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Abstract

:

This research study explores teacher and student perceptions to verify consequential validity and the potential washback effect of a locally developed university-level English language proficiency test which consists of reading and listening-to-writing assessment tasks. The integrated language proficiency test is used upon completion of the English language preparatory program in the Turkish context to determine learners’ access to further English medium academic courses in their departments. To examine whether this source-based proficiency test has achieved its intended outcomes, 39 freshman students and 19 university instructors, who offered courses in various departments, were surveyed through questionnaires. Interviews were conducted with the instructors to gauge their perspectives about the validity of the integrated proficiency test-based decisions (whether students pass or fail) over time in terms of the language competency and academic skills of their learners. Quantitative and qualitative data analysis also revealed evidence both for positive and negative issues concerning the consequential validity of the test. Findings may help educators to reach a better understanding of the construct of integrated language assessment tasks in EAP contexts and the consequences of their use in achieving the intended and unintended curricular goals.
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1. Introduction


The assessment of English for Academic Purposes (EAP) integrated assessment (integration of writing, listening, and reading texts) has become more prominent in recent years. This is so because external academic texts (sources) provide support for content, act as a repository for language, improve validity, and bring about positive washback (Weigle and Parker 2012; Cumming et al. 2005; Cumming 2006). Research studies have also highlighted the importance of academic tasks. These play a critical role in academic success as they are commonly based on using external resources and integrating reading-writing skills (Hale et al. 1996; Rosenfeld et al. 2001). Another benefit for integrated assessment is that text-based information provides test-takers with content and ideas, minimizing the impact of topic familiarity, creativity, and life experiences (Weigle 2004). In addition, source texts provide test-takers with rhetorical structures to model vocabulary and grammar (Leki and Carson 1997). In fact, writing an essay solely based on background knowledge of an unseen topic is not regarded as authentic (Cumming et al. 2000). By eliciting discourse synthesis through organizing, selecting, and connecting (Spivey 1984), integrated tasks relate to the reading-to-write and listening-to-write processes in the target language using situation and lead to more appropriate assessment in academic writing (Plakans 2009).



Students need to be a part of the academic literacy and academic conversation by responding to external sources and constructing their own responses based on source-based information (Hamp-Lyons and Kroll 1996). Recent research explored student practice and ability for writing from sources within the scope of EAP (Cumming et al. 2016; Wette 2017, 2018) “because of their crucial importance in higher education for demonstrating the acquisition of new knowledge in course papers and examinations and for establishing identities within academic discourse communities internationally” (Cumming et al. 2018, p. 2). In their study Cumming et al. (2016) focused on a synthesis of recent research on writing from sources for academic purposes. Based on the analysis of empirical evidence from contexts of first and second language education, researchers concluded that: (1) students experience difficulties, but develop certain strategies to deal with, the complex processes of writing from sources; (2) prior knowledge and experience influence students’ performance in writing from sources; (3) differences may appear between L1 and L2 students in their understanding and uses of sources in writing; (4) performance in tasks that involve writing from sources varies by task conditions and types of texts written and read; and (5) instruction can help students improve their uses of sources in their writing.



Student writers evidently need support in developing proficiency in the cognitively challenging task of writing using sources in their undergraduate years through practice and formal teaching and learning (Mansourizadeh and Ahmad 2011; Thompson et al. 2013; Wette 2017). This will help them shift from knowledge-telling to knowledge transformation (Bereiter and Scardamalia 1987) in the academic writing process. This transformation requires comprehension of propositions by other authors, synthesis, and acknowledgement of connections between multiple sources, integration of borrowed information into student writer’s own ideas as well as good knowledge of grammar and vocabulary in second language—L2 (Currie 1998; Storch 2009). In addition, Windsor and Park (2014) stress that L2 reading to write tasks in (online) higher education contexts foster deep learning because expert student writers go beyond reproducing content knowledge through synthesizing contextually appropriate information from external texts into their own work. Instead, source-based writing motivates learners to “create new knowledge by interacting objective procedural and declarative knowledge with more contextually subjective and informal tacit knowledge” (p. 96). Finally, the authors also argue that instruction should also go beyond “teaching procedural and declarative reading and writing skills and content knowledge” (p. 96).



In tandem with the above discussions in the field of language assessment, it is often hypothesized that when there is a curricular alignment within a language program between what is taught and what is tested, washback is going to be strong to be strong (Tsagari and Cheng 2016). The integrated proficiency test examined in this study functions in a local context and aims for such alignment is aimed for. The est consists of reading-to-writing and listening-to-writing tasks that focus on the same topics that are involved in the course content. Skills tested in the test also replicate the target language use (TLU) domain. Consequently, it differs from other standardized high-stakes tests because it particularly aims at distinguishing test-takers who can use English for academic purposes in university classrooms. Therefore, investigating its impact is of vital importance in safeguarding the positive washback and consequential validity of the test. Consequential validity is defined as the potential social impact of test interpretation and use (Messick 1989). According to Messick (1996) washback is an essential part of construct validity which is framed under consequential validity. Washback is seen as an inherent quality of any kind of assessment, especially when the results are used for important decisions (Cheng 2013; Tsagari 2009). Advocates of Messick’s views (e.g., Bachman and Palmer 2010; Kane 2013) also concurred that the effect of a test on learning and teaching is an integral aspect of its validity. For Messick, washback is associated with the consequential aspect of construct validity. The current study mainly focuses on the consequential aspect of validity with particular focus on washback. Washback is seen as an instance of test validity and conceptualized under the consequential aspect because this aspect entails both educational and social consequences. Messick commented that the consequential aspect of validity involved evidence and rationale for evaluating the intended and unintended consequences of interpretation and use of scores “…in both the short- and long-term, especially those associated with bias in scoring and interpretation, with unfairness in test-use, and with positive and negative washback effects on teaching and learning” (Messick 1996, p. 251). The concept of validity was expanded by taking aspects such as the effects of assessment on teaching and learning and the consequences of how assessment information is used into consideration (Messick 1989, 1995) to reach a better, more in depth, and complete understanding of how a testing program functions (Kane 2013).



