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Abstract

One of the most important issues in teaching
English as a second or foreign language is the
selection of norms of correctness in the target
language. However, the questions as to what
should constitute such norms is, indeed, a
highly controversial one. If we consider native
speaker usage as norms of correciness the
question of language variation poses itself. on
the other hand, if we base our norms on
traditional grammatical rules, issues such as
‘prescriptivism’ versus 'descriptivism' need to
be taken into consideration. In this article, first

the notion of correctness will be dealt with in
the context of native speaker usage. Then
against this background, norms of correnctness
for sccond or foreign learners of English will
be discussed and the criteria for choosing a
particular variety ol English for teaching
purposes as well as for the trecatment of errors
will be examined
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because CR and NR tests merge into one at
this level.

The resuits of this study might also be
helpful for program evaluators and decision
makers. As 1t was mentioned, the use of either
NR and CR tests in program evaluation is a
matter of controversy. On the one hand, some
scholars, such as Bachman and Clark (1987)
and Bachamn (1988), have criticized the use
of NR tests in program evaluation, due to their
insensitivity to the impact of instruction. On
the other hand, Lynch (1992} has argued for
the superiority of NR tests in program
evaluation because they allow for references
beyond the specific programs. In fact, NR tests
provide decision makers with more informa-
tion regarding the effect of the program because
such tests enable them to reference the test
scores to the external norms.

Furthermore, some scholars have ques-
tioned the content validity of tests such as The
Test of English as a Foreign Language
(TOEFL) and have emphasized developing a
CR measure of language proficiency. Since
TOEFL is most commonly used as an entrance
requirement for advanced international
students wanting to study for a degree at an
American college or university, and developing
a CR measure of language proficiency is by
no means an easy task, 1t may not make much
difference to give the applicants TOEFL or a
CR test.

Although the present study might be
considered as a step towards the settlement of
the controversies surrounding the use of CR

and NR tests, repeated research projects are
needed to support the findings of this
investigation,
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tests and NR tests fades away as the subjects’
language proficiency improves.

The results of this study might be regarded
as a step towards the settlement of the
controversies surrounding the use of CR and
NR tests. One might conclude from the
findings that individuals' performance on CR
and NR measures of language abilities depends
on and varies with their proficiency levels: if
individuals are proficient, there might be no
difference between their performance on CR
and NR tests, In other words, CR and NR tests
merge at the advanced proficiency levels, This
does not hold true for the elementary levels,
however. In fact, the individuals' proficiency
levels i1s a key factor affecting their
performance on CR and NR tests,

The findings of the present study might also
shed some light on the possible nature of
language proficiency. While some scholars
have attempted to demonstrate that one
underlying competence accounts for language
proficiency, some others have proposed
different competencies, cach of which is
distinct from the others. However, as
hypothesized by Alderson (1991), this study
suggests that the nature of language proficiency
depends on and varies with individuals'
proficiency levels. In fact, these findings imply
that language proficiency is multifactorial at
the elementary proficiency levels but more
unitary at the advanced levels.

With extreme caution, therefore, it can be
conctuded that the present language

proficiency models proposed by some
language testing researchers need some
maodifications. For example, some components
in Bachman's (1990) model might not be
distinct at the advanced proficiency levels. So
models of language proficiency should
consider the level-dependency of language
proficiency as a major factor. It is clear that
any change in the present language proficiency
models will cause some minor or major
changes in the methods of language teaching
and testing.

With respect to the applications of the
present study, the findings suggest that for
students of low proficiency, performing NR
language tests substantially underestimates
their level of achicvement. However, for highly
proficient students. performing on either CR
or NR tests does not affect their performance.

The findings of this study might also be a
remedy for the problems related to domain
specifications in CR test development
procedure. As Bachman ( 1989) states, the only
way to develop adequate CR procedures for
the assessment of language proficiency 1s the
attempt to specify the abilities that make up
language proficiency and define levels of
language proficiency which are independent
of particular contexts. Since such levels do not
specify particular contexts, howcever, raters
would not have any concrete criteria to guide
them (Brindely, 1991). This study provides
further evidence that the problems related to
domain specification might have not much to
do with the advanced proficiency levels
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As Table 4 indicates, the first factor receives
the highest loadings from CR, G.CR, R.CR,
and V.CR, while the second factor is heavily
loaded by CELT, G.CELT, R.CELT, and
V.CELT.

The pattern of the factor loadings of the
variables makes the assignment of labels to the
factors rather easy. Factor | can be called
"language proficiency measured by CR tests”
and factor 2 "language proficiency measured
by NR tests."

