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Question: 

Describe an English language test with which you are familiar and discuss how valid and 

reliable the test appears to be. (If possible, include illustrative examples from the test 

itself.) Describe any procedures you would use to establish its validity and reliability. 

(You should not carry out these procedures unless they are quick and simple to 

complete.) 
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1 Introduction 

According to Hughes (2003, p. 1), many ELT professionals “harbour a deep mistrust of 

tests and testers” and, he claims, this view is often justifiable due to the poor quality of 

many language tests.  Furthermore, Bachman and Palmer (1996, p. 6) suggest that 

“there is no such thing as the one „best‟ test, even for a specific situation”.  

Nevertheless, a cursory glance through ELT publishers‟ catalogues shows that “high 

stakes” language tests are big business.  The “high stakes” label refers to the fact that 

candidates‟ futures are often determined by achieving a satisfactory grade in one or 

other of the tests.  Examples include IELTS examinations, frequently used as an entry 

requirement for UK universities, or the TOEFL test, often required to enter tertiary 

education in the US.  Given these tests can affect the future of candidates around the 

globe, it is vital that providers develop examinations where candidates can perform to 

the best of their ability.  Similarly, the education departments, employers or universities 

using these tests to measure the language ability of individuals are reliant on the results 

truly reflecting how language is used in context.  For these stakeholders, therefore, 

consistent accuracy and valid measurement is paramount.  Therefore, a high-stakes 

test-developer‟s aim should be to create tests that clearly state their purpose and offer 

results that can be empirically proven to be reliable; in other words, tests that are valid 

and reliable. 

This paper considers Cambridge ESOL‟s First Certificate in English (FCE), which, at B2 

level, is formally recognised by the Department of Education in Switzerland and can be 

taken as part of the “Berufsmatura” qualification (equivalent of A level) (Randall, 2010, p. 

3).  Therefore, in a Swiss context, the FCE constitutes a high-stakes test, as it 
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determines whether candidates can attend a Swiss university.   In this paper, I will 

describe the FCE test, review the existing literature to outline the theories underpinning 

foreign language testing, and offer an analysis of the apparent reliability and validity of 

the FCE test.  Finally, I will consider research which could be undertaken in the 

classroom to test both the reliability and validity of the FCE examination. 

2 The First Certificate in English 

The Cambridge ESOL‟s FCE was introduced in 1939 as the Lower Certificate in English.  

It has since undergone 4 major reviews the most recent in 2008.  According to Hawkey 

(2009, p. 7), these modifications were made to reflect the changes in language testing 

“with the continuing ascendancy of communicative approaches to language teaching”.  

A sample of the 2008 version is given in Appendix One.   

The FCE consists of five papers, Reading, Writing, Use of English, Listening and 

Speaking, (table 2.1) with each paper contributing 20% to the total mark.  Two of the 

papers (writing and speaking) are marked subjectively, using both global and specific 

criterion-referenced rating scales, while the remaining papers are objectively marked.    

Paper Timing Content 

1: Reading 1 hour Part 1: A text followed by 8 multiple-choice questions. 

Part 2: A text from which seven sentences have been 

removed and placed in a jumbled order, together with an 

additional sentence, after the text. 

Part 3: A text or several short texts preceded by 15 

multiple-matching questions.  

2: Writing 1 hour  

20 minutes 

Part 1: One compulsory question. 

Part 2: Candidates choose one task from a choice of five 

questions (including a set text option). 

3: Use of                    
English 

45 minutes Part 1: A modified cloze test containing 12 gaps and 

followed by 12 multiple-choice items. 
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Part 2: A modified open cloze test containing 12 gaps. 

Part 3: A text containing 10 gaps.  Each gap corresponds 

to a word.  The stems of the missing words are given 

beside the text and must be changed to form the missing 

word. 

Part 4: Eight separate questions, each with a lead-in 

sentence and a gapped second sentence to be completed 

in two to five words, one of which is a given „key word‟. 

4: Listening 45minutes Part 1: A series of eight, short unrelated extracts from 

monologues or exchanges between interacting speakers.  

There is one multiple-choice question per extract. 

Part 2: A monologue or text involving interacting speakers, 

with a sentence completion task with 10 questions. 

Part 3: Five short related monologues, with five multiple 

matching questions. 

Part 4: A monologue or text involving interacting speakers, 

with seven multiple-choice questions.  

 5: Speaking 14 minutes Part 1: A conversation between the interlocutor and each 

candidate (spoken questions). 

Part 2: An individual „long turn‟ for each candidate, with a 

brief response from the second candidate (visual and 

written stimuli with spoken instructions). 

Part 3: A two-way conversation between the candidates 

(visual and written stimuli with spoken instructions). 

Part 4: A discussion on topics related to part 3 (spoken 

questions). 

  Table 2.1: FCE Content (Cambridge, 2008a, p. inside front cover) 

According to Cambridge ESOL (2008a, pp. 3-4), the examination is set at the 

Association of Language Testers in Europe (ALTE) level 3, and level B2 of the Council 

of Europe‟s Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR).  

Therefore, as  the handbook states (2008a, p. 4),  

[a]t this level, a learner should be able to handle the main structures of the 
language with some confidence, demonstrate knowledge of a wide range of 
vocabulary, and use appropriate communicative strategies in a variety of social 
situations.  Their understanding of spoken language and written texts should go 
beyond being able to pick out items of factual information, and they should be able 
to distinguish between main and subsidiary points and between the gist of a text 
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and specific detail.  They should be able to produce written texts of various types, 
showing the ability to develop an argument as well as describe or recount events. 

