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Overview of the session 
INPUT    (20 minutes)  

Å The different meanings of òstandardó in assessment 

Å The concepts of fairness and validity  

Å A particular construct: academic writing ability  

Å Three sample measures of the construct  
 

DISCUSSION  (20 minutes)  

 Talk about the ideas among yourselves  
 

FEEDBACK    (20 minutes)  

 Tell us all what you think  ð and want to ask.  
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Thinking about 
ɁÚÛÈÕËÈÙËÚɂ 

National Standards 

Unit 
Standards 

Achievement 
Standards 

Standardised 
Tests 

Standards-based assessment 

Standard setting 

Standard 
deviation  
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A standardised test 
 

REQUIREMENTS 

ÅA rigorous process of development, trialling and 
revision  to establish the testõs measurement quality. 

ÅStandard content in all forms of the test, based on 
an explicit set of specifications.  

ÅThe creation of norms based on the distribution of 
scores in a given population.  

ÅStandard procedures for administering and scoring 
the test.  

 

Based on Davies et al. (1999), Dictionary of language testing ( p. 187). 
CUP 
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Why these requirements? 
 

ÅThe key element is consistency : 
o In content  

o In administrative conditions and procedures  

o In scoring  

o In the interpretation of the results  
 

ɁÖÉÑÌÊÛÐÝÌɂ 

professional 

fair (??) 
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Fairness in language 
assessment 

 

ÅNot a major concept in language assessment, but 
promoted by some authors (notably Antony 
Kunnan ) in the context of ethical standards in the 
field.  

ÅOther scholars have argued it is essentially one 
aspect of validity.  

ÅFairness emphasises the idea that all learners should 
have an equal chance of doing their best, 
regardless of gender, ethnicity, language 
background, type of school, geographical region, 
and so on.  
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What may be unfair about 
standardised tests? 

 

ÅSome learners are badly affected by test anxiety 

and other psychological states.  

ÅSome learners have more opportunities to prepare 

for the test than others.  

ÅCertain items, tasks or topics may favour some 

groups of test -takers over others.  

ÅThe testing conditions and administrative 

procedures may vary from one test site to another.           
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Other concerns with 
standardised tests 

 

ÅThese tests tend to give priority to reliability, at the 

expense of validity.  

 

ÅTraditionally, they have neglected listening and 

speaking skills, concentrating on what can be 

assessed through a written exam.  

 

ÅThe test items and tasks lend themselves to intensive 

coaching in test -taking techniques.  
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Another approach:  
standards-based assessment 
 

Å Standards -based assessment allows us to make 
judgments  about the level of an individual's learning with 
respect to shared benchmarks of expected 
performance , supported by exemplars.  

Å Each standard has a number of components that 
students need to bring together to achieve the standard. 
Teachersõ judgments [focus] on the work as a whole, as 
opposed to the result from a single snapshot assessment.  

Å Teachers improve the consistency  of their judgments 
through engaging in moderation practices , [which 
enable them] to develop a shared understanding of the 
meaning of standards and how to apply them in a range 
of cases.  

From the TKI website : http://assessment.tki.org.nz   
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http://assessment.tki.org.nz/


What may be unfair about 
standards-based assessment? 

 

ÅLack of assessment expertise among some 

teachers.  

Å Inconsistency in interpreting and implementing the 

standards.  

ÅDifferences in assessment conditions and amount of 

support provided to learners.  

ÅBias or favouritism towards certain learners.  

Å Inadequate resources for moderating teacher 

judgements and correcting errors.  
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Validity and fairness  
 

ÅConceptually, an assessment is valid if we can 

meaningfully interpret the results as representing the 

level of knowledge, skills or ability of a population 

of learners.  

ÅThe relevant knowledge, skills or ability are defined 

as one or more constructs . 

ÅAn assessment is fair  if it gives valid results for all the 

learners and does not disadvantage particular sub -

groups.  
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Threats to validity  
 

ÅConstruct underrepresentation  

The assessment does not adequately cover the range of 

knowledge or skills defined by the construct.  

 

ÅConstruct - irrelevant variance  

The assessment is affected by the needs for skills that are not 

relevant to the targeted construct.  
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A case in point: 
Preparing for academic study 
  

 Let us look at three ways of assessing the construct 

of academic writing ability , considering both 

validity and fairness:  

 

Å IELTS Academic Writing Module, Task 2  

Å Internet -based TOEFL (iBT) Integrated Writing Task  

ÅEnglish Language (EAP) Unit Standard 22750:  

 Write a crafted text using researched material in 

English for an academic purpose  
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IELTS Academic Writing  
Sample Task 2 

 

You should spend about 40 minutes on this task.  

Write about the following topic : 

 

 

 

 

Give reasons for your answer and include any relevant examples 

from your knowledge or experience . 

Write at least 250 words.  
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The threat of nuclear weapons maintains world peace. Nuclear power 
provides cheap and clean energy. 

The benefits of nuclear technology far outweigh the disadvantages. To 
what extent do you agree or disagree? 



IELTS Task 2 
Rating criteria  

Candidate scripts are rated on a 0 -9 scale according 

to four criteria:  

Å Task response  

Å Coherence and cohesion  

Å Lexical resource  

Å Grammatical range and accuracy  

 

One examiner marks each script  
òIELTS examiners undergo intensive face to face training and 

standardisation to ensure that they can apply the descriptors in a valid 

and reliable manner .ó 

ò 

15 