It was naturally difficult to extract two fac-
tors at the advanced level because ot high
correlations. Nevertheless, for comparison
purposes, a two factor solution was preferred.
It then was rotated using Varimax Rotation
Procedure. The results arc presented in Table
5.

Table 5
Varimax Roteated Factor Loddings of the CR and NR

Measures at the Advanced Level

Factor | Faclor 2

CELT ili) 2
CR il H2
G.CELT 87 *

G.CR .65 H4
R.CELT B2 *

R.CR 72 52
V.CELT * g
V.CR it 62

*Loadings befow 30 were discarded.

As Table 5 illustrates, while factor 1 is
loaded by G.CELT and R.CELT, factor 2 is
loaded by V.CELT. It is interesting to observe
that the variables CELT, CR, G.CR, R.CR, and

V.CR have loaded almost equally on the two
tactors.

The paltern of the factor loadings of the
variables at the advanced level of language
proficiency makes the assignment of labels to
the lactors difficult and one can not claim that
the two factors refer o two different underlying
abilities.

The comparison of the results of the factor
analyses demonstrates that the difference
between CR tests and NR tests regarding what
they mecasurc fades away as the subjects'
language proficiency improves. So, the nuil
hypothesis of the study which states, "'there is
no relationship between students’
performance on CR and NR measures at
two different (elementary and advanced)
levels of language proficiency' cuan be
rejected. The results show that students’
pertormance on CR and NR measures of
language abilities depend on their level of
proficicncy.

Conclusions

The major aim of the present study was to
arrive at a solution regarding the differences
and similarities between NR and CR tests of
language abilities at two elementary and
advanced levels of language proficiency. To
that end, first the subjects' proficiency levels
were determined and then four CR tests were
constructed and administered to the subjects,
The results of the statistical analyses
demonstrated that the difference between CR



The second analysis dealt with determining
the correlations among the CR and NR
measures and their subtests at each proficiency
level. The correlations are presented in Tables
2 and 3.

Tahle 2
Correlation Coefficients among rlwlCR and NR

Measures at the Elementary Level

CELT CR GCELT GER RLFIT RCROVCELT VIR

CELT *

(R 38

GUELT 88 55 *

GLR 63 93 03 .

RCFLT [RE—] N 82 *

R.CR 41 B8 37 73 36 *

VR Rl 40 3 40 53 27 *

V.CR 5389 A7 73 A8 il A 4

Table 3
Correlation Coefficients among the CR and NK

Measures at the Advanced Level

CELL (R GCELT GCRRCELT RCR VCFIT NEF
CEET *
R B
G.OELT LI "
(LR 86 90 73 *
RCELT ERT b6 63 '
RCR 82 R hl 6 M ’
V.CLLL f6 70 ER 0 49 o3 *

YLR 91 8 N 4 J3 8 il *

These tables reveal that the correlation
coefficients observed at the advanced pro-
ficiency level are relatively high, while this
does not hold true for the elementary level. For
instance, the average correlations at the
advanced and elementary levels, are .75 and
.59 respectively.

Correlation coefficient, however, is just a
measure which indicates how closely the two

variables go together. According to Hatch and
Farhady (1994), 2 more useful way of inter-
preting a correlation coefficient is to convert it
into common variance between the two
measures. Regarding the common variance, it
seems that at the advanced level the amount of
common variance explained by the CR and NR
measures is higher than the amount of common
variance explained by the CR and NR measures
at the elementary level.

Furthermore, a high correlation between
two measures does not necessarily mean that
they are measuring the same traits. To
investigate the nature and the number of the
underlying traits measured by the CR and NR
measures, therefore, two principle factor
analyses were performed at two different
proficiency levels.

First a factor analysis was conducted on the
subjects’ scores on the 8 variables at the
elementary level. Two factors were extracted.
The two factor solution then was rotated using
Varimax Rotation Procedure. The resuits of the
factor analysis at the elementary level are
presented in Table 4.

Table 4
Varimax Rotuted Factor Loadings of the CR and NR

Measures at the Elementary Level

Factor 1 Factor 2

CELT 31 .93
CR .94 32
G.CELT 33 79
G.CR 32 41
R.CELT 30 74
R.CR 91 *

V.CELT * R4
V.CR .85 31

*oadings helow 30 were discarded.
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worth noting that the tests were scored
objectively. There was only one correct answer
for each item and the scores were not
influenced by the judgment of the scorers.