 

Having outlined the current format and level of the FCE, I will now address the 

theoretical basis of language testing in an attempt to provide a framework for validity 

and reliability. 

3 Literature Review 

This section outlines types of test, types of testing and the test development process 

and identifies how these theories relate to the FCE. 

3.1 Types of Test 

Tests can be categorised by the type of information they provide.  Hughes (2003) 

identifies four types of tests: proficiency, achievement, diagnostic and placement.  

Figure 3.1 provides explanations of these terms. 

 

Figure 3.1: Types of tests (adapted from Hughes, 2003, pp. 11-17) 

Bachman (1990, p. 114) argues that tests such as the FCE are achievement tests as the 

majority of candidates complete a preparation course.  In contrast, Hugues (2003, p. 12) 

Proficiency tests

Measure ability in a 
language

Based on what 
candidates can do 
with the language

Achievement 
tests

Directly related to 
language courses

Aim to measure 
how much of a 

course has been 
learnt

Diagnostic tests 

To identify learners' 
strengths and 
weaknesses

Often existing 
proficiency tests are 

used here 
successfully

Placement

tests

Used to assign 
students to classes 
at different levels

Most successful 
placement tests are 
tailor-made for the 
teaching situation
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points out that the FCE is a general type of proficiency test.  This corresponds with 

Cambridge‟s (2008a, p. 3) view that the test measures “overall communicative ability”.    

3.2 Types of testing 

Within each type of test, examining boards choose between a variety of testing 

elements, combining them to meet particular testing needs.  The possibilities are shown 

in figure 3.2.       

           

       

Figure 3.2 Types of testing methods (adapted from Hughes, 2003, pp. 17-22) 

The FCE examination uses both objective (papers 1, 3 and 4) and subjective scoring 

(papers 2 and 5) and is criterion referenced, measuring what candidates can do with the 

Direct

• candidates 
perform the skill 
measured

Indirect

•measures the 
abilities that 
underlie the skills 
in which we are 
interested

Integrative

• candidates 
combine many 
language elements 
when completing a 
task

Discrete point

• Task tests one 
element at a time

Norm-
referenced

• compares a 
candidates 
performance with 
that of other 
candidates

Criterion 
referenced

•measures what a 
candidate can do 
with the language

Objective 
scoring

•no judgement is 
required on the 
part of the 
scorer

Subjective 
scoring

•Scorer uses 
judgement to 
decide on a 
score
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language.  In addition, the FCE combines both direct and indirect testing methods, 

which are mainly integrative; however, some elements of the grammar paper could, in 

my opinion, be considered discrete point, particularly part 3, as it tests knowledge of 

word building.  Having outlined the elements that constitute a test, I will now consider 

the test development process. 

3.3 The Test Development Process 

Test development, according to Bachman and Palmer (1996, p. 85) encorporates the 

“entire process of creating and using a test, beginning with its initial conceptualization 

and design, and culminating in one or more archived tests and the results of their use”.   

They provide a conceptual framework for the development process which is organised 

into three stages (see figure 3.3).  Accordingly, test usefulness is the most important 

quality of any test and should be taken into account at all stages of the development 

process; usefulness includes reliability, construct validity, authenticity, interactiveness, 

impact and practicality, which test developers should balance appropriately to optimise 

the usefulness of their test (Bachman & Palmer, 1996, pp. 17-18).  
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Figure 3.3 Stages of test development (Bachman & Palmer, 1996, p. 87) 

Although the Bachman and Palmer model influenced Cambridge ESOL‟s current 

framework, it did not reflect the socio-cognitive view of test validation, central to 

Cambridge‟s approach, and therefore, in Taylor‟s view ( 2006 cited in Hawkey 2009 



 
   Assignment Module 6: TS/IT  

  Page 11 of 60 

 

p.173), Bachman and Palmer‟s framework “ha[s] not proved as useful for practical test 

design and operation as [it] perhaps once promised”.  Consequently, Cambridge ESOL 

have provided an alternative model of test development (Figure 3.4) as well as a 

framework for the 2008 FCE review project (Figure 3.5).   

 

Figure 3.4 Cambridge ESOL model of the test development process (Hawkey, 2009, p. 138) 

 

Figure 3.5 Model of the FCE review project (Hawkey, 2009, p. 142) 
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In addition, Cambridge ESOL have provided a basis for assessing usefulness consisting 

of four key examination qualities, validation, reliability, impact and practicality (Hawkey, 

2009, p. 127).  This process of validation is operationalised using Weir‟s ( (2005) cited in 

Hawkey p.173) socio-cognitive approach to test validation.  It views any testing activity 

as “a triangular relationship between three critical components: the test taker‟s cognitive 

abilities, the task and context, and the scoring process”.  Weir‟s framework sees 

construct validity as consisting of three symbiotic elements: congitive, context and 

scoring validity. By separating context validity from scoring and cognitive validity the 

framework allows for adjustments to be made depending on the skill being tested.  An 

example of Weir‟s framework is shown in Figure 3.6.  The processes illustrated in 

Figures 3.4 – 3.6 show the comprehensive nature of the systems used in the validation 

of the FCE, which, in my opinion, adds to the test‟s validity.  
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Figure 3.6: A socio-cognitive framework for a reading (left) and a listening (right) test (Weir C. J., 2005)  

Having considered how validity can be evaluated in theoretical terms, the next section 

will discuss how valid the FCE appears to be in reality.  
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4 Validity and reliability of the FCE test 

Given the processes discussed in section 3.3 and the amount of research undertaken as 

part of the FCE review project, Cambridge ESOL appears to provide a great deal of 

evidence of the FCE‟s validity and reliability.  However, I will look at varying aspects of 

validity and consider each in more detail to determine whether the wealth of research 

does in fact prove validity.  Due to the constraints of this assignment it is not possible to 

consider all elements of validity for all of the FCE papers, so in this section I will discuss 

the most relevant elements and relate them to the varying papers, so that conclusion 

can be drawn regarding the validity of the FCE examination as a whole. 