This study is an attempt to explore aspects of consequential validity of an integrated proficiency test used in a Turkish university setting by drawing on perceptions of different stakeholders using an integrated language proficiency test. It is commonly agreed that researching effects of a test may have connotations for educational administration, materials development, teacher training, and resourcing, as well as test development and revision (Abbas and Thaheem 2018; Barnes 2017; Gokturk Saglam 2018; Gokturk Saglam and Farhady 2019; Hawkey 2009; Spratt 2005). Green (2007, p. 30) states: “It is important to gain ecologically grounded understandings of how a test operates within an educational context, rather than (or in addition to) seeking to isolate the effects of testing in experimental fashion”. Pursuing ecologically grounded understandings may result in critical analysis of the alignment between test data and instruction. Thus, a deliberate focus on test consequences gains prominence, as it reveals whether language and skills manifested and described as objectives in the curriculum are acquired due to instructional practices. Furthermore, examining consequential validity of the test and test related decisions over time acts as a confirmatory study of the potential washback of the integrated language proficiency test used in the current Turkish EAP context at the tertiary level. This may provide valuable information about how this integrated proficiency test operates in the local context it is used in and shed light on how to make the best use of integrated tests to engineer positive washback in similar contexts. In the current study, the following research questions were addressed:



(1) What do teachers report about test consequences based on their evaluation of the students’ English language skills and academic performance?



(2) What do freshman students report about the test consequences based on their self-evaluation of their proficiency levels in English language skills and academic performance?



As mastery of language and real-life academic skills (e.g., reading-to-write and listening-to-write tasks) are critical for academic success in English Medium Instruction (EMI) contexts, the findings of the study will contribute to the growing literature regarding consequential validity of integrated tests, which is relatively underexplored. Therefore, this study sets a useful agenda for inquiry and aims at reaching an understanding of integrated assessment and the viability of test-based decisions resulting from an integrated English proficiency test.




2. Materials and Methods


2.1. Participants and Setting


The present study was conducted at the preparatory English program (PEP) of an English medium Turkish university. The program teaches English for general and academic purposes across different language competency levels to aid students to cope with their undergraduate academic studies. Therefore, the overarching aim of the PEP is developing students’ English skills and academic performance. At the end of instruction, PEP utilizes an integrated language proficiency test, which consists of theme-based reading and listening-to-write tasks, to determine whether test-takers can access their further academic studies beyond PEP. Test-takers are required to read 4 texts with different lengths on the same topic and listen to a note-taking listening task. In the writing section of the test, students are given back their notes and allowed to integrate information from oral (listening) and written (exam readings) external texts. The cut-off score is 65 out of 100. The teaching and learning curriculum of PEP is also closely aligned to discourse synthesis across various texts. Students had 20 contact hours a week for 16 weeks in the PEP program. This program catered for university students’ academic and linguistic skills using a variety of themes, such as environment, culture, and globalization as content. Course objectives aimed to improve language and academic skills. The course was built on an integrated skills approach and used a variety of integrated tasks in which students were asked to use information from reading and listening texts into their written and spoken output. To this end, course content included instruction in academic writing conventions (such as summarizing, responding to, and paraphrasing information from external texts in the course content) as well as cross textual reading.



The formative (midterm level assessment test used during the PEP program) and summative assessment (level achievement test used at the end of the PEP program) were administered before the proficiency test. These assessment procedures also adopted an integrated approach in determining the achievement of course objectives. They were administered in a systematic way. PEP instructors were required to oversee standardized invigilation guidelines. Also, before grading, instructors attended standardization sessions following tests that are used for formative and summative purposes in which norms of successful levels are discussed and exemplified through discussion of actual student outcomes.



Participants included 39 freshman students and 19 university instructors who were teaching regular courses in English in various departments. To examine the viability of test decisions over time, a questionnaire (Appendix A) was administered to freshman students who had been previously placed in upper-intermediate level in PEP and received instruction for 16 weeks. This group of students were targeted because, upon taking the language proficiency test and their completion of PEP, they gained access to their departmental courses within the same academic year, and this was convenient to trace their progress within the longitudinal design of the study. The students were aged between 19 and 24 and they had different majors from architecture, international relations, industrial engineering, international business and trade, hotel management, business administration, and gastronomy. The group was recruited on the basis of convenience sampling procedures.



University teachers had a mixed profile of teaching experience ranging from 7 years to 20 years. All held PhD degrees. Although they were teaching at different departments (see Table 1), they offered courses using English as the medium of instruction. A total of 19 teachers participated in interviews and 17 of them responded to the questionnaire. These teachers were selected based on theoretical and stratified sampling. They are faculty staff members who teach first year students when students pass the language proficiency that is administered at the end of PEP.




2.2. Data Collection Instruments


To investigate the research questions regarding consequential validity of the integrated proficiency test and viability of test-based decisions over time, semi-structured, one-on-one interviews were conducted with academic members of staff who offered departmental courses at the undergraduate level. In addition, teacher and student questionnaires surveyed conceptions of different stakeholders to investigate test consequences. Beran and Rokosh (2009) claim that “for a measure to be highly useful, it must provide the type of information required to be used for its intended purpose” (p. 499). Research studies on consequential validity often focus on revealing the relationship between students’ English language skills and academic performance (Huang et al. 2018) and emphasize the importance of exploring stakeholders’ perspectives to improve reliability and validity of the tests (Haertel 2013; Michaelides 2014; Tsagari 2009, 2014). Kane (2013) argues that stakeholders who have personal experience of the test consequences should be included during exploration of consequential validity. Raising awareness of the complexity and versatility of student perceptions about assessment, Michaelides (2014) argues that “empirical evidence collected via interviews with test-takers can be invaluable in building the validity argument and informing about consequential aspects of examination programmes” (p. 438).



