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Testing English Tests:
A Language Proficiency Perspective

Akihiro Ito
Hiroshima University

This study examines whether English questions on Japanese university entrance
examinations are reliable and valid measures of examinees’ language proficiency.
The following tests were administered to 100 college freshmen: a narration-
based, 700-word level, 70-item, open-ended Cloze Test; a test from the National
Center for University Entrance Examination (NCUEE-Test) with the additional
paper-pencil Pronunciation Tests; three grammar tests (A, B, C); TOEFL Listening
Comprehension Test. Results indicate the NCUEE-Test is a fairly reliable and
somewhat valid testing device to measure students’ English proficiency. The
grammar tests had a tendency not to be reliable and valid measures of students’
proficiency, though the Grammar Test C showed moderate reliability and
correlation with the Cloze Test. The Pronunciation Test in the NCUEE-Test is not
a reliable measure of the students’ listening ability. The need to develop a
reliable external criterion listening test and to replicate the same kind of research
using a larger sample of participants is also discussed.
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entrance examinations in Japan. However, since some regard the

tests as immutable and limited empirical research on the reliability
and validity of English questions has been conducted, the conclusions
from the research tend to be speculative. I would therefore like to shed
some light on the reliability and validity of English questions used for
university entrance examinations, and to provide data for further
improvement in the quality of the questions.

The types of English entrance examinations may be divided into the
following three categories: (a) the test of the National Center for Univer-
sity Entrance Examination (NCUEE-Test), (b) the second screening by
the national university entrance examinations, and (c) private university
entrance examinations.

E nglish tests are widely used for screening students in university

Problems with English Tests in University Entrance Examinations

In this section, the problems with the NCUEE-Test, the second screen-
ing tests for national university entrance examinations, and the private
university entrance examinations will be clarified and the Group of
Hypotheses will be set up for the investigation.

Concerns about the NCUEE-Test: In order to enter a national university
in Japan, examinees must take two examinations: the NCUEE-Test and
the second screening test at their prospective university.

In 1979, the Kybtsii Ichifi (Preliminary Standard College Entrance
Examination: PSCEE) was introduced by the Japanese Ministry of Edu-
cation, Science, and Culture to Japanese universities as an entrance ex-
amination. The purpose of the PSCEE was to measure applicants’ basic
achievement levels in various subjects. In 1989, the university examina-
tion system changed and the PSCEE was altered to a different type of
test: the NCUEE-Test. However, the contents remained virtually the same
as those of the PSCEE. The NCUEE-Test is a “a first stage exam, some-
what analogous to the College Board SAT, in that many universities
subscribe to it” (Brown & Yamashita, 1995, p. 12).

There seem to be fewer problems with the reliability and validity of
English tests in the PSCEE and the NCUEE-Test in comparison with other
English tests. Historically speaking, several researchers have proposed
improvement in the validity and reliability of the NCUEE-Test. Kiyomura
(1989, p. 245) argues, as a result of his inquiry, that the English questions
in the NCUEE-Test are relatively valid for measuring students’ achievement
level. He found a moderate correlation (r = 0.330 to 0.620) between the
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examinees’ scores in the NCUEE-Test and those scores appearing in the
records from their high schools. In addition, Yanai, Maekawa, and Ikeda
(1989) report constantly high reliability coefficients of English tests (r =
0.940 to 0.956) in the PSCEE from 1979 to 1984.

However, there is one very serious problem with the test. Although
fifteen years have passed since the PSCEE/NCUEE-Test was first used, a
listening test has not been administered. The lack of the listening test
and the problems with the use of paper-pencil pronunciation tests as
alternative measures have been widely and heatedly discussed (Ishii,
1981; Kira, 1981; Kuniyoshi, 1981; Masukawa, 1981; H. Suzuki, 1981;
Kashima, Tanaka, Tanabe, & Nakamura, 1983; Ohtomo, 1983; Shiozawa,
1983; Ibe, 1983; S. Suzuki, 1985; lkeura, 1990; T. Takahashi, 1990;
Wakabayashi & Negishi, 1990a, 1990b, 1991, 1994).