4.1 Construct Validity 

The first thing to consider when addressing the question of validity is the construct, that 

is what the test intends to measure.  A test that demonstrates construct validity can 

provide evidence that the scores obtained accurately reflect the construct being 

measured.  According to Hawkey (2009, p. 171) the reference to construct was “implicit” 

prior to the 1996 review.  Research by Bachman et al (1995) into the comparability of 

the TOEFL and the FCE examinations led to a call for a clearer and more explicit focus 

on examination constructs and construct validation, which were adopted for the 1996 

version of the test.  The 1996 constructs are detailed in Table 4.1. 

FCE 1996 Paper Constructs 

Reading Understanding of propositional, functional and sociolinguistic 

meanings at word, phrase, sentence or discourse levels and of 

reading outcomes relevant to FCE takers (i.e gist, specific 

information, detail, main idea, deduced information) 

Writing Ability to demonstrate range of vocabulary and structure; accuracy of 

vocabulary, structure, spelling and punctuation; appropriacy; 

organisation and cohesion; task achievement through text types 
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relevant to FCE test takers i.e. transactional and personal letters, 

articles, reports, compositions 

Use of English Lexico-grammatical competence, including components of meaning, 

word formation, collocations, lexical relationships, lexical cohesions, 

modality, complementation, phrase structuring, information focus; 

morphology, phrase structure, clause structure, clause combining, 

grammatical cohesion. 

Listening Understanding of propositional, functional and sociolinguistic 

meanings at word, phrase, sentence or discourse levels and of 

understanding/outcomes (i.e gist, specific information, detail, main 

idea, deduced information). 

Speaking Ability to demonstrate use of grammar, vocabulary, pronunciation, 

interactive communication, task achievement in those interaction 

routines relevant to FCE target users and most amenable to 

implementation in an examination context i.e. social encounters, 

social interaction, informal discussion, informal planning and 

decision making. 

Table 4.1: Test constructs of the 1996 FCE examination (Hawkey, 2009, p. 82) 

However, in the 2008 handbook and specifications there is no mention of the 1996 

constructs.  Instead, it states that the FCE examination measures “overall 

communicative ability”, which for practical purposes is subdivided into the four main 

skills of reading, writing, listening and speaking (Cambridge, 2008a, p. 3).  The 2008 

specifications provide more explicit detail for each paper.   

Paper Test focus 

1: Reading General: Candidates are expected to show understanding of 

specific information, text organisation features, tone, and text 

structure. 

Part 1: detail, opinion, gist attitude, deducing meaning, text 

organisation features (exemplification, comparison, reference), 

tone, purpose, main idea. 

Part 2: text structure, cohesion, coherence. 

Part 3: specific information, detail, opinion, attitude.  

2: Writing General: Candidates are expected to be able to write non-

specialised text types such as article, essay, letter, email, report, 

review, short story, with focus on advising, apologising, comparing, 

describing, explaining, expressing opinions, justifying, persuading, 
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recommending and suggesting. 

Part 1: focus on expressing opinions, justifying, persuading, 

comparing, recommending, suggesting, advising, apologising, 

describing and explaining. 

Part 2: varying focuses according to task, including: expressing 

opinions, justifying, comparing, recommending, advising, 

describing and explaining.  

3: Use of 
English 

General: Candidates are expected to demonstrate the ability to 

apply their knowledge of the language system by completing a 

number of tasks. 

Part 1:  lexical/lexico-grammatical 

Part 2: grammatical/lexico-grammatical 

Part 3: lexical/lexico-grammatical 

Part 4: lexical and grammatical 

4: Listening General: Candidates are expected to be able to show 

understanding of attitude, detail, function, genre, gist, main idea, 

opinion, place, purpose, situation, specific information, relationship, 

topic and agreement. 

Part 1: general gist, detail, function, purpose, attitude, opinion 

relationship, topic, place, situation, genre, agreement. 

Part 2: detail, specific information, stated opinion. 

Part 3: same as for Part 1 

Part 4: opinion, attitude, gist, main idea, specific information.  

5: Speaking General: Exchanging personal and factual information; expressing 

and finding out about attitudes and opinions. 

Part 1: general interactional and social language 

Part 2: organising a larger unit of discourse, comparing, describing, 

and expressing opinions. 

Part 3: sustaining an interaction; exchanging ideas, expressing and 

justifying opinions, agreeing and/or disagreeing, suggesting, 

speculating, evaluating, reaching a decision through negotiation, 

etc. 

Part 4: expressing and justifying opinions, agreeing and or 

disagreeing. 

