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Abstract

The paper will explain the factors taken into consideration in the development of the Enhanced Oral Test,
which is one of the outcomes of the EU Funded Leonardo MarTEL PLUS project. The development of an
International test of the speaking skills of seafarers will be by its nature a very high stakes test and should be
based on solid testing principles to ensure validity and reliability of the test scores. Therefore, the test
specifications are important in the establishment of the test’s construct validity. They are also important for
test writers in developing new versions of the test to ensure its sustainability.
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1. Introduction

Developing a speaking test which will be used for job selection purposes is a very demanding and highly
responsible activity considering the fact that important decisions will be made based on the test results.
However, as experts in the field of testing agree, before any test is put into practice, its quality and
sustainability should be examined carefully to provide evidence that the test can be used as a valid and
reliable measurement instrument. Test developers should provide comprehensive answers to a number of
universal questions related to all stages of the test design process. These answers should be reflected in
the test specifications document which will guide the entire process of test development from specific
tasks to complete tests to ensure a balance between different aspects of test usefulness (reliability,
construct validity, authenticity, interactiveness, impact, practicality) and find the most acceptable solution
in the specific context.

The paper will identify the potential users of the test specifications and specify the particular testing
context. Then, the most important questions at each stage of the test design process will be addressed.
Finally, conclusions will be drawn based on what researchers suggest and our own experience.

2. Users of Test Specifications

A number of researchers in the field of testing have contributed to the structure and purpose of the test
specifications (e.g. Lynch and Davidson, 1994; Alderson et al., 1995, Bachman and Palmer, 1996). They
view the structure of this document from different standpoints; however they agree that the different
versions should be aimed at different audience. As the aim of this paper is to focus on the importance of
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this document in the test design process, the different versions will not be discussed. Nevertheless,
targeted users will be identified.

First, test developers will need the detailed version of the test specifications to use it as guid for the
writing of new tests and ensure sustainability. Test items moderators will also need to consult the
document when they review the work done by the test developers. When test validity is established the
evaluators will need to refer to the document, too.

Another group of test specifications users are the test-takers themselves who want to become familiar
with the test structure, task types, expected performance, time allotment, assessment criteria. Teachers
might also be interested in the same issues in order to prepare their students for the test or include
similar content in their lessons.

Furthermore, information for public use may be needed by university admission officers, company
managers who will have to select a valid test for their needs.

The testing context

Assessing linguistic competence in Maritime English adequately and reliably at internationally recognized
levels has been set forth in recent years as a major issue because it reaches out equally to merchant
marine officers, cadets and students, as well as Maritime English Training (MET) institutions, maritime
administrations, ship owners, etc. Indeed, all the above mentioned parties have come to recognise the
need of developing exam systems evaluating spoken competence (Logie, 2011). and conducting Maritime
English oral tests to this effect. Furthermore, the necessity to ensure effective communication (in both
written and oral form) in its diverse manifestations in various nautical and technical spheres has been
explicitly expressed in the Manila amendments (2010) to the STCW Convention 1978/95 STCW (2011).

Based on feedback received from different parties and in response to the need of developing a more
comprehensive process for the evaluation of oral competence, as raised in the 2010 IMO STW 41 meeting,
the MarTEL Plus project set, as one of its goals, to embark on enhancing the speaking part of the MarTEL
test of Maritime English language proficiency. The MarTEL projects were developed under the EU
Leonardo da Vinci funding stream, as part of the EU’s Lifelong Learning Programme (MarTEL, 2007). They
envisaged this as a complement to the existing MarTEL standards, with a two-tier system, including the
current MarTEL speaking section in the Phase tests, plus a separate one to one oral examination — the
Enhanced Oral Test (EOT) (MarTEL Plus, 2010).

Testing the speaking skills of seafarers is by its nature of very high stakes as it will affect a large number of
people. Therefore, the approach to test design was determined by the basic principles of test
development. Writing the guiding test document — the EOT test specifications implied asking and
answering all relevant questions at each stage of the process.