It seems that most researchers and university personnel are concerned
with three issues. First, that the pronunciation test in the first section of
the PSCEE or NCUEE-Test is not a reliable or valid measure of examin-
ees’ listening and pronunciation abilities. Second, that though it is very
expensive to acquire the supplies needed to conduct a listening test
nation-wide, a listening test is a “must” to produce a more valid PSCEE
(NCUEE-Test) (H. Suzuki, 1981, pp. 23-25). Third, even though the Min-
istry of Education, Science, and Culture (1989) implemented aural/oral
guidelines in 1994 and has tried to enhance high school students’ listen-
ing skills in Oral Communication B, the English tests in the NCUEE-Test
have not changed to reflect the new direction toward emphasizing aural
skills. In short, as Brown and Yamashita (1995, p. 28) say, there is a
contradiction between what is tested in the NCUEE-Test and what the
Ministry of Education promotes in its curriculum.

It is hoped, therefore, that the NCUEE-Test will institute the use of a
listening component as soon as possible to increase the validity of the
tests, just as the STEP (The Society for Testing English Proficiency) test
has already done (Shimizu, 1989, p.115).

In sum, a debate has been entertained regarding the lack of listening
components in the NCUEE-Test, but the issue has remained unresolved
because of various factors, including expense.

Concerns about the second screening tests for national university entrance
examinations: In contrast to the NCUEE-Test, the national university
second screening tests are still of the translation type, though some
researchers (Wakabayashi & Negishi, 1994) argue that translation cannot
be a reliable and valid measure of examinees’ English proficiency. Brown
and Yamashita (1995) point out that translation items in university entrance
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examinations are “out of date because translation was abandoned years
ago in ESL instruction” (p. 28). In addition, the test called Sogo Mondai
(General Questions) has been criticized by Utsunomiya (1985) and
Wakabayashi and Negishi (1990a, 1990b, 1991, 1994). For this paper,
however, research on the second screening tests for national university
entrance examinations was not be conducted. This is because it is quite
difficult to get information about the scoring criteria for these tests from
each university. This research paper targets the objective tests, such as
the NCUEE-Test and grammar tests used in private university entrance
examinations.

Concerns about the private university entrance examinations: The
concerns about the English questions on private university entrance
examinations are divided into the following two categories. First, in
some examinations there are several types of questions, such as grammar
tests, which seem to measure examinees’ knowledge about intricate
grammatical rules (Wakabayashi & Negishi, 1990a, 1990b, 1991, 1994)
not language proficiency as a whole. Second, a large number of questions
are too difficult for the examinees, who are mainly third-year high school
students (Negishi, 1990).

The bypotbeses: From the above, the following three Groups of
Hypotheses (GH) were developed.

GH 1: The reliability of the NCUEE-Test will be high. There will be a
moderate correlation between the external criterion test, the Cloze
Test, and the NCUEE-Test.

GH 2: The reliability of the Pronunciation Test will be low. There will be
correlation, albeit low, between the external criterion listening
test, the TOEFL Listening Test, and the Pronunciation Test.

GH 3: The reliability of grammar tests used in private university entrance
examinations will be low. There will be correlation, again low,
between the scores of grammar tests and that of the Cloze Test.

The Study

As the purpose of this study was to investigate the reliability and
validity of English questions on Japanese university entrance examina-
tions, my goals were: 1) to determine if the English questions in the
Japanese university entrance examinations, such as the NCUEE-Test, the
paper-pencil Pronunciation Test, and the grammar tests, are reliable and
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valid measures of students’ language proficiency, and 2) to examine the
three groups of hypotheses set up in the introduction.

Method

Subjects: The experimental sample (n = 100) was taken from the first-
year students who were enrolled in an undergraduate class in general
English at Aichi University of Education in Japan. Most of them were
eighteen years old. They were predominantly male. All of them would
have taken more than six years of formal English courses prior to this
study. They were majoring in a scientific field. The sample was thus
homogeneous with regard to nationality, language background,
educational level, and age. It is noteworthy that the participants were
cooperative and showed a great deal of interest in the research.

Instruments: The following instruments were used in this experiment:

1. A 70-item open-ended Cloze Test (Appendix). The participants were
allowed 30 minutes for completion.

2. A 50-item TOEFL Listening Comprehension Test (Steinberg, 1987,
pp- 75-89). 1t took 25 minutes to finish this listening test.