Table 4.2: FCE Test Focus (adapted from (Hawkey, 2009, pp. 222-223) and (Cambridge, 2008, p. 4) 

As Weir and Shaw (2006, p. 9) point out “adequate construct definition for purposes of 

test validation is a vital principle in language testing”.  In my opinion, given that the test 

focus (table 4.2) details much of the information shown in the test construct document 
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(table 4.1) and, in fact, in greater detail, taking away the reference to constructs provides 

critics with ammunition to discredit the examination.  It may, therefore, have been 

advisable to maintain the use of the word constructs, as this would have ensured 

transparency.  Having identified the construct for each of the papers of the 2008 

examinations, I will now consider how the papers shown in Appendix 1 reflect the 

constructs for each test.   

4.1.1 Reading (Section 8.1, pp. 38-32) 

Table 4.3 itemises the part one reading questions and answers, as well as the sentence 

in the text that allows the candidates to identify the correct answer.  These first two 

columns have provided the basis for my assessment of the construct.  It should be noted 

at this stage that identifying the focus of each questions was, at times, extremely difficult 

as it was hard to differentiate between some elements identified in the construct.  

Part one question and answer Sentence from text Construct 

1. As he travelled the writer regretted his 
choice of ... 
a) seat 

I had taken a seat on 
the wrong side where 
the summer sun beat 
on the window. 

testing ability to find 
detailed information 
from text 

2. What had surprised the writer about 
the job?  
d) He had been selected for an interview 

It hadn‟t seemed 
possible when a letter 
came 

testing ability to find 
detailed information 
from text 

3. The writer uses the phrase „I had 
grabbed the lifeline‟ to show that he felt 
b) ready to consider any offer 

Not applicable testing ability to 
deduce meaning from 
context. 

4.What impression had the writer 
previously had of Yorkshire? 
b) It was a boring place 

I was prepared for a 
place of solid 
respectability and 
dullness 

testing ability to find 
detailed information 
from text 

5. What did the writer find unusual about 
Darrowby? 
d) the lack of activity 

there was not another 
sound or movement 
anywhere 

testing ability to find 
detailed information 
from text 

6.  What did the writer feel that the 
guidebooks had missed about 
Darrowby?  
c) the lovely views from the town  

Everywhere from the 
windows of houses in 
Darrowby you could 
see the hills 

testing ability to find 
detailed information 
from text 
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7. How did the writer recognise Skeldale 
House?  
c) There was a certain plant outside 

I knew by the ivy that 
grew untidily over the 
red brick 

testing ability to find 
detailed information 
from text 

8. How did the writer‟s attitude change 
during the passage? 
a) He began to feel he might like living in 
Darrowby 

The pressure of the 
city ... seemed to be 
falling away from me 
and this could be the 
place I would work as a 
vetinary surgeon 

testing ability to 
determine gist attitude 
from the text 

Table 4.3 Construct represented by Reading paper part one questions 

As can be seen in Table 4.3, part one of the Reading paper mainly requires the 

candidates to consider details with just question 3 testing deducing meaning and 

question 8 gist attitude.  This could be considered an inadequate respresentation of the 

construct as part one should cover nine functions, rather than the three tested.   

Part two, on the other hand, appears to clearly test the construct i.e. the candidates 

understanding of cohesion, coherence and text structure, as, in my view, candidates 

would experience problems completing the task successfully without an understanding 

of how the main text and the missing sentences link together (see table 4.4.).   

Question Part of main text providing link to 
answer 

Answer 

9 It wasn’t an amazing success F) I finished last, but it didn‟t 
matter as I enjoyed it. 

10 In fact, there‟s quite a lot of putting up 
tents in muddy fields 

H) It‟s not all stardom and 
glamour, though. 

11 Both events were completely 
different from the UK race scene 

C) the courses were twice as long 
and the crowds were twice as big.   

12 You quickly learn how to do it so as 
not to injure yourself. 

A) I‟ve fallen off more times than I 
care to remember. 

13 downhill racing wasn’t taken 
seriously as a mountain biking 
discipline 

E) The attitude was: how much 
skill do you need to sit on a 
saddle and point a bike in the 
same direction for a few minutes? 

14 Your legs hurt so much they burn ... 
but, in a race you switch off to the 
pain until you have finished.  

B) I usually have to stop during 
practice. 

15 people think you need to spend G) Nothing could be further from 



 
   Assignment Module 6: TS/IT  

  Page 19 of 60 

 

thousands of pounds .... a 
reasonable beginner‟s downhill bike 
will cost you around £400 

the truth. 

Table 4.4 Links in main text helping cadidates identify correct answer in part two Reading paper 

Table 4.5 shows the sentences in the text that assist candidates in choosing the correct 

answers for part three of the Reading paper, and from this I have concluded the element 

of the construct represented by each question.  As can be seen, part three seems to test 

specific information and detail exclusively without, in my view, any reference to opinion 

and attitude.  

Question and Answer Sentence from text Construct 

16. had to restart their collection? 
B 

He had to sell his valuable 
collection .... He took up 
the interest again 

testing ability to find 
specific information 
from text 

17. has provided useful advice on 
their subject?  
C 

Her book  .... gives simple 
and safe home tests for 
identification 

testing ability to find 
specific information 
from text 

18. was misled by an early 
success? 
A 

a dealer came and bought 
everything I‟d brought 
along. I thought „Great!  
This is my future life‟. But 
after that I never sold 
another one. 

testing ability to find 
specific information 
from text 

19. received an unexpected gift? 
D 

Later, to her astonishment, 
he went round to her flat 
and presented them to her. 

testing ability to find 
detailed information 
from text 

20. admits to making little practical 
use of the collection? 
A 

Apart from making sure 
they work, he rarely 
touches them. 