In relation to the research questions, the current data collection instruments focus on the targeted objectives enclosed in the proficiency test and the test-takers academic performance based on teacher and student perspectives. To examine different aspects of consequential validity both questionnaires and interviews required participants to evaluate English language skills and academic performance of successful proficiency test takers in their departmental courses, compare the overlap between targeted objectives and test constructs with observed student performance, elaborate on personal experience of test consequences, and report observations related to the test consequences based on academic performance.




2.3. Teacher Questionnaire and Interviews


In addition, the same instructors (N = 17) were surveyed through a questionnaire to elicit their conceptions about how effective the decisions made on the proficiency test scores were in identifying the language competency required for academic study within the current university program. The aim of the research was explained to the participants, and they were asked for their consent through a cover letter that accompanied the questionnaire. The first part of the questionnaire was to elicit their background information regarding their major, work experience, gender, highest qualification achieved, and the courses they delivered at the university. The second section surveyed their perceptions regarding how well PEP prepared the students in English for Academic Purposes (EAP). They were required to reflect their points of view by responding to 12 items on a 4-point Likert scale ranging from ‘not prepared’ (1) to ‘well-prepared’ (4). Also, after piloting the questionnaire through a read-aloud protocol with one of the university instructors, necessary modifications were made, and ambiguous items were reworded. Cronbach’s alpha reliability coefficient for internal consistency of the items for the 12 items on the scale was α = 0.92. In the third section, in response to an open-ended item, participants were asked to write their comments about the strengths and weaknesses of their students in terms of their language skills. Finally, in the fourth section, participants were asked about their suggestions to improve the PEP.



The questionnaires were e-mailed to 35 university instructors of mainstream courses and 17 completed the questionnaire. The questionnaire was administered towards the end of the spring semester when PEP graduates were attending classes for nearly 5 months.



To follow up on the questionnaire results, one-on-one interviews were conducted with 19 university instructors who offered undergraduate courses. The interviews were recorded, transcribed, and coded with a focus on meaning, condensing the meaning, and interpreting (Bogdan and Biklen 1998). University instructors were asked to make comments about the English language competency and academic skills of their students in meeting the expectations of the academic demands of the departments. Some interviews were conducted in English and some in Turkish, based on the preference of the participants, and lasted around 35 min. Interviews conducted in Turkish were translated into English.




2.4. Student Questionnaire


A perception questionnaire was given to 39 freshman students who had taken the language proficiency test after their instruction at PEP. The purpose of the questionnaire was to survey the freshman students’ perceptions of the effectiveness of the TRACE-based decisions in identifying the language competency and academic skills required for academic study within their department. Before administration, it was piloted with 22 freshman students and necessary changes were incorporated to ensure clarity of the items.



The questionnaire surveyed (1) information as to their department; (2) their perceptions regarding the extent to which PEP courses prepared them in English and academic skills for their departments; (3) their perceived strengths and weaknesses in terms of language proficiency; and (4) suggestions to improve instruction in PEP. Accompanied with a cover letter and a consent form, the questionnaire gathered information about student perceptions as to how well they think the PEP prepared them regarding their English language ability and academic skills training. This questionnaire had 12 items on a 4 points-Likert scale ranging from ‘not prepared’ (1) to ‘well-prepared’ (4). Participants were instructed to check the appropriate box on the questionnaire that reflected their point of view. Cronbach’s alpha reliability coefficient for this part was α = 0.88. In addition, students were required to respond to an open-ended question and self-evaluate their strengths and weaknesses in terms of their English language competency. The final item of the questionnaire was intended to elicit their suggestions to improve PEP to prepare students for the use of English for Academic Purposes at mainstream departmental university courses.



Students were given questionnaires towards the end of the spring semester after having some exposure to and experience in departmental courses and relevant academic demands. Consequently, their observations and experience over time, after 4 months, were expected to contribute to exploring the research questions about viability of test decisions made on the proficiency test scores.





3. Results


Perception questionnaires and interviews required teachers to comment on the correspondence between the exit criteria of PEP (the language proficiency test) and students’ actual academic performance at various departments. Teacher and student perceptions were surveyed through the questionnaires about students’ achievement in English and academic skills in their further academic studies. The thematic analysis and frequency counts of interviews and teacher/student questionnaire data mapped out the perceived strengths and weaknesses of the students in their English language proficiency and academic skills, revealing a variety of issues.



	
How well PEP graduates were prepared






Data analysis of the teacher and student responses reported through questionnaires revealed discrepancies between how well students and their instructors think the preparatory program supported the students for their further academic studies in a range of skills. Table 2 outlines a summary of teacher perceptions regarding how well PEP prepared their students whereas Table 3 presents student perceptions.



Results of teacher perceptions provided negative evidence for the validity of the test consequences. Teachers claimed that even though their students had passed the English language proficiency test, they were not (well) prepared in most English and academic skills. It is important to note here that the language proficiency test did not have a speaking section, and this may have affected the consequential validity of the test as the most negative dispositions were associated with students’ speaking skills such as discussing ideas and expressing opinions clearly and accurately in their speech (82%) and asking questions (76%). Thus, for many teachers, students had not developed their skills in many target domains even though they passed the proficiency test in PEP.



Contrary to the teacher perspective, PEP graduates perceived themselves prepared in many English and academic skills including reading academic texts and understanding the main ideas, using a range of grammatical structures in written and spoken work, revising own written work based on given feedback, understanding lectures, taking listening notes, and writing a well-organized essay. Overall, it can be inferred that most of the students held positive perceptions in terms of their competency in most English sub-skills in a stark contrast to their teachers’ opinion.