3. English questions used in university entrance examinations.

a. A 58-item NCUEE-Test; 1991, the second version.

b. A 20-item Pronunciation Test; 1989 & 1992. The Pronuncia-
tion Test was administered with the NCUEE-Test. The Pro-
nunciation Tests in NCUEE-Tests are basically divided into
three types. In this study, the paper-pencil pronunciation test
where participants are required to distinguish the segmental
phonemes was used. Sixty minutes were allowed to complete
3a & 3b.

¢.  16-item grammar tests A, B, and C: 1991, 1992, & 1993. The
participants were allowed 25 minutes for completion.

Grammar Test categorization: The types of the grammar tests used in this
study are divided into two categories, Grammar Test A type and Grammar
Test C type, following Wakabayashi & Negishi (1990a, 1990b, 1991).
Grammar Test A, called Goi Hoju Mondai, is a fill-in-the-blank-with-an-
appropriate word composition test, whereas Grammar C, Seijo Mondai, is
a placing-the-words-in-order composition test. The Grammar Test B consists
of two parts, both fill-in-the-blank and placing-the-words-in-order.

Examples of the Grammar Tests: In Grammar Test A examinees are
required to fill in the blanks by selecting one of four given words.
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Example A: The two players faced each other () the chessboard in the
final match.
(A) along (B) to (C) toward (D) across

In Grammar Test B the examinees are asked to fill in the blanks by
selecting one of four given words in first half.

Example B1: They could not
daughter to college.
A. give B. afford C. spoil D. spend

the expense of sending their

In the second half, the examinees are required to place given words in
their correct order and to mark the number of words which are put in
the second and fourth blanks, following a Japanese translation as a key.
Example B2: Kono shosetsu no sakusha wa daredato omoimasuka (in
Japanese).
Who () (1) () (2) () () of the novel?
[A.is B.do C.the D.you E. think F. author]
(1.CA 2.CF 3.DA 4.DC 5.EA)
In Grammar Test C, first the examinees are required to place given
words in the correct order to produce meaningful sentences, using a
Japanese translation as a key. However, one of the words essential to
make a meaningful sentence is intentionally eliminated. Then the
examinees must select an appropriate word from the given word list to
complete the sentence.
Example C: Karewa nisan nichi de shinu desho (in Japanese).
(he, few, will, die, days, a)
A. maybe B. after C.in D. later
The NCUEE-Test, the additional Pronunciation Tests, Grammar Tests
A, B, and C, and their answers were sampled from the Daigaku Nyushi
(University Entrance Exams) Series (1994). The grammar tests were se-
lected from three different university tests published in the series.

Procedure

Cloze Test construction & scoring method: In order to examine the
concurrent validity of the NCUEE-Test and grammar tests in question, a
carefully constructed Cloze Test was used as an external criterion test.
The Cloze Test was produced on the basis of the results of recent research
on cloze test construction: 1) the selection of appropriate texts (Nishida,
1986, 1987; Mochizuki, 1984, 1994; Y. Takahashi, 1984, 1988); 2) word-
level (Mochizuki, 1992); 3) the essential number of questions and scoring
methods (Sciarone & Schoorl, 1989); and 4) the deletion frequency of
words (Alderson, 1979; Nishida, 1985). The cloze passage was adapted
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from a low intermediate reader (700 word level) for Japanese high school
students by Ishiguro & Tucker (1989). The passage selected, “Wang’s
story,” a relatively neutral, narrative topic, contained 457 words. Its
readability level was about 8th grade level as measured by the Flesch-
Kincaid readability formula by using computer program Grammatik IV
(1988). The Cloze Test itself was created by deleting every 6th word for
a total of 70 blanks. Two sentences were left intact: one was at the
beginning of the passage and one at the end to provide complete context.
Sciarone & Schoorl (1989) say that a cloze test of about 75 items should
be scored with the contextually acceptable method to maintain a
satisfactory reliability (»> .80). Then the Cloze Test was scored by me
based on the contextually acceptable word method with the help of a
British native speaker of English.

