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The Concept of Reliability in Language Testing: Issucs and
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What &5 Lunguape Testing?
A tesl s & sarple of behaviowr, Therefore, 2 language fest would be o sqmple

of lingunge Fehaviour. Accorling to Homberger and Sholangy {2008], [anguage 1esling
ar laneuinge- assessment is o field ofsudy nnder the umbrella of Applied Linguesstics. [ts
ity focus i the assesanment of e, secomld or lser Banguaies o be schaol, college ar
Eniversily contex!, assessiment of Tongaige usc in the workplace, and “nssessment -of
languaee in oommgndin, citizenship, and asylem comexis.

.I'T.l.rmrri i J-'l'-:-.r.:lrr.r-u.:.;::.l'r.'.l'r.lr.r.'.' e FAveiverioe, Fofsore 8 Yoo f Arepresr, 20014
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Lamguage westing is the prictice al evaluating the proficiency of o {ndividunl
noasing o panticaban languege elfectively: Langangs 1ests work best whei they nre
elesignesd anad devefoped te mcisine spevilie hingunge skifls sneh as senking, listening,
wiiting praficicney, reicling congrehenision, e slHlity e Eranskaie texds, or the abilidy
b blerprer spoken HIRTETHIERR

Theoretical Framewark

The oy of linguage Propounded by Chimsky §19%63) known as Generigive
Lrwmmn sl Dell Hymes™ Commumicative Loanpetaies theory form the eoretical
framewark of the study, The notions el conmpetzice aml perlormance are cxsential i
inderstinding langueape wsling or fsecssmenl For Uhotnsky, competence iz rlpe
CApICIyY Lo generate an mifitite gumber of selileoees Fravn o Fimited set of praiminatical
mles. This Vitw |'||:-.-:EI$ than compsieace 1= |l'-jli=."i|||}' |:-.ri||| 6 |:l|.'lfl'|rll:'|;||!|{'|.' and s
theretaore, the wenemtive basis for further learaiag, Dell Hymes regened auainst e
peresived madequacy of Nean Chomsky"s theary by stating that the communicative
irction of lingunse supereedes e hngnistic Risclion of Lgunge, Cormumniearive
compience, henee, refers o g I:mgaml_:;-:_- ety know |:|_1|__-_._. isf synlax, r-|-'.ur|'-llurug:.-.
phonalagy, as well as gocial knowledpe alwgl how gl wisen I s pdlermseaes
appropriately.  Language tests are conducied i jox slunbene” - limguisise s
cammeticative compedence 1o enabicthem fnciion praperly inibe schaol, work place
arnl any other siuntion where the Lse of English is regaired,

Finds of Langunae 1'ests

| Based an spesific purposes. language tesis are prowped into the fallowing types:
Proficiemey 1)

Achicvenment iosf

Flacement iest

Diagmosies sy

Lurmstnge Apieioade fest

Proficiency tests are ysod 1o et perrenal pigdure of a studein®s Envwledae and pbility
ather e measure provress ide in il ranguage Sy, For malance, leamers may he
wesled te find ont wlstbhor their wenertl coturmand of Enslish iz acdeguate for
stggessiul conrse of sy i a feacign aniversity where the linguage of indrsction i
bamically Enghsls, ped o jab or ol some kind of certilicate. Tedd of Enplish as a
Forcign Languiage (TOEFLY 15 a g cxomaple of 4 proficicney s, In predaciangy
besds, the spuestion asked i whetber Bie knowledue of English pozsesssd by studens is
good enotigh 1o cope with forescen demnnids <l a way 1o Iry and asscss this s by
rErEECnliive festing and prrposive tesing,
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Reprezentative: lesting i eoncemed nsre witl (he ity of nguage, One
fnsht aszimee thal s studemis ahiliby 1o cvecdly fill o cloze Tasiee means the stsdent
itasps e siuciure of the lngiage. A cfose dese (ndso called wlaze welerion fesr) s am
SRETCIE I0E, Or nsscRsmend csisling af o portion of tex with ST wordls remooved
Iehiens fexe), where e parisipant s asked o replace the muissing wonds, Cloze tesis
reduiire e ability 10 understaned contest vacibulary in orler to identify the correct
wikels or Lype of wonds thar Deloag in the dedeled PesEEpes ol o s Purposive lestinge
Hcuses on - effechiveness of conmnieation by stuidents. Can the giudenis Sl g1 feitg
npprapriziele or follow instrictions ae o wrling exercise’?