However, some students claimed that the program did not prepare them sufficiently in some certain skills such as discussing ideas and expressing opinions clearly and accurately in their speech and asking questions. Except for these negative conceptions (indicating insufficient competency in these speaking skills), student perceptions did not tend to resemble teacher opinions. This difference may stem from learners’ low level of assessment literacy and evaluative capacities. Also, student response displayed diversity regarding how well the PEP assisted them in using different sources such as notes of external text-based information and summaries to support ideas in their written and spoken work. Analyzing information from different sources and integrating these into one’s work was a major construct in the proficiency test and relevant skills were targeted in the instructional design. However, there seems to be a contradiction between student and teacher evaluation with respect to this issue, as teachers expressed rather negative perceptions and indicated that students were not prepared and needed further practice. Therefore, these findings imply the need to raise student awareness about assessment literacy as well as raising awareness on different levels of performance and descriptors that define these levels.



	
Identified strengths and weaknesses in students’ academic performance






During the interviews the instructors evaluated their students’ strengths and weaknesses in general, not of those students that had passed the language preparatory program. However, some commented that they observed differences between PEP graduates and others who were exempt from the program. One of the respondents commented that there were some students in the departmental courses who managed to complete the PEP program and pass the proficiency test despite their low level of language competency.


When I got a class in the very beginning of the semester, I asked how many students came from PEP. About twenty out of thirty raised hands. Out of those twenty, five or six will be very good, very well-equipped. Although they are still, especially in speaking they would be very shy and very insufficient. Let’s say five out of twenty would be equipped in terms of writing and can do the work in discipline. About ten will not be up to standard, really. So, they struggle. About five, they shouldn’t be there at all. And I am trying to be realistic. I mean knowing the context, knowing the educational background and the possibilities what could be done in PEP in a certain amount of time, feasibility…. I’m taking in all those factors and I’m trying to give a kind of realistic and generous answer; Thirty per cent of prep school graduates shouldn’t be there. They are not ready. They are effectively, really, still in intermediate or even pre- intermediate level, in some cases. And somehow, they managed to slip through the net.







Comparing students who attended PEP and who were exempt, another instructor shared the following observation: “They have a great difficulty in self-expression and talking in English. If they come from prep school, they have great difficulty in speaking as well as understanding English but if they come from a good high school, they do not have problems in speaking”. The comment highlighted the insufficiency of speaking skills of students who come from PEP. Consequently, these views imply negative consequential validity regarding the potential implications of the decision on the validity of the study.



In addition to speaking, mentioned above, teachers outlined certain weaknesses in students’ language and skills, summarized in Table 4 below.



According to the teachers, speaking was prioritized as a domain in which students required further practice. This finding was also reflected in the teacher questionnaire results where the majority (77%) argued that student competency was inadequate in terms of speaking (“the weakest point of an average student”) even though this skill was conceived as the most useful skill for academic success. Lack of motivation and self-confidence was often remarked as a major attribute of insufficient speaking skills of the students as reflected in the following comment: “They feel so insecure when they speak in English. I assume it is due to the lack of confidence in speaking a foreign language”. Therefore, teachers suggested that students needed more instruction in speaking in English.



According to the teachers, writing skills also proved to be both daunting and difficult for the students with respect to content generation, self-expression, and citing skills as reflected in this statement: “I think they are not really good at academic writing. Yes, there are some examples where there are a lot of spelling problems, grammar problems, mistakes, but I have seen a lot of papers that had good grammar and good spelling yet not very good at communicating what they have in mind”. Questionnaire findings also supported this perspective. It was highlighted by most teachers (71%) that students were good at organizing their essays with regard to making an outline, integrating supporting ideas, writing a thesis statement, and having an overall organization in their written outcome. However, some (35%) expressed that essay organization was also perceived as a weak area, especially in ensuring the flow of ideas and generating content. Coherence between ideas was framed as an ‘inability’ for the students when they attempted to convey their thoughts and build up their own arguments in a properly organized academic structure. According to some instructors (30%), another negative disposition in writing skill was associated with inadequate citation skills pertaining to inaccurate paraphrasing, quoting, and making use of citation mechanics, such as the use of APA. These instructors held a rather negative impression towards students’ inaccurate and inadequate citation practices when they borrowed information from external texts into their own writing.



Low level of language competency was deemed as one of the weak areas of students. Some teachers (47%) stated that students’ low level of grammar and vocabulary knowledge intervened in their understanding. Some teachers (32%) claimed they had difficulty while marking students’ written tasks as they could not decide whether to take quality of language or content into consideration. This was defined as the “big dilemma”. Consequently, some of the participants concurred they compromised and ignored the language and focused on the content. Questionnaire findings also reflected this issue as most of the teachers (59%) noted the inefficiency of using accurate grammar and lack of adequate vocabulary knowledge (29%) as a major handicap. It was claimed that “students sometimes stock phrases and collocations that are wrong. They complete their work with a limited number of words: Therefore, written assignments generally look so simple and lack depth of adequate discussion”.



Instructors’ evaluations of their students’ reading and listening skills in English indicated both positive and negative conceptions. In terms of listening skills, few instructors commented that their students were confident in note taking (24%), finding the main and the supporting idea(s) (6%), inferring attitude and purpose (6%), and identifying signal words (6%). Some teachers pinpointed negative perceptions related to students’ difficulty to understand lectures (35%), lack of motivation to listen to long lectures (12%), and difficulty to understand class discussions (6%). However, it was the contention of most of the teachers (60%) that students lacked a good level in variety of reading skills in inferencing–identifying tone and purpose, drawing conclusions through critical thinking, analysis, and synthesis of main ideas, coping with comprehension of long texts, and finding main ideas. This was inferred as negative validity evidence as the integrated proficiency exam and the aligned instruction of PEP placed emphasis on these skills.



	
Students’ performance in their departmental courses






When teachers considered their students’ language and academic performance beyond PEP, they expressed negative perceptions. Data analysis led to emerging themes (as summarized in Table 5) and prioritized certain weaknesses in students’ English skills and academic performance including inadequate speaking skills, effect of students’ educational background on their achievement, and low motivation for reading. The criticism towards inefficient student performance regarding academic tasks which required an integrated approach (reading-to-writing) towards classroom tasks was also reflected in the emerging themes of the interviews.



