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Questions for the Audience
◦ How many people here today have taken a 

course on language testing?

◦ How many of you read books on language 
testing? Or journal articles?

◦ How many of you have attended a testing 
conference?

◦ How many of you lurk on L-Test?

◦ Have you ever published anything relating to 
your EAP assessments?  If yes, where?
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Issues
◦ Should students who fail pre-sessionals be 

offered resits?

◦ Should our assessments be mapped to IELTS?

◦ How much assessment is needed? Complex EAP 
assessment is difficult to manage and teachers 
really suffer from the workload.

◦ Working for authenticity, e.g. integration of skills, 
creates complications, especially when we are 
required to report scores for the 4 skills



Global vs Local
“In almost all circumstances, local tests are 
more likely to allow us to make valid 
assumptions about test-takers.”

Opportunities for test developers to focus on 
specific domains and contexts and to offer tests 
that more closely fit local requirements

Increased threats to test quality and claims 
relating to test level

O’Sullivan (2011:265 & 270)



EAP teacher development
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EAP Assessment in your unit
◦ Who looks after EAP assessment? Individuals or 

is there a designated team?

◦ How much release time from teaching these 
teachers get?

◦ Do these teachers have access to specific staff 
development for assessment?

◦ What is the timeline for the development of 
assessments? Is there time for pre and post-
review of the quality of your assessments?

◦ How does size of your unit affect assessment 
development?
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Key Questions
◦ What are we assessing?

◦ Should we be assessing proficiency or achievement?

◦ Has the quest for authenticity in EAP programme 
assessment compromised the reliability of our 
assessments?  
◦ How do we ensure equivalence across administrations?

◦ How generalizable are the results from students’ 
performances on our assessments?
◦ Is the teaching testing/mix right?

◦ Does all EAP programme assessment have to be 
high stakes?



What are we assessing?
◦ IELTS, TOEFL and other similar exams assess 

whether or not a student knows enough English 
to benefit from instruction.

◦ Assessment on pre-sessional, foundation or pre-
masters programme should tell us whether or 
not students have benefited from our 
instructional programmes.
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The conditional offer
Why are students given conditional offers?

◦ They have not met the entry requirements for 
the university
◦ i.e. their language level is lower than required



Value Added
EAP courses 

◦ teach students how to apply language to specific 
academic situations

◦ provide multiple opportunities for students to 
engage with both language and academic 
content 

◦ teach more than language 
◦ In fact, language learning may be incidental to learning 

how to take notes in lectures, write essays and give 
presentations.



Multiple Observations
EAP Exam

◦ 3-4 hours

EAP Course

◦ 5-weeks – 100 hours

◦ 10 weeks – 200 hours



Different types of assessment
Proficiency tests

Not linked to a particular 
syllabus

A point in time snapshot of 
student ability

Limited range of assessments 
tasks 

Achievement Assessment

Linked to a particular syllabus

Multiple observations of student 
ability at different dates and times

Wider range of assessment tasks



Score gains on IELTS Writing 
(Green, 2005:57)



(de Jong, 2009)



Proficiency or Achievement

IELTS/TOEFL/PTE are language proficiency tests, and…

research by Green (2005) shows that students on EAP 
courses do not demonstrate much gain on IELTS writing 
scores. Tonkyn (2012) provides similar results for 
speaking, albeit with a small sample size. 

Should we surmise that students on EAP programmes 
are not learning anything or recognise that proficiency 
tests are not capturing the learning that does occur?



Proficiency or Achievement
Pre-university EAP courses follow syllabi with 
specific aims and objectives, and…

they focus primarily on academic skills and 
academic literacy development (e.g. writing an 
academic essay; giving an oral presentation; 
participating in a seminar; finding/selecting/using 
appropriate source material for essay or 
presentations) rather than developing proficiency 
in grammar, vocabulary and pronunciation, and…

EAP programmes regularly use coursework 
assessments that require students to demonstrate 
that they attained the course objectives.

Isn’t this achievement testing?



Proficiency or Achievement

Since proficiency tests (e.g. IELTS/TOEFL) are not able to tell 
us about students’ ability to meet the British HE academic 
requirements of their discipline (e.g. writing up a case study 
for an MSc in Management) and…

Since tracking studies indicate that the performance on 
degree coursework of students who successfully complete 
short pre-university EAP courses is on par with that of direct 
entry students, then… 

Aren’t the two types of assessments telling us different 
things?



Proficiency or Achievement
If proficiency tests tell us that students have sufficient English to 
benefit from instruction (but may need additional support 
adapting to the academic requirements of UK HE delivery modes 
and assignment requirements) and…

If local EAP achievement-based assessment tells us that students 
with lower than direct-entry level English proficiency can learn 
through the medium of English and manage UK HE delivery 
methods and assignment requirements (the degree to which they 
can do this should be noted), then

Should the outcomes of local assessments be reported using the 
same performance level descriptors as IELTS?  Or should they be 
reported using descriptors that relate to the local course aims and 
objectives?



Authenticity at the expense of 
reliability?

◦ Use of live lectures

◦ Different topics for different disciplines

◦ Selection of reading passages

◦ Choice of writing prompts



How generalizable are the results 
from our students’ performances?

Test type: A “take home” coursework essay which students work 

on for around 10 weeks.

Length: 1,000 words (+/- 10%) excluding references.

Title: Four possible titles, assigned to students according to their 

prospective degree. 

Other input: A reading list is provided, and students are 

encouraged to mainly use this list for their sources. The student’s 

EAP tutor gives formative feedback on drafts of the essay.

Skills assessed: Skills emphasised by the course include critical 

evaluation of a theory, synthesis of a range of sources, and 

general rhetorical and ideational organisation.



Key Questions
◦ And………..



Thank you for 
your attention!

DIANE.SCHMITT@NTU.AC.UK
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