Dingmistic test fe also known as formative ar [rsrgress ieal These fesis led (he feaclser
sl stuilents Enavw Bow well they havé lemt Parbculor covrse elemeits and are dene a1
e ersl of coorse book unit of recenl class work, The tesd content and guesticn fypes
slhowld e frifine 10 siudenis and a igh degree of succiss usiilly expecied since
they kaow what = G the st Far cxample. & the end oF a lexsap on Englizh
prepasiioms, o lngoages feacler enin give bess slems-in - forme of senilences  of abonat
fwenty 4 200 wily MASsLIE prepesititns. Shalent: can he aaked 10 N i che waps wills the
appreqiabe prepositen in ench senlence. The resulis of sech eneree will show whicl
wneds meed revising with the ehss or jndividiezls,

Achievement test s also called atininment o sumnaateve tesk; 0 aims iy nssasore whai
has boon learnt over a longer period of time thai i dinpmestic test, An achicvemen| lesi
alocs wob relate 1 a particudar course book bui alrms al lse syllalbus. Far cxample, the
syltaber: coverod for the Senfor Seconchiny Centificate Examination in Englizh lnnguae
15 slesiged 1o mensire achievement res an o lnrger seale. The syllabas MkLy specily
hroad sange of lexical nid striciursl comtent, letler writing, comprelicnsion, SEIFErY
exercises and Oral English. However, o prishien with thess fesis s ki VoAl |
exmimine cveryibing in the conrse ofa fiw Iitars, s von hove ty choose samples.

According fo Maduekwe (20007], achisveniénd tes i capeeted 1w oreflect speeess
ol Edlare, They, showld reinforee the Feanting that has taken place, ot ko ot of thedr
way 0 oxpose weakness, They can also help i deciding on chavges Far fitiee peacvivny
roernmes where stdents dosigiv Geamtly wiorss in (parts af} the tesd than miglt have
Deen exprecied,

PEneeimesd fest is i 10 groug fpdancel new studets b the riglel ¢lass in ooschoal, The
best= are- basid on <vllabuses -l materials: sudents will [oflow. Here; the subgec
ntter of any reading and listening 1ex1s, speakimg and wriling tasks are sy b
DIE COMPAI CXPETiCFICE = somnething everyone ean selaré 1o, An ilerview con be nsed
o Tl ot ca sonbent™s  spokien securacy sl Mueney, The Joint Universitjes,
Firbytechitics and Colleges of Eduston Mateicelation Examination amd the Pos-UIM )

.15
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cxammoations coklucted by aulonomois  onivemsiies, polybechmcs anil -collopes il
cducation dee examiples ol placsmen tesis in Migerin,

Lanzunge aptitade (esd s wsed 1o predicl o persen’s success o0 CAPsIng 1o tlss foreien
ar gecond nateage. Acceeding e Corolland Sapon (L9548, lngusge apiitede Lesl docs
nol reler o whetler or ot o individual can Searn & foreign lnnguage, bua it refers o
fow well an individual can lenm a Torcign langunge @ @ given pmounl of time and
uraler mivens gonditions. In ctlor wonls, tho purposs af this fesl 15 10 detennang how
quiickly ar castly o leammer heams language in o Tuguages inining pragEmme,

I showld be jinted, however, ti these Tive tes types overdap, Thene ane
clenmenis ol proliciency b e alezr Tonr bypes bue ol larye 10 b wolicl, relihile pl
praiciicable

1. Based saofentation, laneiage wsting s divided ino;
i, LAvgminse cojsslence ol
B, Pezfonmanee lmsiagse Wees,

Langiuage crmpedence Tesl, peoonting 19 Diowd ol Teastisl (20121, &5 & te=d thot
nvislves compaitciis of language such s vocabulary, grummssr and pronsicidinen
while performance Linguage test 1= & 1csl that involves the hasic skills in English
which are writing, speaking, hstening and neadhng,