testing ability to find 
specific information 
from text 

21. regrets the rapid 
disappearance of certain items? 
C 

because it is vital to keep 
examples 

testing ability to find 
specific information 
from text 

22. is aware that a fuller collection 
of items exists elsewhere? 
B 

Whilst acknowledging that 
the Royal Camera 
Collection in Bath is 
probably more extensive 
than his own 

testing ability to find 
detailed information 
from text 

23. has a history of collecting 
different items? 
D 

already had twenty years 
of collecting one thing or 
another 

testing ability to find 
specific information 
from text 

24. performed a favour for so she asked Barton to testing ability to find 
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someone they knew? 
A 

look at it for her specific information 
from text 

25. is a national expert on their 
subject? 
C 

one of the foremost 
authorities on plastics in 
Britain 

testing ability to find 
specific information 
from text 

26. is aware that they form part of 
a growing group? 
C 

the band of collectors is 
constantly expanding 

testing ability to find 
specific information 
from text 

27. insists on purchasing top 
quality items? 
D 

she will only buy a fan if it 
is in excellent condition 

testing ability to find 
specific information 
from text 

28. noticed items while looking for 
something else? 
A 

he was searching for bits 
of second-hand furniture 
and kept seeing beautiful 
old sewing machines 

testing ability to find 
detailed information 
from text 

29. has to protect their collection 
from damage? 
D 

the fans are on show but 
are kept behind glass 

testing ability to find 
specific information 
from text 

30. would like to create a hands-
on display of their collection? 
B 

hopes to open his own 
photographic museum 
where members of the 
public will be able to touch 
and fiddle around with the 
cameras 

testing ability to find 
detailed information 
from text 

Table 4.5 Construct represented by Reading paper part three questions 

4.1.2 Writing (Section 8.2, pp. 43-44) 

In part one of the Writing paper, candidates write an informal letter which recommends, 

suggests, advises, expresses an opinion and gives an explanation. This covers 50% of 

the items included in the construct which, I would argue, is a reasonable expectation, 

given the word limit.  In addition, even though many informal letters may not require the 

use of so many functions, when replying to a letter from a friend, it is quite likely that 

many functions are utilised in real life communicative situations, providing excellent 

construct validity.  However, as there is only one question in part one, there is no 

opportunity for candidates to demonstrate their ability in more formal registers, which 

must reduce the validity of the paper.  Nevertheless, constraints on practicality mean 

that an inevitable balance has been reached.  In part two, five of the six options test 
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ability to write different genres, whereas, question 5a involves writing an informal letter. 

This could mean that candidates write only informal letters, which would not be a fair 

representation of their writing ability, across a wider range of genres.  This, in my 

opinion, affects the validity of the paper.  Having said that, only candidates who have 

elected to read the set-book, will benefit from the situation.  The remaining questions do 

reflect the construct accurately and can be considered valid.  

4.1.3 Use of English (Section 8.3, pp. 45-50) 

All four parts of this paper give candidates an opportunity to demonstrate their 

understanding of the system of English grammar, both lexically and structurally and 

therefore provides a valid representation of the construct for the paper. 

4.1.4 Listening (Section 8.4, pp. 51-56) 

Table 4.6 details the part one Listening questions and answers, as well as the sentence 

in the listening script that allows candidates to correctly identify answers.  This 

information has provided the basis for my assessment of the construct being covered. 

Once more, deciding which element of the construct is being tested proved extremely 

difficult to determine. 

Question and Answer Sentence in transcript Construct  

1. Why did he go back to 
college? 
C: He needed new skills 

My new job involved 
managing staff, which I had 
no experience of 

testing candidates‟ ability to 
understand detailed 
information from a dialogue 

2. What is he? 
A: an inventor 

protect their ideas ... people 
who create mechanical 
objects 

testing ability to understand 
the general gist of a text 

3. How does the artist feel 
about his work? 
C: He is happy to see his 
work destroyed 

the highest compliment he 
can hope to be paid is to 
have his work sliced up and 
swallowed 

testing ability to deduce 
someone‟s attitude of 
something from the text 

4. Why is she talking to 
him? 

Contact the mountain guide 
service... get as much 

testing candidates‟ 
understanding of functions 
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C: to make a suggestion information as you can ... 

5. What is the lecturer 
describing? 
A: reasons why something 
is changing 

Whole text testing candidates‟ ability to 
deduce the purpose of 
something 

6. Why did he decide to 
become a chef? 
B: to develop a natural 
talent 

I knew how to make things 
taste good and that‟s what I 
wanted to build on when I 
went to college 

testing ability to understand 
detailed information from 
the dialogue 

7. How does she feel when 
she is playing the sport? 
C: confident 

I know exactly what I‟m 
doing 

testing ability to deduce 
someone‟s opinion of 
something from the text 

8. How will he travel once 
he is across the river? 
B: on horseback 

use horses rather than 
trucks for the rest of the trip 

testing ability to understand 
detailed information from 
dialogue 

Table 4.6 Construct represented by Listening part one tasks 

As is evident from Table 4.6, the questions test a range of construct elements, making 

this part a good representation of the test construct.  Equally, in part two the construct is 

well represented, although there is only one question from ten (question 15)   relating to 

stated opinion.   As is evident from table 4.7, in part three, only three of the construct 

elements are tested, however, as there are only five questions this is might be due to 

the constraints of practicality.   