Reliability and concurrent validity of the Cloze Test: In order to examine
the concurrent validity of the Cloze Test itself, the correlation between the
scores of the 100-item TOEFL Practice Test (40 items structure & written
expression, 60 items reading comprehension) (Steinberg, 1987), and the
Cloze Test was measured in a pilot study. In the pilot study, the participants
were 100 sophomore students enrolled in general English at Aichi University
of Education in Japan. They were all Japanese speakers and majoring in
Japanese language education or art education. Most of them were eighteen
years old. The ratio between male and female was almost 1 to 1.

In the pilot study and the main study the split-half method was used
to calculate the reliability of the tests. The use of the split-half method in
the calculation of the reliability of cloze tests is still controversial be-
cause the method basically is designed for estimating the reliability co-
efficient of tests in which each item is independent. Brown (1983),
however, shows that the lack of independence between items was not a
problem for the internal consistency estimates on cloze tests. So I felt
that the split-half method was permissible for estimating the reliability
of cloze tests. In the split-half method, I scored the odd and even num-
bered items separately and examined the correlation between two halves.
After the value for r was measured, each value for r was corrected for
the reduction to half-test length using the Spearman-Brown prophecy
formula (r .= 2, /1+r, ).

hh hi

Results of the Pilot Study

High reliability of the tests and the moderate correlation coefficient
between them (r = 0.489, p < 0.01) and the correlation coefficient cor-



190 JALT JOURNAL

Table 1: Reliability Coefficients by Spearman-Brown Split-Half Method

(n=100)
Tests r Mean(M) Full Score SD
Cloze Test 0.840 33.450 70 7.815
TOEFL 0.781 31.720 100 8.128

rected for attenuation in the Cloze Test is: r = 0.604, p < 0.01 were
found. In this regard, the Cloze Test had a relatively high reliability
coefficient (» = 0.840) and moderate correlation (r = 0.489) with a reli-
able discrete-point test such as TOEFL! (Table 1).

The final decision on the Cloze Test: The author then made a final decision
to employ the Cloze Test as an external criterion test for measuring
participants’ language proficiency in this investigation. This is because
the reliability of the Cloze Test exceeded the critical threshold level of
0.80 (r = 0.840) and the test correlated with the reliable discrete-point
test, TOEFL, at close to 0.5 (r = 0.489, p < 0.01). The correlation corrected
for attenuation in the Cloze Test was more than 0.5 (r = 0.604, p < 0.01).!

The reliability and concurrent validity of the TOEFL Listening Test: The
TOEFL Listening Comprehension Test was used as another external
criterion test for measuring the concurrent validity of the Pronunciation
Test. The author did not conduct a study on the concurrent validity of
the TOEFL Listening Test. The reason for this is that the test has been
utilized in real TOEFL testing sessions, and we can therefore conclude
that the test might be reliable and valid enough to be an external criterion
listening test.

Scoring procedure for the other tests. After all the tests except the Cloze Test
were administered, the test papers were exchanged between students and
scored under my direction. After the test papers were collected, they were
reviewed by. me before the statistical calculations were performed.

Results of Study
Table 2 shows the reliability coefficients of the tests. The reliability
coefficients of the Cloze Test (r = 0.853), slightly higher than in the pilot
study, and the NCUEE-Test (r = 0.817) are high. The three grammar tests
are placed in the order of reliability coefficients from highest to lowest:
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Table 2: Reliability Coefficients by Spearman-Brown Split-Half Method

(n=100)

Tests r Mean(M) Full Score SD
Cloze Test 0.853 32.850 70 7.697
NCUEE-Test 0.817 34.920 58 8.013
Grammar Test A 0.099 9.190 16 1.948
Grammar Test B 0.436 7.930 16 2.483
Grammar Test C 0.570 7.810 16 2.497
TOEFL

Listening Test 0.398 13.060 50 3.484

Pronunciation Test 0.208 8.350 20 2.355

C (r=0.570); B (r = 0.436); A (r = 0.099). The differences in mean scores
among the three grammar tests show that the mean score of the Gram-
mar Test A is the highest (M = 9.190), and the mean scores of the other
two Grammar Test B and C are almost the same (M = 7.930; M = 7.810).
Though it is clear that the participants performed better in Grammar
Test A than in grammar tests B and C in terms of the mean scores, the
reliability of Grammar Test A is the lowest among the three. The reliabil-
ity coefficients of the TOEFL Listening Comprehension Test (r = 0.398)
and the Pronunciation Test (» = 0.208) are low.