Comprehensive English Language Tesi
(CELT) was administered to the subjects two
weeks before the CR tests to determine the
subjects' proficiency levels. The CELT scores,
then, were transformed to z scores, resulting
in scores with a common mean and standard
deviation. To keep the appropriate proportion
of subjects at each level, the subjects standing
(1.5 standard deviation above the mean were
regarded as advanced students; those standing
.5 SD below the mean were considered as
elementary students: and those standing
between + 0.5 and - 0.5 SD above and below
the mean were classified as intermediate
students. The rationale behind the choice
of + 0.5 SD was the classification of subjects
into ditferent levels in accordance with the
proportion of the normal distribution. Since this
study was just concerned with the elementary
and advanced levels of language proficiency,
students of intermediate proficiency were
excluded from the study sample.

Results
To test the hypothesis of the present study
certain statistical techniques were conducted.
The first analysis was concerned with
determining the reliability coefficients of the
NR and CR measures. To determine the
reliability coefficients, KR-21 reliability

formula was used for CELT and the formula
proposed by Brown(199() for the CR
measures.

The rationale for the choice of Brown's
(1990) formula was that regarding the
application of NR tests reliability formulas to
CR tests, there are discrepancies among
different scholars. Pophom and Husek(1969),
cited in Kunnan(1992); Hambleten and
Novick(1973); Pophom(1978); Hudson and
Lynch({ 1984); and Bachman(1990) have argued
for the inappropriateness of NR reliability
estimates tor CR tests. However, Brown(1990)
has established a relationship between the NR
tests coeflicients of reliability and the CR test
estimates of dependability. Hudson{1991) also
found that NR tests internal consistency
estimate correlate highly with those of CR tests
dependability estimate.

Table | presents the reliability coefficients
ol the above-mentioned tests. Apart from CELT
at the elementary level, the other NR and CR
measures enjoy a high reliability. The moderate
reliability of CELT at the elementary level can
be attributed to the homogeneity of the subjects
and the low amount of variance at this level.

Table 1
Reliability Coefficients of the NR (CELT) and CR

Mreasures
Elementury Advarioed
CELT:K-R2I § 4
TestNo.l Testho2 {TestNe 3 Testhod
CRTs: Phi Dependabiliy | 77 a 1 i
Index




The Criterion-referenced Instruments

Four different CR tests, developed
exclusively for the purpose of this study, were
used:

[. The Introductory Grammar end-of-course
exam (30 ilems)

2. The Introductory Reading end-of-course
exam, consisting of both vocabulary and
reading comprehension (30 items)

3. The Advanced Grammar end-of-course
exam (40 items)

4. The Advanced Reading end-of-course
exam, consisting ot both vocabulary and
reading comprehension (32 items)

Procedures

In order to develop the CR instruments, the
procedures presented in Pophom (1987) were
followed. The first step involved determining
the objectives to be achieved. To accomplish
this, an attempt was made to use the course
objectives for Introductory and Advanced
Grammar, and Introductory and Advanced
Reading as presented in their corresponding
syllabuses.

The second step was (0 prepare a table of
specifications on the basis ot the objectives of
each course. The third step was concerned with
choosing the most appropriate test format in
terms of testing time and ease of scoring.

With reference to the grammar tests, the
number of pages allocated to each grammatical
structure in the textbooks was counted and the
number of items allocated to that grammatical

structure in the test was proportionatetly
determined. For example, if the grammatical
structures were present in the texthooks in the
proportions 4:3:2:1, the same was observed in
the collection of test items.

As for the vocabulary tests, the number of
new words residing in the textbooks was
counted in terms of their parts of speech. Then
the number of words allocated to every part of
speech in the text was proportionately taken
into account in the test items.

To prepare passages of appropriate level of
ditficulty for reading comprehension, the
readability indexes of the reading textbooks
were determined utilizing the Flesch Reading
Ease formula. The obtained figures, then,
served as indices to select appropriate passages
to be included in the tests. Regarding reading
item types, course objectives were determinant.
For example, one of the reading objectives
states "by the cnd of this course, students
should be able to skim an entire passage tfor
the main idea”. An item dealing with
skimming, therefore, was included 1n the test.
The same held ture for other reading objectives.

When the tests were prepared, they were
revicwed by the instructors teaching these
courses to make sure that the tests were geared
towards the course objectives. After receiving
the instructors” comments, the tests were
revised. This process was repeated three times
until the tests were assumed to be appropriate.

Then all the CR tests were administered,
scored, and the results were analyzed. It is
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be involved in defining the construct of pro-
ficiency.