Question and answer Sentence from transcript Construct 

19. mistaking someone‟s 
identity 

we didn‟t recognise each 
other at all 

testing ability to understand 
detailed information from 
dialogue 

20. getting a particular date 
wrong 

turning up at the airport to 
find your flight had left the 
day before 

testing ability to understand 
detailed information from 
dialogue 

21. ignoring someone‟s 
advice 

Len had recommended that 
we wait  ... so I suggested 
that we got on with it  

testing candidates‟ 
understanding of functions 

22. losing something 
important 

I‟d no idea where I‟d put it testing a candidates‟ 
understanding of the 
situation 

23. failing to inform 
someone about something 

If he‟d have known earlier 
he could have taken me to 
see the sights of Paris 

testing a candidates‟ 
understanding of the 
situation 

Table 4.7 Construct represented by Listening part three tasks 
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Finally, table 4.8 shows the constructs covered by part 4, which, in my opinion, also 

offers a reasonable representation of the Listening test constructs. 

Question and answer Sentence from transcript Construct 

24. What feature of the 
cable car makes it 
particularly good for seeing 
wildlife in the rainforest? 
B: the height at which it 
travels 

you get to see some of the 
most beautiful wildlife on 
our planet living in ... the tall 
rainforest trees  ... many 
[animals] only live in the 
treetops 

testing a candidates‟ ability 
to understand specific 
information in the text 

25. What is the main aim of 
the cable car project? 
B: to persuade people to 
save the rainforest 

one of the things we need 
to do ... is to provide 
education  ... you focus on 
conservation  ... and the 
other thing 

testing candidates‟ ability to 
understand the gist of the 
message 

26. What is the advantage 
of the project for local 
people? 
C: More work is available 
for them 

This project keeps 50 
people in work, far more 
than would be employed on 
this land otherwise. 

testing ability to deduce 
someone‟s opinion of 
something from the text 

27. Why was the cable car 
redesigned? 
B: to avoid cutting down too 
much forest 

redesigning it so that it 
wouldn‟t damage the 
beauty of the site 

testing ability to understand 
detailed information from 
dialogue 

28. How does Donald react 
to the suggestion that he 
has disturbed the wildlife? 
A: He explained what 
happened in the past 

the property we have was 
purchased from private 
individuals who hunted here 
and cut done trees 
commercially 

testing ability to deduce 
someone‟s attitude of 
something from the text 

29. Why is Donald sure his 
project is a success? 
A: This piece of forest has 
survived  

If we hadn‟t been here, this 
area would have been cut 
down now. 

testing candidates‟ ability to 
understand the gist of the 
message 

30. Donald thinks the future 
survival of the rainforest will 
depend on  
B: the attitude of the people 
towards it 

only if they can be made to 
appreciate it will people 
value the rainforest and so 
want to protect it 

testing ability to deduce 
someone‟s attitude of 
something from the text 

Table 4.8 Construct represented by Listening part 4 

4.1.5 Speaking (Section 8.5, pp. 57-62) 

The construct is well reflected in all four parts of the paper, giving candidates the 

opportunity to show the examiner all of the functions listed. 
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4.1.6 Evaluation of Construct Validity 

Although not all elements of the test construct are present in this paper, the majority are 

represented.  The constraint of limiting the number of questions for practical reasons 

can account for the elements of the construct not covered.  It is important, however, that 

the elements omitted in this test should be present in other versions of the test for the 

construct to remain valid in the future.  Research comparing the elements of the 

construct which have been covered in the live versions of the exam since its launch in 

December 2008, would provide useful confirmation of the on-going validity of the FCE. 

Hawkey argues that research by Geranpayeh and Somers has provided strong evidence 

for the skills approach to language testing (Hawkey, 2009, p. 321).  However, this 

research has not been published, as it is contained within a Cambridge ESOL internal 

report.  In addition, if one examines the reference list in the Studies in Language Testing 

(SILT) volume 28, there are several references to Cambridge ESOL internal reports.  

One reference in particular Taylor et al (2006) Defining the construct(s) underpinning the 

Cambridge ESOL Upper Main Suite (UMS) tests: a socio-cognitive perspective on 

overall language proficiency and the four language skills equates with a piece of 

published research by Weir and Shaw (2006), entitled Defining the constructs 

underpinning the Main Suite Writing Tests: a socio-cognitive perspective.  The fact that 

data relating to the writing papers alone was published, rather than the whole internal 

report could, once again, suggest that there is a lack of transparency, and that only data 

that supports Cambridge‟s approach to testing is published.  This would, if true, provide 

strong grounds to claim that the Cambridge examinations are invalid measurement 

tools.  An explanation for this could be that the time and effort required to transform all 

internal reports into published research is considered excessive, and therefore, not 
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undertaken.  Moreover, I find it hard to believe that Cambridge ESOL would consider a 

policy which would threaten not only the credibility of the ESOL division but also of the 

University as a whole.  

4.2 Context Validity 

In this section, I will consider context.  I believe an examining board‟s failure to 

adequately control this element can have considerable influence on validity, as it affects 

the candidates‟ ability to give their best performance.  Cambridge ESOL (2009, p. 6) 

views a fair test as “one in which the ability being tested is the primary focus and where 

all irrelevant barriers to candidate performance have been removed”. In other words, a 

fair test is one that has a high context validity.  In Weir‟s (2005) socio-cognitive model of 

test validation the context validity consists of two elements: the demands and the 

setting.  I will consider each of these in turn. 