Design stage

This is the first stage of test development which involves gathering important information to write the test
specifications. The most important aspects to consider are the test purpose and the definition of the
construct. Test developers should also identify the target population, i.e. who the test-takers are and their
real world specific speaking needs.
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4.1 Purpose of the test

Identifying the test purpose, i.e. how the test should be used and who it is intended for is related to
the validity of test results. Validity is a complex phenomenon and has several aspects. One of them
relates to the correctness of the inferences or decisions made on the basis of test results. Each test
can be valid only for the purpose it was designed for. It means that as a proficiency test the EOT
should not be used as a diagnostic or progress test, for example. The test developers have made it
clear in the Test Specifications how the test will be used. All attempts to use the EOT for other
purposes should be referred to as inappropriate or test misuse.

4.2 Defining the construct

The construct is a term which refers to the definition of what the test is supposed to measure. The test
specifications should clearly state the test developers’ definition of what speaking means for seafarers
and what aspects of it the test will attempt to assess. To put it simply, the test is valid when it
measures what it is intended to measure. Therefore, research on the specific oral capabilities or skills
required by the maritime industry was carried out to identify the target language use domain of the
EOT as the test tasks must represent the language skills needed in this specific domain. Following the
Common European Framework (CEFR) (CEFR, 2011), five levels of speaking proficiency were
developed and called Martel Plus Level Descriptors. These descriptors broadly define the specific
purpose speaking skills needed by the target test population.

As the Model course (3.17) on Maritime English presents the IMO requirements on use of Maritime
English in professional context a list of topics was created to provide the job-related context of the
speaking tasks.

Tests, in general, are only samples from a content domain. One would not expect a test of specific
speaking ability to measure every single aspect or function of speaking involved in a particular context.
The test developers should make sure that the test is as representative of the content domain as
possible. However, if one or more important aspects of the content domain are not included in the
test, then construct validity is under question and this is known as “construct underrepresentation”.
An example of this would be to omit from the definition of the construct the ability of seafarers to
communicate using the IMQ’s Standard Marine Communication Phrases (SMCP). The test will not be
valid for its intended use. In addition, the inferences based on the test results will be far from valid.
When safety at sea is at stake, this is a real danger.

|M

Another potential danger to construct validity would be what test evaluators call “construct-
irrelevance”. This is observed when a test task assesses something else than it is supposed to test. For
example, in a role play where the test-taker assumes the role of the Officer of the Watch on board a
ship, the examiner gives instructions about the conversation in such a complex language using low
frequency vocabulary and grammar patterns that the test-taker fails to understand the instructions
and to complete the task. What is assessed in this case is not the test-taker’s ability to demonstrate
language skills to perform a work-related task but whether s/he can understand the examiner’s highly

complex language.

5. Operationalization stage

At this stage the test developers use the information from the design stage to create guidance for the
development of specific tasks and complete tests. The most important questions to ask and answer during
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this process are how to make test-takers demonstrate the specific speaking abilities defined in the
construct, what criteria will be used for assessing these abilities and how the test score will be formed.

5.1 Developing task specifications

5.1.1

5.1.2

Major concerns on the EOT speaking tasks selection

Research findings show that it is difficult to find suitable and novel tasks that test communicative
ability alone and not intellectual capacity, educational and general knowledge or maturity and
experience of life.

In addition, the choice of the type of assessment is limited to construct based and task based where
the latter is especially used in professional contexts as the scores give information about the test-
taker’s ability to deal with the demands of the situation. Researchers do not look at the two
perspectives as ‘conflicting’ (Luoma, 2010). Therefore, combining elements of the two appeared to
be the tool that satisfied the needs of the EOT maritime context.

