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The current project contributes to the field of En?Iish education in Japan
from two perspectives: 1) empirical research findings, and 2) test materials development. First, the
empirical aspect of the project informs that while the level specifications of the CEFR-J scales
require much more specifics iIn realizing the developmental construct, the development of
level-specific EFL reading and listening tests appears feasible as the results indicted the
developed items were statistically pertinent to their intended levels. Another contribution that the
project makes is the tests and the item pool developed based on the CEFR-J reading and listening
scales. We produced three sets of reading and two sets of listening tests of English that could be
used for assessing students’ English skills at differin? levels. The tests may also be used for
assessing the longitudinal development of students’ English skills as they are level-specific with
their calibrated item difficulty.
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Language proficiency scales such as the Common European Framework of Reference (CEFR) and the
CEFR-J can serve numerous educational purposes in second language (L2) teaching (Brown, 1996;
Negishi, Takada, & Tono, 2012; North, Ortega, & Sheehan, 2010; Tono, 2013). They provide a common
basis for the development of L2 programs or curricula and function as a common yardstick for the
evaluation of the program or the curriculum. Similarly, the scales can be used as a reference point of
learner progress at the predefined stages of long-term development. Their scaling descriptors can also
be used as a benchmarked guideline for examinee performance on a standardized L2 exam; i.e., they
provide an interpretive guideline for score meanings in terms of can-do’s. Likewise, when adapted with
more elaboration, the scales could be turned into a set of guidelines from which tests can be built to
suit local testing needs (Davidson & Fulcher, 2007). This project concerned, among other uses of the
CEFR-J scales, the last purpose of the CEFR-J of “serving as the framework for the standardized tests
development” of English reading and listening.

The CEFR scales have been underused for test development, and the reasons are mostly due to its
characteristics: illustrative and descriptive rather than normative, language and context neutral rather
than specific, and comprehensive rather than complete (North, Martyniuk, & Panthier, 2010). By being
such, the scales are intended to be open and flexible enough for their users to adapt and localize to
suit the intended purposes better within and across different language contexts.

In addition, the scales of the CEFR are classified as user-oriented rather than constructor-oriented,
making it difficult to use them as rating scales or for the development of standardized tests (Fulcher,
2010; Hulstijn, 2007; North, 2000; Weir, 2005). Such a limitation explains why there are a number of
bench-marking studies to align the scores of a standardized test onto the CEFR descriptors, while it is
rare to find a study that adopted or adapted the CEFR for test development. As Davidson and Fulcher
(2007) argue, the CEFR scales may be used as a springboard to task and test development, but not as a
set of normative guidelines that can provide a direct reference of linguistic and/or cognitive functions
to be tested.

The purpose of the project was to develop level-specific tests based on test specifications for each level
of the CEFR-J reading and listening descriptors. The CEFR-J reading and listening descriptors were
closely evaluated to draw up a set of detailed test specifications for each level of the CEFR-J reading and
listening descriptors, and level-specific tests were constructed to ensure their theoretical as well as
practical efficacy as test development guidelines. This research helped not only promote the
accessibility of the CEFR-J reading and listening descriptors for test development and score
interpretation, but also support the validity argument for their intended use as a framework for test
development.

The project was conducted in three phases: 1) analysis and specifications, 2) test construction, 3)
empirical validation. The main purpose of the “analysis and specifications” phase was to analyze the
CEFR-J reading and listening descriptors to identify contextual parameters, empirical measures, and
cognitive processes that were essential to fill in the specifications. In the 2" phase of “test
construction”, a set of reading and listening tests were developed according to the specifications
developed in the 1%t phase. Three reading and two listening tests were constructed with differing
difficulty. In the 3" phase of “empirical validation”, the completed tests were administered to a large
group of students, and the test data were analyzed using classical test as well as latent trait analyses.

As we proposed earlier in our proposal, the achievements of the project can be considered from two
perspectives, theoretical and practical. The theoretical achievement concerns research findings
regarding the validity argument of the CEFR-J reading and listening scales as a framework for
level-specific test development. On its practical side, the current project produced three reading and
two listening test forms and a large pool of reading and listening test items based on the level
descriptors. The theoretical as well as practical achievements of the current project therefore can be
summarized as follows:

1) Test Development
A close examination into the developmental processes of the test specifications and the actual
tests helped us to examine the efficacy of the reading and listening scales for the development of
test specifications and actual tests. Using the tests that we developed, we examined the



2)

3)

4)

hierarchical constructs of L2 reading and listening skills depicted in the CEFR-J scales using the large
test data resulted from multiple administrations of the tests. In this process, we examined the
linguistic and statistical qualities of the test items and their pertinence to the scale descriptors.

Statistical Findings: Rank-order of the Items by Logit Difficulty

Both of the reading and listening test data were reorganized using the logit values of the items
under the same sub-levels and were ordered with the items of the lower levels on the left extreme
and the items of the higher levels on the right as presented in Figure 1. As it reveals, both tests
include some amount of deviations in their presentation of the consecutive increment of logit
difficulty. The increase of the deviation from the expected trend is clearly noticeable around the
mid-levels in both tests. Nonetheless, the linear trendlines across the sub-levels in both test data
exhibit the increment of logit difficulty from lower to higher levels.