4.2.1 Demands 

The handbook for teachers (Cambridge, 2008a), which can be ordered from local Exam 

Managers, gives full details of all the tasks in each paper, offers advice on preparing 

students for the examination, and provides two full sample papers with answer key.  In 

addition, Cambridge ESOL offers on-line resources for both teachers and candidates. 

Furthermore, in many countries, seminars are organised to help teachers maximise the 

potential of their candidates.  This means that if teachers support the use of the 

examination, which is generally the case, the candidates know what to expect in the 

examination, increasing their chances of performing well and context validity is 

achieved.   
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4.2.2 Setting   

There are two elements of setting identified in the Weir model: task and administration.  

As mentioned above, not only do Cambridge ESOL provide a wealth of information 

about the tasks, but they also produce a report on each examination, which offers an 

analysis of the results and responses given by candidates.  These elements together 

add validity to the examination. 

The second element of the setting, administration, is also carefully controlled by 

Cambridge ESOL, through employment of staff to independently monitor test centres.  

This team is commissioned to undertake spot checks on examinations to ensure that the 

centre adheres to the regulations, including suitability of venue, security measures, 

distance between candidates, noise levels etc.  From my experience of the examination 

as a teacher, and from the candidates using our local centre, this system is extemely 

effective in Switzerland, ensuring a valid examination.  

4.3 Scoring Validity 

Within scoring validity, there are two elements of significance that can affect the validity 

of a test.  The first is the reliability of the score itself and the second the level that the 

score should represent.  I will first consider the level.   

4.3.1 Level 

The FCE is set at ALTE level 3, which is equivalent to the B2 level of the CEFR.  

Cambridge ESOL has undertaken numerous research projects to align their 

examinations to the CEFR and, as Khalifa and ffrench (2008, p. 4) point out,  

Cambridge ESOL views the alignment of its tests to the CEFR as a key aspect of 
their validity; it views alignment as an imbedded and integrated feature of its test 
development and validation model. The model has an ongoing intera[c]tive cycle 
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from perceived need though test design, trialling and administration to post exam 
review. 

In addition, Khalifia and ffrench (2008, p. Abstract) document the provision by the 

Council of Europe of “a toolkit of resources, including a draft pilot Manual for relating 

language examinations to the CEFR and a technical reference supplement”.  The 

manual itemises the information required to align examinations to the framework, thus 

providing external reliability, and recommends that examining boards collect the 

required information.  Nevertheless, there appears to be no independent process to 

review the information collected.  This does not mean that the information collected is 

invalid but, in my opinion, if an independent body were established to review and verify 

the evidence of alignment, transparency could be achieved.   

Another system to ensure level consistency is item-banking, which was adopted in the 

1990s by Cambridge ESOL (2009a).  This involves collecting examination questions 

whose level of difficulty is known, and from this constructing a single measurement scale 

against which all items can be compared.  This system allows all new material to be 

calibrated to the level of a particular examination.  This is achieved by 

common person linking, where a group of learners might for example take test 
papers at two different levels, and common item linking, where different tests 
contain some items in common.  This is the basic approach used in pretesting, 
where each pretest is administered together with an anchor test of already 
calibrated material (Cambridge, 2009a). 

Item banking, which is applied to all three objective papers, therefore, ensures internal 

reliability of the FCE examination.  

4.3.2 Reliability  

Another area of scoring which can create problems with validity is that of reliability.  

According to Bachman (1990, p. 160),  
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[t]he investigation of reliability is concerned with answering the question, „How 
much of an individual‟s test performance is due to measurement error, or to factors 
other than the language ability we want to measure?‟ and with minimizing the effect 
of these factors on test scores. 

In other words, the more accurately a score represents a candidates‟ true language 

ability the more valid a test will be.  Geranpayeh (2004, p. 22) states that composite 

reliability for the entire FCE test has consistently measured 0.92 since 2000.  This 

means that the correlation between all five papers is high and reflects a reliable 

examination, adding to its validity.  With regard to the individual papers, the average 

reliability figures (Cronbach‟s Alpa) for the period 2002-3 were Reading - 0.84; Listening 

–  0.85; Use of English – 0.91.  Geranpayeh points out that the higher reliability figure for 

the Use of English paper is probably the result of the higher number of items in that 

paper, which directly affects the Alpha measurement.  This data shows that the objective 

tests do indeed reflect the trait being measured, increasing the test‟s validity.  However, 

I have been unable to obtain reliability figures for the 2008 version, but one would 

expect them to be lower for the Reading and Use of English papers, as the number of 

items has been reduced.     

The other two papers are marked subjectively, using rating scales, and this presents its 

own concerns for the reliability of the examination.  The first point to note in this area, as 

McNamara ( (1996, p. 127) cited in (Galaczi & ffrench, 2007, p. 29)) points out, is that 

inter-rater variance is “a fact of life”.  Cooze and Shaw (2007, p. 17) argued that the 

inter-rater reliability coefficients of 0.70 for prototype tasks in FCE part one Writing were 

encouraging.  In addition, Galaczi (2005) found inter-rater reliability coefficients of 

between 0.79 and 0.85 for the speaking test in 2003. However, Orr (2002) found inter-

rater reliability to be poor and that non-criteria elements were affecting the judgements 
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of oral examiners.  He recommended that examiners be offered more training and that 

the use of assessment scales be questioned.   Given the conflict of opinion, I will now 

examine some of the systems in place to ensure the reliability of the speaking test. 

