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Cautionary Tales: On Measuring Things and Measuring Constructs

Thrasher, Randy

In the field of language testing we speak of measuring language ability and use
numbers to report our ‘measurements’ so that it is all too easy to fall into the fallacy of
considering measurement of language ability to be akin to measurement in the physical
sciences or even in the world of carpenters, seamstresses, and surveyors. |f asked,
anyone knowledgeable in language testing will explain that we are measuring
psychological constructs not physical objects and therefore the scales we use cannot be
considered the same as the carpenter's rule, the seamstresses tape measure, or the
surveyor's chains. We 'know ' this and yet all too often treat the numbers generated by
our tests as not so different than the number we get if we measure the length of a table.

One obvious sign of our failure to keep these two types of measurement separate is the
common failure to report 'error of measurement' estimates. The seamstress doesn't have
to worry about cutting the cloth a few millimeters longer or shorter than the pattern calls
for. That's why her instructions don't say things like cut off a 10 centimeter (plus or
minus 0.5 centimeters) wide strip. And our usual way of reporting test scores looks like
the instructions to seamstresses--even when we have an estimate of the SEM (standard
error of measurement) for our test. TOEFL, for example, doesn't tell test takers that their
score is 545 plus or minus 15. And our failure to report test scores in this way can have
significant effects on the test taker.

Think of the admissions officer whose school requires non-English speaking applicants
to obtains a TOEFL score of 550 before they will be considered. The student whose
TOEFL report form says 545 will be rejected out of hand. However, the one whose
English ability is stated as being somewhere between 530 and 560 might get more
consideration.

Yet, our tendency to forget to report, or even calculate, the SEM is not an illustration of
the fundamental difference between measuring physical objects and measuring
psychological constructs. To claim that some object is 20 centimeters long is to make a
statement that anyone can interpret. A centimeter is a centimeter. But to say that a
person's TOEFL score is 545 is to make a statement that needs to be interpreted. In
other words, we know what 20 centimeters long means but we have to be told or figure out
what a test score means. The first thing we have to know is what construct the test writer
is attempting to measure. We also want to know how the test result translates into ability
to deal with situations in the real world, but we can only figure this out if we have an
acceptable answer to our first question. Only if the construct is reasonable, can we have
any confidence that the supposed connection between the test score and real world
performance is correct. (International Christian University)
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The First JLTA Conference
Hubbell, Jeffrey
The First National Conference of the Japan
Language Testing Association was held on November
8th at Tokyo Keizai University in Kokubunji. Over 50
participants attended the conference on the theme of
"Language Education Measurement and Evaluation".
At the conference sight things began at 9:00 with two
pre-conference workshops. Ryuichi Kamimura took
participants through steps for information retrieval
via Internet while elsewhere participants were given
hands-on experience with a new statistical software
package for IRT-based test data analysis, TDAP,
developed by Kenji Ohtomo and Youichi Nakamura..
After a short opening address by Kenji Ohtomo at
12:30, the first of two key-note speeches was given by
Hideo Oka of Tokyo University. Professor Oka adopted
Spolksy's three-stage history of language testing
theory and practice; traditional or 'pre-scientific',
modern or psychometric-structuralist, and post-
modern or  psycholinguistic-sociolinguistic,  to
demonstrate the shortcomings we must face in
assessing language ability based on the samples we
choose of knowledge or language tasks in our tests.
Next there were six short presentations of research
in testing and evaluation in Japan. Toshiko Sugino
demonstrated a method assessing of communicative
skills from imaginative endings to stories presented in
texts. Youichi Nakamura presented the results of a
survey to show the degree of variation among native-



speakers ideas of 'naturalness’ or 'acceptability’ in
EFL classes. Kazuo Anma used the results of
logistical regression analysis to show that multiple-
choice test items may introduce distinctions that are
not related to the language ability that the test was
intended to measure. Yasuko Tsuchihira presented
the results of an item analysis of a listening test.
Masayoshi Kinoshita, Kazuhito Ishii, Atsushi Otsu,
Toku Kawajiri, Hiroshi Shimatani, Yoshiro Takanashi,
and Terry Laskowski presented a study of how test
tasks and scoring on a listening test relate to
assessment of oral communication skills. Thomas
Robb, Jay Ercanbrack, and Steven Ross examined the
effects on TOEIC scores of using direct TOEIC
materials vs. standard 4-skill
development materials.

A second key-note address was given by Prof.
Hiroshi Ikeda of Rikkyo University on the
developments in wuse of computers in test
administration and test analysis in Japan since the
70s.—its past and future impact on test format, as well
as how the increased accessibility of powerful
statistical tools using IRT can aid in improving test
characteristics and scoring. In a brief closing address

preparation

Randy Thrasher gave an account of JLTA's conception
at the Language Testing Research Colloquium held in
Finland in 1996, and its goal of promoting testing
research and practice in Japan in preparation for the
coming of the 1999 LTRC & AILA conferences in
Japan.

As an EFL educator who has been increasingly
absorbed in issues of language testing here over the
past 14 years, ] have never felt so encouraged as I did
while attending this conference. In a little over a year,
the Japan Language Testing Association has made a
significant contribution to this field by bringing
together educators from all over the country to share
their research and ideas. If the quality of experience
in this first major conference is any indication, the
condition of language testing in Japan is about to
change much for the better. GEECK) .
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+ June 10-11: Haifa University, Israel: Language

Testing Odyssey 2001:” Approaches to Evaluation in
a Technological Society” in Haifa, Israsl.
E-mail: rhfl304@uvm.haifa.ac.

+ July 13-17: Inaugural World Conference on

Computer-Assisted Language Learning

The University of Melbourne, Australia
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