Figure 1. Logit difficulty rank-order by item
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Statistical Findings: Bayesian Hypothesis Testing

Although the trendlines in Figure 1 demonstrated general progression of item difficulty in the
intended and hence desirable direction, the amount of deviations some items exhibited create
uncertainty as to the difficulty progression of the sublevels. That is, the mean logit values of the
test items representing each sub-level (hence, sub-test) need to be evaluated for their progression
of test difficulty. Therefore, Bayesian testing was performed with the reading and listening data.
The test items were grouped together for each level and their mean logit values were examined
using the Comparison of Means (Kuiper & Hoijtink, 2010). For the Bayesian procedures, the five
sublevels were tested for their predicted implicational hypothesis; from A1.3 to B1.2 for the
reading test and from A2.1 to B2.1 for the listening test. These five target sublevels were chosen to
be tested as they exhibited the most amount of deviation based on the item level analyses. Hence,
it was examined using the procedures if the mean difficulty at each level on each of the sampled
tests increases symmetrically against the other four alternatives using Comparison of Means. The
predicted hypothesis was set as ul < u2 < u3 < u4 < u5, which suggests that the levels present
increasing difficulty from u1 to u5.

With the reading sublevel tests, the Bayes factor and the PMP were estimated, and the
predicted hypothesis was compared against the other four alternatives using the values. Among
the five hypotheses, the most supported one was the predicted hypothesis, with 46.04 of the Bayes
factor and 0.39 of the PMP. Therefore, the implicational hypothesis is superior to the other
hypotheses in terms of model-data fit. That is, this predicted hypothesis is empirically better
supported by the data than the other hypotheses. Next, the listening tests were analyzed using the
same Bayes procedures. Among the five hypotheses, the most supported one was the predicted
hypothesis, with 32.74 of the Bayes factor and 0.53 of the PMP. Therefore, for both reading and
listening sublevel tests, the implicational hypothesis is superior to the other hypotheses in terms of
model-data fit. In other words, the ordering of mean difficulties predicted by the specifications of
the CEFR-J reading and listening scales is corroborated by the empirical data obtained from the
examinee participants in the current project.

Use of Scale Descriptors for Test Developers

A couple of issues were noted by the test developers with respects to the linguistic aspects of the
scale descriptors. They found some level descriptors (e.g., A2.2 and B1.1) were not sufficient in
their specificity for the text types and cognitive operations required for those levels. This finding is
in line with the criticism often expressed by researchers (e.g., Weir, 2005; Fulcher, 2010). Also, the
specifications frequently resort to degree words (e.g., slow, slowly, clear, or clearly) across
adjacent levels. Especially in listening, the personalization of the listening stimuli (e.g., familiar to
me) is common making it difficult to decide who the target learners should be. For example, B2.1
states that learners are able to read texts "within my field." However, it is not possible to know



what field the learners would be in as the tests developed based on the scale are to serve general
learner population. Another issue frequently commented by the test developers were about the
length of the passages or scripts, e.g., how much longer should items in the C levels be compared
to the B levels. Since there is no specification regarding the length, they had to depend on their
own experiences and adjust the length considering the relative difficulty of adjacent levels, making
the higher level passages simply longer than the lower ones. Apparently, if a test developer
continues to follow this relative approach in deciding the difficulty of test items between two
adjacent levels, the scores resulted from such tests will only be interpretable in subjective terms.

5) Test Forms and Item Pool

Throughout the project, we developed three sets of reading tests and two sets of listening tests,
with 28 — 33 items each. They were administered to a large group of L2 students, and using item
response theory, the test data were calibrated for their parameter values that could be used for
further (adaptive) test construction targeting a particular difficulty level. In addition, in the last
stage of the project, we were able to develop a test item pool of 171 listening and 252 reading
items representing different levels of the CEFR-J scales. These items were not administered and
hence not identified for their difficulty parameter values, leaving the task as a future endeavor.

In sum, the project examined the use of the CEFR-J reading and listening scales for test development. It
empirically tested the validity argument as to the CEFR-J reading and listening scales as a framework for
L2 test design. A set of tests were developed through rigorous procedures to assure their quality, and
the rank-order of the test items were examined using their calibrated difficulty at the item as well as
test levels. These procedures informed if the scale descriptors would lead to the development of level
specific tests.

In conclusion, while the level specifications of the CEFR-J scales require much more specifics in realizing
the developmental construct, the development of level-specific EFL reading and listening tests appears
feasible as the items rank-ordered according to their difficulty logit values demonstrated a general
progression from low to high levels. Bayesian testing procedures confirmed such a progression can be
valid suggesting that developing level specific tests may be possible. Finally, one needs to note that the
findings in this project suggest that the feasibility of a level-specific test based on the CEFR-J scales be
possible only through a rigorous coordination of the test development procedures.
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