Table 3 displays the correlation coefficients between the Cloze Test
and NCUEE-Test and grammar tests. There were moderate correlations
between the Cloze Test and the NCUEE-Test and Grammar Test C and
low correlations between the Cloze Test and grammar tests A and B.
The three grammar tests are placed in the order of the correlation coef-
ficients from highest to lowest: C (r= 0.441); A (r = 0.346); B (r = 0.323).
Grammar Test C shows the highest reliability and correlation among the

Table 3: Correlation between Cloze Test and the NCUEE-Test
and the Grammar Tests (7=100)

Tests r P

Cloze Test and NCUEE-Test 0.462 <0.01
Cloze Test and Grammar Test A 0.346 <0.01
Cloze Test and Grammar Test B 0.323 <0.01

Cloze Test and Grammar Test C 0.441 <0.01
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grammar tests. Finally, no significant correlation was found between the
TOEFL Listening Comprehension Test and the Pronunciation Test in this
study (r = -.078, p = n.s.).

Discussion

The results were then examined according to the three Groups of
Hypotheses (GH) presented above.

GH 1, of a high reliability for the NCUEE-Test (r = 0.817) and moder-
ate correlation (r = 0.462, p < 0.01) between the Cloze Test and NCUEE-
Test, was supported. Therefore, the NCUEE-Test is a fairly reliable and
somewhat valid measure of examinees’ English proficiency.

GH 2, of low reliability for the Pronunciation Test (r = 0.208), was
supported. However, that part of GH 2 which posited correlation, al-
beit low, between TOEFL Listening Test and the Pronunciation Test
was not supported because there was negative correlation, although
not significant, between the two tests (r = -0.078, n.s.). The lack of
correlation may be due to the fact that the ability to distinguish among
segmental phonemes in the Pronunciation Test cannot cover the wide
range of listening abilities which the TOEFL Listening Test tries to ex-
amine. The TOEFL Listening Test consists of three parts. In order to get
a high score on the TOEFL Listening Test the examinees must under-
stand 1) the meaning of sentences spoken, 2) the actual discourse be-
tween two speakers, and 3) lectures in a classroom setting.

However, the problem is the reliability of the external criterion lis-
tening test: the TOEFL Listening Test reliability is low (» = 0.398), a
finding which calls for further research on the matter. Therefore, whether
or not the Pronunciation Test might be eliminated remained unresolved
because of the low reliability of the two tests. I will assume that a more
reliable external criterion listening test could be found or tailored through
in-depth item-test correlation analysis in future research.

GH 3, concerning the low reliability of the grammar tests, was sup-
ported in only Grammar Test A (r = 0.099). The reliability of Grammar
Tests B (r = 0.436) and C (r= 0.570) was moderate. The low correlation
between the Cloze Test and the Grammar Tests was supported as far as
Grammar Tests A and B were concerned. There was a moderate corre-
lation between the Cloze Test and Grammar Test C (r = 0.441, p < 0.01).
In this study, however, it cannot be easily concluded that the Grammar
Test C has far-reaching potential for becoming a reliable and valid gram-
mar test. This is because in the three Grammar Tests different sentence
structures and vocabulary are used. In the future, research on the effect
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of test type or test format should be conducted in order to examine
what kind of test types or test formats are appropriate to meastire lan-
guage learners’ proficiency and the relationship with learners’ profi-
ciency levels in conditions in which the variable is limited to only test
type or test format.

In addition, T must say that the lack of correlation in many places in
the stucly may be due to the following three factors: 1) lack of reliability
in the measures in general, and/or 2) lack of reliability with my specific
group of students, and/or 3) restrictions in the range of ability that I
sampled in the investigation. Tests are not simply reliable and valid in
and of themselves. They are reliable and valid for specific types of
students and specific ranges of ability (Brown 1983, 1996). Future re-
search should be conducted, again under more controlled conditions,
with a larger sample of participants with their proficiency levels taken
into consideration.