Most of the teachers (79%) conveyed inadequate speaking skills of their students in English.


Unfortunately, most of the students are unable to follow the class because of the language problem. And they are unable to ask questions in foreign language. And that affects the course very bad and negatively. We talk, we show, we discuss, we explain, and we expect students to interact with us to join to the class to contribute to the class, ask the questions, discuss the concepts with us. But they prefer to stay silent and just watch. Then I feel, and most of us feel like, we’re just lecturing in front of a wall. That’s a big concern (T1).







The comment highlights the insufficiency of speaking skills which may be due to an unintended test consequence, as speaking is not tested on the proficiency test. There may be more explicit student focus on other skills in comparison to the speaking skill which is not tested.



Another common theme concerned the effect of educational background on students’ achievement. Some teachers (37%) commented that there was a mismatch between previous educational culture, which relied on exam-oriented approach to learning and rote memorization, and university culture which emphasized critical thinking and (re)constructing knowledge by synthesizing information from various sources. Some teachers claimed that students do not place emphasis on the evaluation of their performance as they are product oriented.


There is a mismatch between students’ educational background and the skills required at the university. Schools are busy with teaching students how to solve a multiple-choice question without having the knowledge. Students focus on the correct answer rather than why that’s the correct answer. Often why is never asked. Thinking, evaluating, criticizing is a mind-set and most students do not seem to have that. Here at the university, they need to be formatted and it is very difficult (T2).







Although the integrated language proficiency assessment test in this study set out to provide students with positive washback and acquisition of the ‘mindset’ described by the comment above, the analysis of conceptions that teachers had about the proficiency assessment indicated some negative test consequences. In other words, the proficiency test and the aligned curriculum/instruction might not be efficient in impacting the students’ attitudes towards learning (in terms of “formatting the students” as rephrased by the teacher comment above). Teachers tended to believe that educational background of students fostered an exam-oriented approach to learning. One of the teachers concurred: “Students are very much accustomed to multiple choice items, and they prefer responding to this format” (T3).



In addition, teachers are inclined to think that their students have difficulty in borrowing information from texts and integrating these into their own work (discourse synthesis) as reflected in the comment below.


The ability to synthesize ideas is really, widely-challenging. Sometimes we’re not sure whether it is language issue or whether it is a critical thinking issue. I mean, synthesizing is putting ideas together. For example, seeing, detecting the patterns, similarities, new connections between them, there is a critical thinking skill. We’re not sure, and the students are not generally very good at it (T4).







In addition, response of the teachers indicated that students “resist reading”. This resistance was at times associated with an exam-oriented approach that students have towards learning. In other words, it was suggested that students were inclined to respond to a certain type of exam questions which would involve multiple choice format. A teacher explained: “I was really surprised to see that if there is a question which is more than 5–6 lines in the exam, they ignore the question and don’t do it. They don’t even consider putting in the effort to read it. They don’t read the instructions to an assignment. They ask and want me to explain. They run away when they see a reading text” (T5).



The teacher’s response above seems to imply that, even though reading is tested in the proficiency test through multiple texts in different genres and it is linked to the writing skill to reflect real-life language use domain. This does not seem to exert a powerful effect and a positive washback for the students to pay deliberate attention to improve their reading skills. One of the teachers pointed out: “They don’t seem to have understood the logic and purpose behind reading skills. They try to memorize and therefore their affective filters are up. They are really anxious” (T6). Consequently, teachers stressed that there was a gap between language and skills required for academic success and actual student performance.



However, student perceptions were not in agreement with teacher opinions. Students tended to comment that they felt competent in writing skills, especially writing an academic essay (46%). However, they did not tend to mention any of the criticisms raised by their teachers such as lack of mastery in ensuring flow of ideas, building an argument based on expanded justifications, and integrating information form external texts into one’s own oral and written work. Students seemed to feel themselves confident in most of the English and academic skills except for the speaking. Showing similarity to overall teacher evaluations, some students considered themselves weak in terms of speaking fluently.



	
Suggestions for improvement






Suggestions of university teachers and freshman students to improve the PEP converged on some certain concepts, including a deliberate focus on enhancing speaking and writing skills. Overall, improving speaking skills was the most voiced suggestion by the participating teachers. They stressed the students’ need to practice speaking more to gain confidence. One of the respondents noted: “I believe in the rigor of the Preparatory English Program; however, faculty members share a common belief that students have a big problem in speaking. I would strongly suggest the English teachers to encourage more speaking in their classes and to test students’ speaking ability maybe with a different method”. Here, it is also important to focus on the suggested idea of “testing speaking ability” to improve this skill as it signifies the reliance on testing as a lever for change in how teachers teach and how students learn. This resonates with the findings of Huang et al. (2018) who argue that lack of speaking tests leads to undesirable consequences. They remark that, although there is high demand for communication skills in both speaking and writing, the majority of the English language programs in higher education prioritize academic writing, as speaking tests are more labor-intensive in terms of administration and scoring.



Another teacher suggested: “Some students can pass the proficiency exam despite low writing skills as they get higher grades from the other parts of the exam”. It can be inferred that some teachers believe students can be successful on the proficiency tests due to being test-smart, mastering sections that involved responding to reading and listening sections of the test. Therefore, taking assessment-driven measures, such as focusing on and prioritizing the source-based writing through reading-to-writing and listening-to-writing tasks, is seen as an effective way of maintaining higher language competency level. Furthermore, teacher response indicated a higher focus on writing skills through deliberate teaching of grammar as well as citing information through accurate and conceptually appropriate summarizing, paraphrasing, and (in)direct quotation. It was often argued that students would highly benefit from working on skills such as summarizing, paraphrasing, and basic citation in APA style. One comment concurred: “students should learn how to summarize articles/videos and write response paragraphs. They have difficulty in summarizing and reflecting on sources in terms of how these contribute to their own arguments both in writing and speaking”. Therefore, it was argued that a more deliberate effort towards teaching critical thinking skills through integration of source-based information into students’ oral and written outcome was a necessity for the instruction in PEP.



