
APPROACHES TO 
LANGUAGE TESTING

&
CHARACTERISTICS OF 

GOOD TEST

Asst.Inst. Hussein Ali Dawood Oct 2023



FOUR APPROACHES TO LANGUAGE TESTING

• The essay-translation approach 

• The structuralist approach

• The integrative approach

• The communicative approach



THE ESSAY-TRANSLATION APPROACH 

• This approach is pre-scientific stage of language testing. 

• No special skill or expertise in constructing test is required.

• Lack of concern for objectivity and for test reliability.

• Tests usually consist of essay writing, , sentence writing, translation, 
and grammatical analysis.

• Tests have a heavy literary and cultural bias. 

• Public examinations resulting from the tests using this approach.



THE STRUCTURALIST APPROACH

• This testing method is influenced by the theory based on structural 
linguistics and behaviorist psychology.

• Based on analytical assessment which provides a means for assessing 
knowledge of skills (reading, writing, listening, and speaking) and 
elements ( such as phonology, vocabulary, and grammar) separately as 
much as possible. 

• According to this approach, testing is characterized by the view that 
‘testing can be objective tests have reliable and scientific’



THE INTEGRATIVE APPROACH

• This approach involves the testing of language in context and is 
concerned with meaning and the total communicative effect of 
discourse.

• Do not seek to separate language skills in order to improve test 
reliability. 

• Concerned with a global view of proficiency. 

• The use of cloze test, dictation, oral interview, translation and essay 
writing are included in many integrative tests.



THE COMMUNICATIVE APPROACH

• Communicative tests are concerned with how language is used in 
communication.

• Language use is often emphasized to the exclusion of language usage. 

• The test content should totally be relevant for a particular group of 
examinees and the tasks set should relate to real-life situation. 

• This approach to language testing considers language to be interactive, 
purposive, authentic, and contextualized. 



COMMUNICATIVE LANGUAGE TEST DESIGN
• Communicative language tests are used with the goal of measuring language learners’ ability to take part in 

acts of communication or to use language in real life situations. Communicative tests, which cover the four 
language skills are designed on the basis of communicative competence*. 

• Appropriate content matches or fits learners’ or test takers’ age, proficiency level, interests, and goals/needs. 
tasks should be constructed based on the testee’s relevant needs. For instance, some tasks for children at the 
end of primary school may include introducing themselves and others, reading traffic signs such as “Danger,” 
“No Entry ,” and so forth. The tasks should aim to be authentic and have clear reference in reality. These tasks 
match children’s proficiency level and children’s age. Children are supposed to be able to do the tasks because 
what they do is what society (at least based on opinions of experienced teachers and advisors) expects of them 
in real life. 

• test makers should bear in mind that they should create a test that can exploit test takers’ performance at their 
best. For instance when the teacher gave a test that requires students to do a dictocomp, he noticed that the 
text might be higher than students’ proficiency level; therefore, he read the text three times and also 
encouraged them to ask for new words involved in the text.

• In order to obtain positive washback**, test writers should create clear scoring criteria that will be provided to 
both teachers and test takers. Course objectives and test content are also put into consideration in the hope of 
promoting positive washback. 

• (communicative competence) According to Canale and Swain (1980), communicative competence involves linguistic competence (knowledge of linguistic 
forms), sociolinguistic competence (the ability to use language appropriately in contexts), discourse competence (coherence and cohesion), and strategic 
competence (knowledge of verbal and non-verbal communicative strategies)

• ** Washback effect refers to the impact of testing on curriculum design, teaching practices, and learning behaviors.



Validity Accuracy

CHARACTERISTICS 

OF A GOOD TEST

Characteristics 

of a Good Test
PracticalityReliability



Validity

• Validity is the degree to which a test measures what it is supposed to 
measure. Test what you teach and how you teach it. The teacher should 
be clear enough about what he want to test, the test should contain only 

the knowledge that is relevant.

• There are four kinds of validity

• It is concerned with what is being tested
Content 
validity

Face validity

Construct 
validity

concerned with the extent to which 

the measurement is satisfactory.



• Content validity: the test assesses the course content and outcomes 
using formats familiar to the students. 

• Construct validity refers to the fit between the underlying theories 
and methodology of language learning and the type of assessment for 
example:  a communicative language learning approach must be 
matched by communicative language testing.

• Face validity means that the test looks as though it measures what it is 
supposed to measure, a professional-looking exam has more 
credibility with students and administrators that sloppy one.



Reliability: refers to the consistency of test scores, which simply means that a 

test would offer similar results if it where given at another time. For example, if the 
same test were to be administered to the same group of students at two different 
times in two different settings, it should not make any difference to the test-taker 

 Multiple samples

the test must be long enough to provide a generous sampling of the areas tested. 
Besides, it should contain a wide variety of levels of difficulty.

For example: one difficult question, two medium difficulty questions and one easy question 

 Standard conditions

all students take the test under identical conditions. 

for example In a listening test, all students must be able to hear the items clearly.

 Standard tasks

All students must be given the same items or items of equal difficulty. 

 Standard scoring

All the papers of a test must be scored in an identical manner. 



Practicality

• The two factors that have to be considered to achieve practicality of a 
test are: economy , and ease

• Economy - The cost in time, money, and personnel of administrating a 
particular test.

• Ease- The degree of difficulty experienced in the administrating and 
scoring of the test. for example, an oral test that demands the use of a 
tape recorder is not practical if it has to be administered to thousands 
of students.



ACCURACY

• accuracy means that 

• (a) the test should be free from grammatical spelling, And punctuation 
errors.

• (b) The numbering of the questions, sub-questions, and items should 
be correct.

• (c) The directions for each question should be clear and simple. 

• (d) the marks and the time should be mentioned in each test.
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