Conclusion and Remaining Issues

In this study, | investigated the English questions used in university
entrance examinations to determine if they are reliable and valid mea-
sures of examinees’ English proficiency. The data indicated that, first,
the NCUEE-Test is, to some degree, an appropriate measure of examin-
ees’ English proficiency in terms of reliability and validity. Second, there
was no significant correlation between the TOEFL Listening Test and
the Pronunciation Test. However, since both of the two tests showed
low reliability, more research on this matter should be conducted in
order to clarify whether the Pronunciation Test is or is not a valid mea-
sure of examinees’ listening ability, measuring the correlation with a
more reliable external criterion listening test. Third, test designers should
try to procuce more valid and reliable grammar tests. Further research is
also needed to identify what kind of grammar tests have the potential of
being reliable and valid testing devices. Moreover, this kind of research
should be carried out again with a larger sample of participants, again
with participants’ proficiency level taken into consideration.
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Note

1. Klein-Braley and Raatz (1984) propose the criteria to judge the quality of the
C-Test. In their six C-Test construction axioms, they say that a valid C-Test
should correlate with a reliable discrete-point test at 0.5 or higher. Since C-
Tests are one of the modified versions of cloze tests, I applied Klein-Braley
and Raatz’s idea for judging the concurrent validity of the Cloze Test in this
study.
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Appendix: Cloze Test

One day Wang lost his way while he was gathering wool. He wan-
dered in the woods ( 01 ) hours, but could not find (02 ) path to lead
him home. (03 ) came and Wang was tired ( 04 ) very hungry. When he
passed ( 05 ) big rock, he thought he ( 06 ) human voices. He walked
around ( 07 ) rock and found a cave. ( 08 ) voices came from the cave.
( 09 ) was almost dusk, but when ( 10 ) entered the cave, he noticed
(11 ) was light and comfortable inside. ( 12 ) walked deeper into the
cave (13 ) he came to a room at ( 14 ) end. Light and fresh air ( 15 ) from
the ceiling.

Two men ( 16 ) sitting before a chess board. ( 17 ) were playing
chess, chatting merrily. ( 18 ) neither talked to Wang nor ( 19 ) looked at
him, but went ( 20 ) on playing. Now and then ( 21 ) drank from their
cups which ( 22 ) held in their hands. Since ( 23 ) was so hungry and
thirsty, ( 24 ) asked for a sip. For ( 25) first time they looked at (26 ) and
smiled, offering him the (27 kind of a cup. Although (28 ) did not talk
to him, ( 29 ) invited him to drink by gesture. ( 30 ) drink was fragrant
and ( 31 ) as sweet as honey. Wang ( 32 ) he had finished it all, ( 33)
strangely enough, the cup was refilled ( 34 ) he noticed it.

Wang ( 35 ) no longer hungry nor thirsty ( 36 ) he drank from the cup.
He ( 37 ) sat down beside the two ( 38 ) and watched their chess game.
( 39) two men continued playing chess, ( 40 ) chatting and laughing.
The game ( 41 ) so exciting that Wang became (42 ) in it. It took some
(43 ) before it was over. Maybe ( 44 ) hour or more had passed, (45 )
thought. He had spent too ( 46 ) time in the cave, and (47 ) good-bye to
the chess ( 48 ) who gave him a bag ( 49 ) a souvenir.

After he came out of ( 50 ) cave, he could find his (51 ) home easily.
However, when ( 52 ) entered his home village and ( 53 ) some people
on the road, ( 54 ) did not know any of ( 55 ). They were all strangers.
He ( 56 ) the place where his old ( 57 ) was, but-there was nothing ( 58 )
a few decayed poles and ( 59 ). He did not understand what ( 60 )
happened, and looked around for ( 61 ) neighbors’ houses. They were
all (62 ) from what he used to (63 ). The people living there were ( 64 )
strangers too. being at a (65 ) for what to do, he (66 ) the bag that the
chess ( 67 ) had given him. Out came ( 68 ) stream of smoke, and
in (69 ) minute, his hair had turned ( 70 ) and he found himself an old
man. What does this story remind you of ?
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