Although a clear definition of language
proficiency is a prerequisite for both NR and
CR tests, language testing researchers have
offered definitions of language proficiency that
vary to a great extent. However, as hy-
pothesized by Alderson(1991), whatever the
structure of language proficiency is, it depends
on and varies with the level of proficiency.

Despite the fact that there may be two
opposing positions regading NR and CR tests,
some scholars believe that the differences
between them are not as great as they are
conventionally imagined(Davies, 1990;
Brindely, 1991). Furthermore, with respect to
the measurement properties, it has been found
that both NR and CR tests provide similar
information regarding language abilitics
(Hudson, 1989, 1991; Brown, 1989, 1999;
Cook, 1992 cited in Davidson and Lynch,
1692).

The controversies surrounding the use of
CR and NR tests and the claim made by
Alderson(1991) were the main motivation for
this study. More specifically, the purpose of
the present research is to investigate the
potential differences and similarities between
CR and NR tests at two different levels of
language abilities, i. e¢., elementary and
advanced.

To examine the nature of the relationship
between students’ performance on CR and NR
measures of language abilities across the

above-mentioned proficiency levels, therefore,
the following research question was posed:

Is there any relationship between
students' performance on CR and NR
measures at two elementary and advanced
levels of language proficiency?"

Method

Subjects

The subjects were 47 students enroiled in
"Introductory Grammar and Introductory
Reading” course, and [12 students who had
Just passed "Advanced Grammar and
Advanced Reading” course, at the University
for Teacher Education. They were majoring
either in TEFL or Translation. The courses
entitled and
Introductory Reading" are designed for

“Introductory Grammar

students of low proficiency and the courses
entitled "Advanced Grammar and Advanced
Reading” for those of high proficiency.

Instrumentation

The Norm-referenced Instrument:

The Comprehensive English Language
Test{ CELT), which included structure and
vocabulary subsections, along with Nelson's
Reading Comprehension test was used as the
NR test in order to determine the language
proficiency of the subjects and to classify them
into three categories of elcmentary,
intermediate, and advanced.



Introduction

During the last few decades, language
testing has become a controversial issue in the
field of language education. Certainly,
developing good language tests has never been
casy. but to those who take it seriously the task
secms harder as our description of language
abilities improves.

One of the main issues that has aroused
many arguments in the field of language testing
is the notion of CR versus NR testing.
Generally speaking, as stated by Pophom
(1978). a norm-referenced test is "a test
designed to ascertain an examinee's stauts in
relation to the performance of a group of other
examiness who have completed that test” (p.
24), while a criterion-refercnced test 1s "a test
used to ascertain an individual's status with
respect to a well-defined behavioral domain”
(p. 93).

In recent years, methods of language testing
based on the usc of NR measurement have
come under criticism and the call for CR tests
of language abilities has been intensified. It is
believed that CR approaches to language
testing provide information which is not
completely available through NR approaches.
CR tests scem 10 have shown much promise
as a means of testing both students'
achievement and program evaluation (Pophom,
1978: Czico, 1982; Lynch and Hudson, 1984,
Purves, Soter, Takala, and Vahapassi, 1984,
Takala, 1985; Bachman and Clark, 1987;
Bachman, 1988, 1990; Hughcs, 1989; Wilson,
1989; Brown. 1989, 1990, Davidson, 1992;

Lynch & Davidson, 1994).

Despite this increased interest, however, CR
approaches have not received a deserving
attention. One reason could be the disagree-
ments among scholars on the concept of real
CR tests. Skehan(1984), for instance,
emphasizing CR tests desirability, claimed that
the case against NR tests had been overstated,
and their strengths had been overlooked. He
criticizes CR tests for the requirement of a
detailed specification for the skill to be
measured. Tn his view, such a requirement
makes the construction of CR language tests
almostimpossible. He, further added that since
human performance is likely to change over
time, onc can not be quite sure whether a
language user who mecets or misses a criterion
today will do so some other days.

In addition to CR test's unattainability,
Skchan also objected to the terms used in the
level descriptions in proficiency scales. The
terms such as "more fluency” or "fewer errors”
relates the levels to each other rather than to
an external standard. That is, despite their claim
to be CR, the descriptions contain NR termino-
logy.

Another rcason may be the distinction
between achievement CR tests and proficiency
CR tests (Brindely, [991). In achievement CR
tests, the test developer should be involved in
specifying the behavioral domains and
establishing a set of standards by which
student's performance is judged. In proficiency
CR tests, however, the test developer should

ol aib)

50



