of ET henceforth will refer tu tite English Test io~ the Spanish University
Ejitrajice Examinatiujis

~ ¡ji a placemení rest, resters ínay ‘¿[so be cujicerroed with how wc!l studenús wili ¡cara it
they are placed in a given group ur if a panicular sequence of language coursc objectivcs has
been fulfilled (Connrning ant> Berwick, >995). Our ET is no! mean! lo ahocare srudents in future
English classrooms. It is nur designed tu fond out what they kroow but rather its purpose is tu
show how well titey perforas ‘rs relatiuro tu thc others. ¡t is taken jo, tite Spanish IJniversity
Emrance Examination as a subject which contribules tu average dic final score in dic same way
as Malhematies, Philosuphy ur Hislury do. Our academie authorjtics, our sucicty, —both
institutiuros and students— demanda reliable ranking in lite final seore.

COU refers tu lite studjes taken jo, Ihe year prior tu entering tite Spanish University.
Wc daí.a have been studicd witit dic standard statistical packagc fur social sciences. 8.01.

As ¡115 a Spanish version an English transíatiun has been provided.
6 Por dic sake of representativeness, cach rater was asked tu transcribe tite fo-st thirty marks

of every center corrected, irrespective of tite fact diat tite number of studcnrs frum rite diffcrcnt
centres varied eonsiderably.

Feldí considers an item lo be apprupriate if tite mdcx is eluse tu .5%, witile Fulcher (1997)
proposesarange of acecptabi¡ity between .30 - .70,arange previously used iji 1-lerrera (1996).
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8 Technical itelp fue tite interpretatiun of the data presented, if required, can be fornid lii

Woods, Eteteher ami 1-lughes (1986), aud in Butler (1985).
In tis questiun dic srudent mus! firsí answer ti-nc or false ant> secondly he musí give

evidence for his/her answer qnoting the texí un which he ¡ site bases tite answer. Tite scorc for
each question in titis itetn will mean 1 pum!. Tite score wilh be zero points ~ftite correct evidence
is no given; in relation tu titis issue an inco¡npleíe quotatior> or just die pointing un! of tite lijie!
unes w¡tI not be accepíed. A contradiction betwcen tite quotation aocI tite truthfu¡ness or
falseituod of tite answer will also be scorcd as zero.

Answers:
a. Tme. “Re nuniber of vonron Italjan asen witu avuid nsilitary servia, by stating they arr

cunscjeníiuus objectors has risen shamlv in recent years.”
b. False. Tite army won¡d he a Lot casier. They give yuu an order and you folluw it”.

Departamento de Filología Inglesa
Facultad de Filología

Universidad Complutense de Madrid
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