Direct competence tests are texts thal [00Es Ol measuning tlie student™s knowiedpe
about Tnguags companents like grommar or vocabulary i which il elicilatiom uses
ane of U bosic skills (speaking, listening. reading, or writing): For instance, 3 e her
who wanls do koow the exlent of siedent’s knowbedge of grommir can fgk theny to
write o narcilive essny te evaluate them, On the adher hand, indireet competence 50
are lests fhat Facos o mesaring student’s Knowledge about langunge compenenls like
g o vocabulary in which the elicitation does nol wse one of the basae skilks;
speaking, listening, resling or writing, {ther ways-are wwes] ke the muliple ghavcy
fnethad wihere & teocher gives o multiple chisice st e siudents 1 ke their g
ki |y,

Performance nnguige test con be direct of indirect. Direet performance tesl i fesl
sl Focuses-on measiring the swdents” sxifl m reaeling, writing, speaking and Jistening,
and the elicitation is flrough diveet communication, For exaumple, i teaeler wants Lo
koo tlhe stadents” skill in writing, he can ask them to wrile a letier or o essay. O the
ather hand, inbiveet performmmice test i aiest hat fogtes on measuring e stabents
skl 1y repdimgr, wrilig, :-||.'II.':'||-:iI'|]'_ anid ||.'I-':I.'I5i|'l,ll anid 1he eliciation does not uss any il
thess skill=

Ul
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The Concopl ol Rellability in Banguspe Tesding
TI!': chasasteristics of o pood langusge best ares relinbility, walulity, procticality amd
Ruirvess bt ghee focus af (a8 puapser is prechsnianily. an “refinbiliy b language westing

Reliability™ 18 one of the mest imgorint charncienstices of all 1es1 im general,
and language tests b particalar, In fet, an poreliable 1est js warth nedbing, [n order 10
underatniad the coucspt, an example may prove helphl, Suppase a siugdent tgok o tesl an
yrmmaar comprising o hakeed {100) ifems amd pol a score ol 90, This sludsm
Furiler Bk thie saitie fesl lwosdnys luter and gol 45, Fas thi; third tine, il siident i
e saimie et ems and regeived o score af 0. Sies the studint’s: kiawledge of
pramumr conot goounder drastic chinpes wilthin this shor period. the hest explaiation
wanald b ihal fhere mist: have been something wrong with the st items acdmaistiered
L the stisdent. The lest &2, therefore, not reliable becikse il daes nod praduse sonsistent
ccores Hemes, s not possible 1o ke o osound decision on ihe basis of sich lest
sepret. This is the tasenee of the concepl of reliability, that 1=, prodducaig consistent

BCOPEE.

Aceording to Munally (1982}, reliabifity 15 careermed with fhe extent @ which
neisnramems are repeatable i all iems being stdied werd inclucled. In other wirds,
rellability ein be deseribed ag the extonl o which 3 ksl mssune whal it purporls b
preasuare cansisiently and gecuniely. In the Hame veii, Maduckwe [2ET) sLated that
et rieliubility nefiers 10 ilv idea that & good language 1est should wive pansisient results
A reliable Eoglish test, tn het opinion, is one which should measure whalgver it s
supprscd e mensung consistantly under all conditions. Far exantple, i the teocher
sdenslinisters three tests in Enghish language clags say. for a lerm, and the stuclents
perfarm I o consisient nannes on the tesls, then the best ilens ane relinble, Also,
Bachminn ol Palnier (195967 defined releability ihe consiateney of measrement’,
That is, u langeape best s reliable to the exienl that whatever if measres, it mesures i
eomsistenily. A measure i consedensd relinble if 8 person’s score on the same 1esl gEiven
pwice ks similar. On his:paet. Jocob. (19%11) ctnted that “reliability is an essenlial
chardctoristic of o geod tesl ecause 7 8 test docan | mysxsure camsastently (reliablyl,
Alsan e cald mat count on the scores resulting from a particular sdminisiron 10 be
an accumie imdex of stdents” achievemen’” felability, theralore, shows the extend-10

which 1esL scores are free [Tom error.