The 1996 revision of the FCE saw the introduction of the paired format for speaking, 

new rating scales, and a set of procedures, using the acronym RITCME (recruitment, 

induction, training, co-ordination, monitoring and evaluation) to maximise the accurate 

utilisation of the scales.  This, combined with the system of team leaders (employed by 

the local Exam Manager) and senior team leaders (employed by Cambridge ESOL), 

aims to ensure the consistent and accurate performance of oral examiners (Saville & 

Hargreaves, 1999).    

The 2008 version made few changes to the FCE speaking test itself, but did provide 

new rating scales, which used the CEFR as a starting point, and were developed based 

on four principles: positiveness, definiteness and clarity, brevity and independence 

(Galaczi & ffrench, 2007, p. 28).  Research (Galaczi & ffrench, 2007, p. 29) was then 

undertaken to investigate the validity of the new rating scales and results showed “high 

levels of agreement between raters involved”. The changes to the wording of the band 

descriptors has been welcomed by oral examiners many, myself included, finding them 

easier to “process when marking” (Galaczi & ffrench, 2007, p. 30).  However, the 

research also showed oral examiners tended to cluster marks around the mid-range 

score of 3.  It was recommended that this problem be addressed through training.  In 

addition to the supplementary training, a Professional Support Network was introduced 

for oral examiners.  This new on-line system, which complements the existing co-

ordination procedures, not only helps team leaders identify examiners who are 
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consistently over- or under-marking, even slightly, but it also provides examiners with 

opportunities to view recorded tests just before each examining session.   

Furthermore, Cambridge ESOL (2010, p. 4) undertakes extensive post-test analysis of 

the marks given by oral examiners to identify any tendencies for error that may exist as 

a centre or by individual examiners.  They conclude  

The results of our programmes of post-exam analysis indicate that the vast 
majority of centres and oral examiners are well within the very high standards that 
we set.  However, Cambridge ESOL‟s commitment to producing the highest quality 
assessment means that we will continue to scrutinise how our exams, examiners 
and centres perform, and continually seek new ways to improve the service we 
offer candidates. 

From the above discussion it is possible to conclude that  the FCE is currently a valid 

measure of language ability at B2 level.  However, again, an increase in transparency 

would prove beneficial for all concerned.   

5 Procedures to establish validity 

Cambridge ESOL undertook an extensive range of research as part of the 2008 FCE 

review.  As Barker et al (2007, p. 32) point out 

[t]he research was undertaken in relation to three areas: the construct models of 
FCE ..., reviewing the mark schemes and assessment criteria, and investigating 
tasks, topics and general content within the exam... 

This research covered all areas of the construct, as well as the effects shortening the 

examination and changing the rating scales for the Speaking test would have on validity 

and reliability.  In addition, research was undertaken into each of the specific skill areas.  

Rather than detail this research base, this section will identify some procedures that 

could be undertaken in the classroom so that teachers using the examination could 

investigate areas that might improve candidates‟ performance. 
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5.1 Researching the effect knowledge of topic on performance 

Part two of the Use of English paper is an open cloze text, which causes a great deal of 

problems, especially for weaker candidates.  In my opinion, it would be interesting to see 

the effect that knowledge of a particular topic might have on candidates‟ ability to 

successfully complete this part.  This could be achieved by selecting two tests on 

different topics, preferably ones that candidates are unlikely to know much about.  

Before administering the tests under examination conditions, a third of the class should 

be asked to find out as much information as possible, in English, about the topic of one 

of the tests, a third should do the same for the other topic, and a third should not be 

asked to find out about either topic.  This latter group would act as a control to ensure 

that the two tests are equivalent.   When the test has been administered and scored, the 

control group, who have not investigated either topic, should demonstrate similar rank 

orders and scores.  If this is the case, then the two tests can be deemed equivalent.  

The rank order and scores of the two groups with knowledge of one of the topics should 

also be determined and compared.  If the scores for the test with prior knowledge of the 

topic are higher than those without, then it would be possible to conclude that 

knowledge of topic can improve a candidate‟s performance. 

5.2 Research into the correlation between papers 

In addition, it would be interesting to see if any two of the Reading, Use of English or 

Listening papers are equivalent.  This would involve administering two tests and 

comparing the scores achieved.  If the two tests were equivalent, one would expect to 

see that the rank order and actual scores were similar.  If the rank order were similar but 

the actual scores were consistently higher or lower one could argue that one test was 

easier or more difficult than the other. 
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5.3 Research comparing FCE and another examination 

A further possibility would be to compare the results of the FCE test to another test.  

One interesting comparison for Switzerland would be to compare the rank order of FCE 

results against the rank order of “Berufsmatura” results as well as the correlation 

coefficients of the two examinations.  Having this information would allow students and 

future employers to firstly see if the examinations measure the same thing and also to 

see whether one test is more difficult than the other.  

6  Conclusion 

In this paper I have considered, the First Certificate in English, which in the Swiss 

context, is used as an entrance requirement for tertiary education, earning it the high 

stakes label.  I have reviewed the systems in place as part of the test‟s validation 

process, suggested additional means for testing validity and reliabilitiy, and found that 

the FCE currently seems to be a valid and reliable test.  I have also argued, however, 

that an independent review of the evidence aligning the examination to the CEFR and 

the publication of all internal reports detailing research would be beneficial as it would 

silence critics, like Hughes (2003, p. 1) who “harbour a deep mistrust of tests and 

testers”. 
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8 Appendix One 

8.1 Sample Reading paper 
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8.2 Sample Writing paper 
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8.3 Sample Use of English paper 
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8.4 Sample Listening paper 
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8.5 Sample Speaking paper 
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