Freshman students offered a variety of measures, which resonated with the teacher suggestions for improving the PEP. These included having more practice in grammar and vocabulary, especially focusing more on speaking skills. Like teachers, students also highlighted that it was necessary to add a speaking component to the proficiency exam, commenting that if it is tested then they would pay more attention to this skill. It was remarked that learning about purposes of basic citation skills as well as mechanical application of citation such as using the APA would be useful for effective learning. Some students also mentioned that learning vocabulary related to their academic discipline would prove to be useful. In addition, there were some comments which highlighted the concept of different teaching methodology between teachers in the PEP by stating: “PEP needs to self-check about the teachers and the application of the plan (means the curriculum). Plan and the approach to education is okay but some problems happen on the stage”.




4. Discussion


One of the primary objectives of English preparatory programs in higher education is to prepare their students for the language skills and academic demands of their future studies. This study mainly aimed at outlining how teacher and student perceptions can inform the validation process of an integrated English language proficiency test beyond given/achieved scores. This consequential validation study found evidence of both positive and negative washback of the integrated English proficiency test. Positive washback is regarded as related to consequential validity, whereas negative washback is associated with lack of validity (Ferman 2004).



Teacher conceptions of the skills that are required for academic success in higher education elicited through this study overlap with the construct and targeted skills of an integrated assessment in a university EAP program. Most instructors pointed out that cross textual reading skills and synthesis of information from diverse texts were elemental for academic success. Consequently, learners were expected to integrate information from external texts into one’s own oral and written work to build an argument.



University mainstream teachers confirmed that students who engaged in their academic studies beyond PEP have encountered an array of difficulties in their English and academic skills. Teachers expressed doubts about the effectiveness of the test-based decisions in the EAP program in terms of identifying the language competency and skills required for academic study at the tertiary level. One of the main teacher criticisms was geared towards students’ weak speaking skills that was deemed as hindering their academic success. Student perceptions were also concerted with teacher views. Furthermore, both teachers and students suggested to place more deliberate focus on speaking in instruction and make speaking as a part of the proficiency test. Therefore, the findings of this study point to lack of consequential validity resulting in a narrowing of the curriculum to tested skills which eventually hinders learning.



Another area of student performance that received teacher criticism was using sources effectively. Findings in this study resonate with previous research which concluded that knowing about source selection, integrating information from external texts into academic writing, maintaining contextual appropriacy, and mastering technical accuracy in citation practices (e.g., use of APA) pose considerable challenges for L2 students (Thompson et al. 2013). Teachers indicated that their students lacked adequate proficiency in academic writing using sources. They attributed difficulties that hindered their students’ performance to low levels of linguistic competency, lack of reading motivation and their exam-oriented background, claiming that they needed a new mindset into deep learning. These findings agree with the conclusions of prior studies which reported ongoing challenges that undergraduate student writers face on the way to achieving proficiency in a complicated academic literacy (Pecorari and Petrić 2014; Wingate 2015; Wette 2017). Therefore, as suggested by the participant teachers of the study, the instruction should include more practice and guidance in integrated assessment. To illustrate instruction into source-based academic writing can entail a deliberate focus on raising awareness on the functions of citation (Hirvela and Du 2013) to help students understand the role of summaries, quotes, and paraphrases (Shi 2008). Therefore, instruction may focus on functions of citations as well as cross-textual reading skills to help them improve their language and academic skills. Understanding the construct of integrated assignment and drawing assessment and instruction closer may bring forth positive consequential validity. According to Wette (2017), instructional support should be extended throughout undergraduate years to provide students with gradual support in gaining proficiency in this challenging new literacy that is necessary in the higher education. As experience in source-based writing plays a significant role on student performance she argues priorities must be set in writing courses because “while novices may be capable of paraphrasing single ideas from individual texts, experienced writers are able to synthesize and comprehend connections between multiple sources, and to use the writing process to transform current knowledge conceptually and linguistically as well as to advance their own thinking” (p. 47).



This study found a discrepancy between teacher and student conceptions regarding consequences of the test. Students tended to report a positive impression of the test. They were confident that the PEP program prepared them for the English and academic skills that were required at their majors, whereas teachers held a rather negative impression about the students’ competency and performance. It is often argued that student perceptions about examinations reflect their knowledge of assessment literacy (Taylor 2009). Students seem to disregard the rationale behind integrated assessment and neglect deliberate strategies for life-long learning. Therefore, fostering assessment literacy of the students is crucial for raising awareness on self-assessment of their competency in English and academic skills as well as determining further learning objectives.




5. Conclusions


Exploring consequential validity may establish a means for ongoing dialogue between different stakeholders involved in a testing program. Unanticipated consequences of the test should be taken into consideration as a part of the validation process in a systemic and broader point of view. This broad systemic validation process may guide educators in a deliberate and concerted effort to cater for the real-life needs of the parties who are affected by the test consequences. Furthermore, focusing on consequential validity during the instructional design of assessment procedures during the validation process (Reckase 1998) and “motivating test developers to assume responsibility for more aspects of test usage” (Iliescu and Greiff 2021 p. 165) can be a means of resolving unwanted, unintended test consequences. Therefore, effects of assessment in terms of how it influences instructional and learning processes (Tiekstra et al. 2016) should be critically considered in the development of integrated assessment procedures in future. Highlighting the importance of consequential validity and devising a wholistic and systemic perspective towards test consequences during the instructional design and validation of the test/assessment procedures may resolve unwanted/unintended test impacts.



The first research question set out to explore how teachers viewed the test consequences based on their evaluation of the students’ English language skills and academic performance. Their perceptions seemed to cast doubt over the effectiveness of the decisions made by an integrated English proficiency test used in an EAP program in identifying the language competency and skills required for academic study at the tertiary level. They remarked that the speaking skills of their students were inefficient. This may be an unwanted/unintended test impact due to narrowing of the curriculum to the tested skills. On the other hand, findings of the second research question, which investigated perceptions of the freshman students about the test consequences based on their self-evaluation of their proficiency levels in English language skills and academic performance, presented a stark contrast as students tended to hold positive views.