Types of Reliability
There are four major methods of determining relinbility in Ennguage festing.

They are namely; test-retisl, paraliel Forme, inter-raber el item reliatality.,
‘Test-retest relinhility i3 3 measuns af relability ohined by mlnunistering e swme
fesl Twice over o period of lime 10,0 groug af individuats, The scores ablained i the
vovts Lials e fhein be onrrelated in order fo evaluate the fest Fow atnbility over fime,

P9l
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Puraliel or sltermate form relinbility i3 & messure of refiabiliy obeained when 3
lnpuige lehchier ereates two forms of the same test by varging the fiems shighily
Relialnbity i sared o5 0 comclation beiween seores of Test 1 and Tese 2,

Inter-rater seliability is o measure of reliability wed 10 asess the extent o which
dilferent jnlges or raters agree in their asseiament decisions. This is bocause (v
benchers will mal neceasarily infemred antwars 1l same way: A teacher’s mark for the
saime composition oxerclac may wary in aecordanes with his physical comlition,
cenational state or any atlier circumsiance that might affect his judgnient. |1 k= peasible
s iy ive a-different miark iF e swere toassss the snme compasition after oo inderval

ol amonih ar 2 term.

Ltem reliollity is o mcasore of refizbility wed W evaluate tre degree o wiliiely
different test ilems that probe the sume consruct produce sunilar resulls, Tlds Is
locause the tost items may not be reliable: The ifems, for imstance, may b 0o easy, o7
voa difficuli angl the items may nol discriminate sulligiently belwecn imbeltigenl asl not

o indedligent students

Frctors which Affect Relinlbility of Language Tests

The major Tactor which offects neliability of Tanguigs test ikems s the lemgth of tha
nssesment. Sattler (2001) stated that test lengili is a magor factor in relinbility of Lests.
e bonger (e best is, the mose felishle it & Moreover, in practice, relinbilily is

crilineed by making the 125t instroctions sbsehsiely eleas, resiricting e seope for
crtiety i the answers and making sune the tes ifems rempin constinl.

Mophes (2003) gnve two reasons why bess are prrebiable. Tlsz first 15 the
ieraction between the persan taking the tesl aml the features o the test iesell. Humnn
heings are not meseldnes and, therefare, shoubd not be expected 10 perfornn in cxactly
Wl same way-on [wo different occazions in whalever (st they ke As g reésull, expect
e varaation in the scores @ person gets an 4 best, dependdng on when hefshe Loak it,
tle il of this person when hefshe sk the st how maich sleep i person had
hifare e esorcise. However, the Tommge teacher wiv adninisters the fest can SO8UTS
fai e lests ihamselver do not increase this variation by having unchear instrucions,

mhiiions guestions, or items that result i goessing on the par of (he fest takers of
Anidents, Unbess, theve is o deliberale siicmpt to minnmize fese fetures, b scores

students ohtnin on such test cannet be julzed as refiable

Cecondly, Hughes (2003) sited that the sooring of o fesl 3% another sowree ol
il inbitity, Acconding e him, scomng can be unrclishle in thet equivalent best
werfanmnees e secorded signafieantly different scorcs This is the cae in inter- maler
liability whére fhe sanye composition may be given very dilferent seores by different

192
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miarkers or even by the same maarker oo differens ocepsions: Mosl large sting
ovganizations  liké the West African  Examination Ceancil (WAECE  Mational
Exainination Council (NECO)Y and National Board for Techrical Examination Board
(MABTEB}, thke every precantion o nmke their lesis and the sconng of. tem, ns
relinble na possible, They are generally highly successful i this nespoecl, They achieve
hig fead by providing 2 unifirm mearking puidelschenie in all the sukjects examined
including Eaglish lingunge and co-ondisation mestings are held by the chief examiners
(CE) aned wean leaders {TL), then Follawed by the ascisinnt examiners (AE) in ench
marking venlre. There, dummy scripts are marked and the apportionmient of marks

ncrass the questions i3 discussed as sipulated in the marking guide. Thes ensures
reliability of scores in the subjects laken by the students, Hened, inles-rater reliabilily s

mintmized or reduced o dhe barest mininum. On the sther hand, small-scale leating
ends t he less reliable, These include classreom bests comluched  during A
lermiaerester or entt ol lehnsemestar or session examimations laken m pos-primary
welonls and tertinry institutions where a enifonm marking puidedscheme may ot he

wsed by the bnigueape teachers teaching different elasses

Iy addition, relinbility can be probematic whei a test s a speed st beeouse 1l
is ot every silent that is ahbe 10 complete all the items i a specd fosd, In conlras, a
power st shauld Jhe used in which every student ia able fo complet all ihe test ibems.