Another issue to consider refers to ethics. Being fair to all test-takers is a major matter of concern
for all test developers and examination boards. This is the reason why some formats come with the
accompanying test materials, e.g. sample materials, preparation materials, etc. to provide
conditions for fair testing. Therefore, ample Tasks were developed, piloted and incorporated in the
EOT Task Specifications document. This would give equal opportunities to all those interested in
taking the test to become familiar with the task types, expected response and assessment criteria.

Last but not least, the washback effect (or backwash as used in the general education field) should
not be ignored. The notion of ‘washback’ refers to the influence that tests have on teaching and
learning. Different aspects of influence have been discussed in different educational settings at
different times in history due to the fact that testing is not an isolated event (Shohamy, 1993).

Furthermore, researchers suggest that “high-stakes tests” would have more impact than low-stakes
tests (Alderson and Wall, 1993). If we consider the new EOT a high-stakes test, we should then be
aware of factors such as the status of the subject, i.e. English within the curriculum, the nature of
teaching materials, teacher experience and teacher training, teacher awareness of the nature of the
test as they all would affect the amount and type of washback. New tests do not necessarily
influence the curriculum in a positive way as changes do not happen overnight and teachers do not
always feel ready to implement changes. In his study on the washback effect of the Revised Use of
English Test, Lam concludes that it is not sufficient to change exams: “The challenge is to change the
teaching culture, to open teachers™ eyes to the possibilities of exploiting the exam to achieve
positive and worthwhile educational goals” (Lam, 1994).

One conclusion based on washback research findings is that there is a complex interaction between
tests on one hand and language teachers, material writers and syllabus designers on the other hand
and we should be aware of this.

Major aspects of test task development

There are seven task types employed in the EOT. To ensure sustainability test developers must
provide information on how the new versions of the test will be developed. A set of task
characteristics for each individual task guides test writers and includes the following:

e the definition of the construct to be assessed (the speaking skills),
e task difficulty,
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e genre,

e stimulus material,

e the setting of the task,

e time allotment,

e type of interaction involved,

e instructions for responding to the task,

e type of input (specifying the quality of visual prompts),

e assessment criteria
Without this information which will serve as a template for task design test developers will find it
difficult to be consistent in providing comprehensive guidelines for writing new test versions and
being fair to all test-takers.

5.2 Specifying the assessment criteria

The next set of questions which the test developers must answer relates to the criteria for
correctness. They should provide information about how the criteria were developed and how the
rating scale is used to measure the construct. This information is an important part of the test
specifications as it will be used for validating the rating scales. The rating scale (analytic or holistic) and
the assessment criteria should be used during examiner training sessions to ensure reliability of
marking.

In assessing speaking skills in general, reliability is a big problem area. The test specifications may have
the assessment criteria but it is important to ensure that the same rater or assessor will apply the
scales in the same way on different days or at different times of the day (intra-rater reliability) and the
different assessors apply the scales in the same way (inter-rater reliability). These issues can be
addressed by assessor training workshops to minimize the assessor variables (background, experience,
expectations, etc.) which can be very influential in determining the scores.

The EOT developers have produced a separate document accompanying the test specifications. This
document will serve as guidelines for assessor training with the purpose of achieving consistency of
measurement. During the training process part of the test specifications may undergo some changes
in the wording of a certain criteria, for example, so that assessors reach agreement on the
interpretation of some or all assessment criteria.

Administration Stage

At this stage pre-testing is carried out to collect information and feedback about the test. This information
is then analysed and discussed by test developers. The feedback received may make it necessary to return
to a previous stage to rectify a problem. This in turn, may lead to making changes and reviewing the test
specifications.

Conclusion

Developing speaking tests for maritime purposes should be done with greatest care possible and by a
team of test developers including a subject matter specialist, somebody with a testing background and a
statistician.
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Test writers should follow all stages of test design and produce the accompanying test specifications to
provide a system for test development.

Time and efforts should not be sacrificed to review the test and the entire test documentation after pre-
testing so that the test becomes a valid and reliable measurement instrument.

We owe this to seafarers.
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