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Book Review

Randy Thrasher (International Christian University)

Douglas, Dan.

2000. Assessing Languages for Specific Purposes.

Cambridge University Press.

This is one of the three initial books in a
new series begun by Cambridge University Press
under the editorship of Charles Alderson and
Lyle Bachman. The press and the editors are to
be congratulated for publishing a book on this
topic. Tests of language for specific purposes
are relatively new. Douglas mentions one that
was done in 1975 but it really only become
known in the language testing community when
Rea-Dickens’ study of it was published in 1987.
Not only does special purpose language testing
have a short history, the theory underlying such

testing is only now being formulated. In fact,

in this volume Douglas presents the theory he
has developed. So it is good that we now have
a book introducing this field.

Douglas begins by asking why we need
such tests and he answers his question by
pointing out that language perfdrmance varies
with context and claiming that specific purpose
language is precise. In chapter 2 he describes
the ability that underlies specific purpose
language use and in chapter 3 discusses contexts,
discourse domains, and test characteristics.
Chapter 4 is a discussion of strategic

competence and in chapter 5 Douglas takes us
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through the steps of creating a test of language
for specific purposes. The next two chapters
present various tests that attempt to test special
purpose language. The book concludes with a
discussion of technology in language testing.
Douglas makes some very important points
in this book. His insistence on the inclusion of
specialists in the area being tested is certainly
correct. Language testers or applied linguists
need to learn from these specialists what sort of
language is used in that specialty and what
successful

constitutes language use by

practitioners of their field. Douglas is also
right in pointing out that the test tasks must force
the test taker

communication.

to engage in meaningful
In the opening chapter Douglas gives

reasons for testing language for specific

purposes. But these reasons are grounded in
And in the very last two

pages of the book he points out that in some

theory not practice.

testing situations specific purpose tests are being
replaced by tests of general language ability.
But he never explains why or tells the reader
what the practical reasons for choosing between
specific purpose or general ability language tests
are. A test is only as good as the decisions that
are made on the basis of the information it
provides. A good test provides information that
A bad test

We need to know in what situations a

allows good decisions to be made.
doesn’t.
special purpose test would provide better
information and in what situations a test of
ability would be best.
Douglas provides no discussion whatsoever of

one of the most difficult problems in a task

general language

based approach to language testing for special
purposes (or in general language testing as well),
devising parallel tasks. A reasonably creative
test developer can come up with the sort of tasks
that are needed to engage the test taker in

meaningful language use and that meet the other
requirements that Douglas lays down. But
having one set of such tasks is rarely enough.
For test security reasons it is usually necessary
to have parallel forms of the test. But coming
up with a second (or third or fourth) set of tasks
that match the initial set is quite difficult. In
traditional multiple-choice tests, we have a
reasonably clear definition of ‘parallel form’.
If we can match item difficulty and
discrimination indexes, we consider the forms
parallel. Clearly things are not so simple in
preparing parallel forms of the sort of tests that
Douglas is advocating, and I would have been
happy to hear how he thinks paralle] might be
defined in task based tests of specific purpose
language.
raise about assessing language for special

The last question I would like to

purposes is whether such testing is possible for
Alderson
(Assessing Reading. Cambridge University Press.

all levels of language competence.

2000. page 23.) reports that reading researchers
have found a threshold in that skill.

certain level of proficiency, reading tests are

Up to a

primarily testing basic language competence.
Only after that threshold is reached do such tests
begin to measure what we usually consider
Is there such a threshold in
special purpose tests as well?

reading skills.
This is an
important question because we are sometimes
asked to design tests for a specific group who
claim that tests of general English do not fairly
measure their English ability. But if they do
not have basic language skills, will a special
purpose test do any better in assessing their
ability? I had hoped to find an answer to these
questions in Douglas’ book. Now I must hope
that the publication of this important work will
prompt discussion and research in this area that
will help answer the questions I have.
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