These findings bring about implications for materials development, teacher training, and enhancing student assessment literacy alongside instructional design. Integrated assessment should be embedded more efficiently into the curriculum. Student outcome can include reading/listening into speaking instead of excessively reading and listening for writing. Teachers confirmed that speaking skills constitute an important part of academic success. Therefore, it could be integrated into formative, summative, and proficiency assessment procedures. Course materials can also be designed to reinforce improvement of all skills and student peer/self-evaluation to help learners assess their progress and identify further learning goals. Focusing on purposes of academic citing practices and strategy training (e.g., reading for main ideas, cross textual reading, taking reading notes…etc.) may also raise student awareness of source-based writing and speaking.



Despite these implications, this study has several limitations. Although we were able to elicit teacher opinions through different lines of data collection, we could gather learner views only through a questionnaire due to time constraints and lack of voluntary student participation. In addition, when evaluating the quality of an integrated assessment and exploring its consequential validity, resorting to perceptions of different stakeholders should hold a more prominent place to design better assessment. Thus, further research studies can integrate multiple lines of data from students. Consequently, a broader understanding of the extent to which integrated assessment impacts the process of instruction and learning can be reached. However, perceptions tend to be affected by assessment literacy knowledge (Tsagari 2020). Therefore, future research could make use of actual student performance (e.g., written reports, oral presentations, etc.) to scrutinize consequential validity beyond a test. Also, studies can target other stakeholder perceptions to extend the scope of the validation process and use larger samples of teachers/students for generalizability purposes.



There are various implications of this study for instructional designers (e.g., test developers and curriculum advisors) and teachers. Investigating consequential validity of a test may cast light upon the unintended test consequences and provide instructional designers with insights into unintended negative impact in the validation process. In this vein, intended positive test consequences can be confirmed and enhanced, whereas unintended consequences can be minimized. Another implication concerns improvement of instruction. Good test consequences (even if unintended) should be identified and used, while negative consequences should be retaliated as much as possible (Taleporos 1998).
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Appendix A


Appendix A.1. Consequential Validity Teacher Questionnaire


At the end of the Preparatory School Program in English language, our students take the English language proficiency test. Test results are assumed to be linked to the use of English for Academic Purposes at mainstream departmental university courses. We would appreciate your answers to the following questions.



Background Questions



What is your major (graduate and postgraduate) (TESOL, Literature, EFL, Applied Linguistics, Education … etc.)?



What is your gender?



Years of work experience



	1–5
	 [image: Languages 07 00065 i001]
	6–10
	 [image: Languages 07 00065 i001]
	11–15
	 [image: Languages 07 00065 i001]
	16–20
	 [image: Languages 07 00065 i001]
	More than 20 years
	 [image: Languages 07 00065 i001]








What is the highest qualification you achieved?



Which course(s) do you teach?



Perceptions about validity of test-decisions




	
Do you think students who completed Preparatory School Program are well-prepared regarding their English language ability and academic skills training? Check the degree in the table below that reflects your point of view.



	

	
Not Prepared

	
Fairly Prepared

	
Prepared

	
Well Prepared




	
1. Reading academic texts and understanding the main ideas

	

	

	

	




	
2. Taking reading notes

	

	

	

	




	
3. Understanding lectures

	

	

	

	




	
4. Taking listening notes

	

	

	

	




	
5. Writing an organised essay

	

	

	

	




	
6. Discussing ideas and expressing opinions clearly and accurately in their speech

	

	

	

	




	
7. Asking questions

	

	

	

	




	
8. Using a range of vocabulary appropriately

	

	

	

	




	
9. Using a range of grammatical structures in their written and spoken work

	

	

	

	




	
10. Using different sources (notes, summaries etc.) to support ideas in their written and spoken work

	

	

	

	




	
11. Giving feedback to peers

	

	

	

	




	
12. Revising own written work based on given feedback

	

	

	

	




	
If you have further comments about any other English language ability and academic skills, please write them here:









	
Where do you see the strengths and weaknesses of the students who completed Preparatory School Program? Please comment under relevant headings in the table below.



	

	
Strengths of the Students Who Completed Preparatory School Program

	
Weaknesses of the Students Who Completed Preparatory School Program




	
In Writing

	

	




	
In Reading

	

	




	
In Listening

	

	




	
In Speaking

	

	




	
In using Grammar and Vocabulary

	

	




	
If you have any further comments about any other use of English for Academic Purposes at mainstream departmental university courses, please write them here.









	
Do you have any suggestions for improving the Preparatory School Program?









Appendix A.2. Consequential Validity Student Questionnaire


At the end of the Preparatory School Program in English language, our students take the English proficiency test. Test results are assumed to be linked to the use of English for Academic Purposes at mainstream departmental university courses. We would appreciate your answers to the following questions.




	
What is your department?



	
Where do you see the strengths and weaknesses of the students who completed Preparatory School Program? Please comment under relevant headings in the table below.



	

	
Strengths of the Students Who Completed Preparatory School Program

	
Weaknesses of the Students Who Completed Preparatory School Program




	
In Writing

	

	




	
In Reading

	

	




	
In Listening

	

	




	
In Speaking

	

	




	
In using Grammar and Vocabulary

	

	




	
If you have any further comments about any other use of English for Academic Purposes at mainstream departmental university courses, please write them here.









	
Do you have any suggestions to improve to Preparatory School Program to prepare you better for the use of English for Academic Purposes at mainstream departmental university courses?









Appendix A.3. Interview Guide


Introduction



Key points of the study; purpose, confidentiality, media and timing




	
Correspondence between exit criteria of the English proficiency test and expected academic skills at the departments



Could you share your observations regarding student achievement in:



In Writing



In Reading



In Listening



In Speaking



In use of Grammar and Vocabulary



In academic skills



	
What skills are required at the department?