Also, group homagensity aned item difficalty are importd faclors. This s
lscanse the nwwe heterogencous the group of sislents who lake Elie 1est, the mane
relialale the mezzure will beand the extent or degree of iem dilficalty will jepd 1o tes)
seares heing reliable or unrelinble. Relinlbility will be low iFa st is sooesy that overy
sulenl gets mest o all of ihe items comect or 50 difTicult flu esery giodsng gets masl
cr nll af the fens wreng. Henee, when there is 1itle vackability among best scores, the
velialiligw will he Tow.

Aspects of the testing situstion can alse have an ellodt on relinbabiny. For

exannple, il the 1est is adomnistered in o room thal 5 cxiremely hot, respondents might
he distracteil ad unable 16 complete e test 1o the best of their abilidy. Other things
like fatigue; siess, sickiaess, poprs instruciions, molivatesn aml  covirgnmental

Hstrnetions e have influence on the reliability of the nmeasure.

In comclusion, the test-retest mierval shoukl not be o leng, The shorier the
iterval between two administeations of a-test, the bess likely that changes will occur
mind the higher the rediability aftesl stores ohiained.
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Concluslon pinl Recommemitions ua Haw o Fenprove Kellability of Langunge
Tests

The following suggestions will g a long way 10 make Bnguage lesting 1
rehiabie 00 dhe procedunes are adoptied by Enghzh lenguage teachers and  les)
.I|:|II1i|||~iI,|;|||,||5-:_

Fiestly, s Bnguage teaclier shonld jay  more alieolion o tie carelil
constrinction of the st iteims, Phease each item clearly sa thad stadens know exactly
whas fhey are requested 1 <o, Try 1o widle ilems thal discrimisie Ao wonl el
P students mid are of an appropringe difficulty level. The queétions should neithicr be
oo ensy ner bao Gl Ticalt Gor e sisdens

secotutly, longer tesls feod 1o reduce the inflience of chance Frclars sucl as
wHessing. 5o, cssay questions anc preferable 1o maligple choice uestions beciuss the
latter requires mone tane o wrife than the former., Setting longer besis jmproves
relinbility oily when the - sdditional 1tems are of pook] guality amd a3 relishic as the
orginl oies. Adding poor guality items iduees eroor anid lawers relbilicy.

Thardly, the Englesh bagamge teacher shonbd st plasing the test and wriling
Ihe dlems well alwead of the e e 1ed i e be given b students. 15 iz 5 ool done, he
is IWkely loowrite the test items horriediy 20 the st minnge e flvis will nake the test
barve o rediakb laiy,

iy sldinaon, the teacher should canstruct the test Hems using clear instruetions
and directioms, Pooely wonded or ambiguons items or irick questions are anather major
dlurenl 10 rehahie measeremenl

Alsw, to smpreve the relinbility of lnmguags test scores, the seofers, rlers of
eraminers <hoild score ebjectively and not subjectively. An objective test is nibons
reliable becmese the 1ot seores reflect tnee differences in achievement ansng students
anid pat the judginent s apinions e (he seorer,

Moreso, sudeits should be identified by nember, nod nome. This & hecause,
Scarery, most of the fime, ive expecttions of candidates tha tleey Kmow and this
alfects the way that they scere, especially mosubjective marking like compositionz, The
sbentifention of the candidates only by numbers will seduce swech Tns oi 6o pinrt af fhe
VLTS O STarers,

Finully, il all thew saigpestions are tiken, inguge leachers will find il less
dilMicaili o dentilv the prallems of sidents i lnnygaage leaming situatsn aml the
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