	
Do you think that students who complete Prep Program can cope with the academic demands of your department



	
What needs to be done in prep program to better equip these students for their departments?



	
Other Views



	
Round up and Thanks
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Table 1. Informants of teacher interviews on consequential validity.






Table 1. Informants of teacher interviews on consequential validity.





	Departments
	N





	Psychology
	2



	International Relations
	2



	Under-graduate English
	2



	Architecture
	4



	Mathematics
	2



	Aviation
	1



	Hotel Management and Tourism
	2



	Engineering
	3



	Business Administration
	1
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Table 2. Summary of teacher perceptions towards how well PEP prepares students (N = 17).






Table 2. Summary of teacher perceptions towards how well PEP prepares students (N = 17).





	

	
Not Prepared

	
Fairly Prepared

	
Prepared

	
Well Prepared

	




	

	
f

	
(%)

	
f

	
(%)

	
f

	
(%)

	
f

	
(%)

	
SD






	
Reading academic texts and understanding the main ideas

	
3

	
(18)

	
9

	
(53)

	
5

	
(29)

	
0

	
(0)

	
0.83




	
Taking reading notes

	
1

	
(6)

	
13

	
(77)

	
2

	
(12)

	
0

	
(0)

	
0.44




	
Understanding lectures

	
1

	
(6)

	
8

	
(47)

	
7

	
(41)

	
0

	
(0)

	
0.62




	
Taking listening notes

	
3

	
(18)

	
8

	
(47)

	
4

	
(24)

	
1

	
(6)

	
0.83




	
Writing an organized essay

	
3

	
(18)

	
9

	
(53)

	
3

	
(18)

	
0

	
(0)

	
0.65




	
Discussing ideas and expressing opinions clearly and accurately in their speech

	
9

	
(53)

	
5

	
(29)

	
2

	
(12)

	
1

	
(6)

	
0.92




	
Asking questions in class

	
8

	
(47)

	
5

	
(29)

	
3

	
(18)

	
1

	
(6)

	
0.95




	
Using a range of vocabulary appropriately

	
5

	
(29)

	
11

	
(65)

	
1

	
(6)

	
0

	
(0)

	
0.56




	
Using a range of grammatical structures in their written and spoken work

	
7

	
(41)

	
9

	
(53)

	
1

	
(6)

	
0

	
(0)

	
0.61




	
Using different sources (notes, summaries, etc.) to support ideas in their written and spoken work

	
10

	
(59)

	
4

	
(24)

	
2

	
(12)

	
0

	
(0)

	
0.73




	
Giving feedback to peers

	
7

	
(41)

	
7

	
(41)

	
2

	
(12)

	
0

	
(0)

	
0.70




	
Revising own written work based on given feedback

	
5

	
(29)

	
7

	
(41)

	
3

	
(18)

	
0

	
(0)

	
0.74
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Table 3. Summary of student perceptions (N = 39).
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Not Prepared

	
Fairly Prepared

	
Prepared

	
Well Prepared

	




	

	
f

	
(%)

	
f

	
(%)

	
f

	
(%)

	
f

	
(%)

	
SD






	
Reading academic texts and understanding the main ideas

	
1

	
(3)

	
7

	
(18)

	
20

	
(51)

	
10

	
(26)

	
0.75




	
Taking reading notes

	
2

	
(5)

	
11

	
(28)

	
18

	
(46)

	
7

	
(18)

	
0.81




	
Understanding lectures

	
1

	
(3)

	
9

	
(23)

	
20

	
(51)

	
9

	
(23)

	
0.76




	
Taking listening notes

	
1

	
(3)

	
12

	
(31)

	
12

	
(31)

	
14

	
(36)

	
0.89




	
Writing an organized essay

	
3

	
(8)

	
6

	
(15)

	
13

	
(33)

	
17

	
(44)

	
0.95




	
Discussing ideas and expressing opinions clearly and accurately in their speech

	
2

	
(5)

	
14

	
(36)

	
18

	
(46)

	
5

	
(13)

	
0.77




	
Asking questions in class

	
2

	
(5)

	
10

	
(26)

	
19

	
(49)

	
8

	
(21)

	
0.81




	
Using a range of vocabulary appropriately

	
4

	
(10)

	
12

	
(31)

	
16

	
(41)

	
7

	
(18)

	
0.90




	
Using a range of grammatical structures in their written and spoken work

	
4

	
(10)

	
11

	
(28)

	
18

	
(46)

	
6

	
(15)

	
0.87




	
Using different sources (notes, summaries, etc.) to support ideas in their written and spoken work

	
5

	
(13)

	
14

	
(36)

	
15

	
(39)

	
5

	
(13)

	
0.88




	
Giving feedback to peers

	
3

	
(8)

	
15

	
(39)

	
12

	
(31)

	
9

	
(23)

	
0.92




	
Revising own written work based on given feedback

	
3

	
(8)

	
8

	
(21)

	
13

	
(33)

	
14

	
(36)

	
0.96
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Table 4. Teacher perceptions of students’ weaknesses in language and academic skills.
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	Students’ Weaknesses in Language and Academic Skills
	N
	%





	Reading
	7
	37



	Listening
	4
	21



	Writing
	8
	42



	Speaking
	15
	79



	Grammar
	9
	47



	Vocabulary
	10
	53



	Understanding exam questions
	6
	32



	Academic Skills (discourse synthesis, knowledge of citation, evaluation of online sources)
	3
	16
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Table 5. Emerging themes of the interviews with department teachers.






Table 5. Emerging themes of the interviews with department teachers.










	Themes
	N
	%





	Inadequate speaking skills of the students
	15
	79



	Effect of educational background on student achievement
	
	



	Exam orientedness
	3
	16



	Mismatch between prior learning and university culture
	4
	21



	Low motivation for reading
	8
	42
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