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Defining Validity for a University EFL Placement Test

Robert J.S. ROWLAND

Abstract

This paper is a collection of research notes regarding how to define validity for an EFL
placement exam implemented at a low-level university in Japan. Level placement tests are
common in university EFL programs, but there is little research into their validity. In this
paper, the literature was examined to determine the necessity of level division for English
classes at Japanese universities, different methods for level division, and validity considerations
for using a standardized test for level division. This preliminary research will inform future

validity studies into the EFL placement exam at a small university in Japan.
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Many universities offer English language classes in multiple ability levels. Students are
divided into levels before or upon entry to an English language program using a level placement
test. Although use of a placement test to divide students into levels is common practice in a
variety of language learning contexts (Richards & Schmidt, 2002), research into the validity of
level placement test design or implementation is lacking (Papageorgiou & Cho, 2014). Existing
research into placement testing has examined the validity of use in English for Academic
Purposes (EAP) classes in tertiary education (Fulcher, 1997), and to a lesser extent, in English as
a Second Language (ESL) classes (Papageorgiou & Cho, 2014). Little research exists, however,
into their use in the English as a Foreign Language (EFL) context, especially in Japan. The
small, liberal arts university at which the researcher taught has used level placement tests in
the English language education program for years. The tests used have changed overtime, but
there has been little academic examination into the validity of these tests. As a prelude to a
formal validity analysis, this paper examines the literature determine what must be considered
when implementing and assessing the validity of a level placement test at a university in Japan

to better assess and improve the placement procedure.
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The Necessity of Levels

Level placement is so common in Japanese university English programs that its necessity is
rarely questioned. To fully assess the validity of a level test, however, one must first be able to
argue the consequential validity of the test, that is, whether the purpose for which it is used is
indeed a valid one. Given that purpose of a placement test is to place students into groups
based on specific criteria, first we must define was it meant by “place.” Green (2012) stated that
there are two different ways to think about the benefits of the concept of student “placement.”
The first is to focus on the placement of all students on a spectrum of ability, to better
understand how to divide students into meaningful ability groups with their peers. The second
is to place students on a spectrum of difficulty with regards to course materials to ensure
students interact with curricula that best fits their ability. While level placement seems an
intuitively appropriate practice in any educational institution with a rage of student knowledge
and abilities, there is disagreement in the research about its efficacy.

Supporters of ability grouping cite a range of positive effects on both learners and teachers.
Such benefits include ease of class planning and organization (Brown, 1995), ease of on-the-fly
curriculum adjustments to better fit the needs of a specific group of students (Kim, 2012), and
lower learner anxiety levels in the classroom (Lou & Tsai, 2002). It has also long been argued in
the language learning literature that learners are best equipped to learn concepts that are just
outside their current realm of knowledge (Krashen, 1985; Lightbown & Spada, 2013). Thus,
grouping students of similar ability levels together may maximize the efficiency of instruction by
facilitating curriculum design and implementation targeting more specific learner goals.

There are also arguments against grouping students by ability level. From a student
perspective, placement into a given level may have a negative effect on student identity. Ames
(1992) proposed that learners placed in higher level classes could develop an imposter syndrome,
a feeling that they do not belong in the higher level. Conversely, students placed into a lower
level could develop an inferiority complex which could dampen their motivation to learn. As for
drawbacks for instructors, Kim (2012) suggested that fine division of students into ability groups
creates an unnecessarily heavy workload, as teachers must design, build, and implement syllabi
across multiple classes.

Overall, while level division seems intuitively beneficial for teachers and students, the benefit
for students seems to be minimal, and not universal. Hattie (2009), in one of the largest meta-
analyses of studies on ability grouping, found a minimal, but statistically significant benefit in

learning outcomes for students split into ability levels. Sheppard et. al (2017) found similar
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results in a narrower study of Japanese learners in an English for Specific Purposes (ESP)
program but showed that the benefits for lower-level learners were more significant than for

higher level learners.

Necessity of Level Division in Japanese Tertiary EFL Education

The benefits of level splitting are statistically questionable for learners. The maximum
benefit appears to be for lower ability level students. To understand the potential benefit of
level splitting at a Japanese university, we must examine the state of the English language
education system in Japan to determine the level of an average student.

English language education has long been a stable feature of university curricula in Japan. In
secondary schools, however, English language education has seen a revolution in recent years.
In 2020, the Japanese Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology (MEXT)
issued a decree stating that, to maintain a competitive edge in Asia, the Japanese education
system should prioritize the development of English language skills that equip youth to better
participate in the quickly globalizing economic environment (MEXT, 2020). As a result, children
from primary through secondary education have seen a large increase in the number of contact
hours with English education.

A larger number of contact hours does not always result in increased English skill for all
students, however. Data from MEXT show that less than 50% of high school graduates achieve
the goal of CEFR A2 level English proficiency (MEXT, 2022). The same data also show of all
high school graduates, roughly 45% of students elect to continue education at a four-year
university. The result is a wide variety of English proficiency at university entry, with an
unpredictable spread of ability within the student population. Thus, it seems reasonable to
assume that there will be a large enough population of lower ability students, especially at lower-

level universities, to expect reasonable benefits from level division.

Level Division Methodology

With a positive expectation for educational outcomes from level division at a lower-level
university established, we examine the research to ascertain the most reasonable level division
methodology for our context. The three most common methods for dividing students into levels
are institutional placement tests, placement tests drawn from course textbooks, and standardized
proficiency tests.

Institutional placement tests (IPTs) are the most ideal tests for level division. IPTs are tests
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that are designed by a specific institution, with a specific program being taught to a specific
group of students at the core of the design process (Brown, 1995). Results from IPTs will group
students together on a continuum of ability directly relevant to the skills to be learned in the
program for which they were developed. Unfortunately, development of IPTs requires a high
degree of expertise (Brown, 1989), access to a variety of quality resources (Green, 2012) and a
large investment of both time and effort (Kokhan, 2012). Although IPTs are the most valid
placement method of the three, the above factors render them an unrealistic solution for
resource-challenged institutions.

Tests drawn from course textbooks are typically criterion referenced tests (CRTs). CRTs
measure the level of a specific knowledge set a test taker possesses (Brown, 1989). For a course
with few levels, in which all levels use the same textbook, or a series of textbooks with a
progressive continuum of language skills, use of a textbook derived placement test would be
appropriate and would most likely result in placements with high potential for positive learning
outcomes. However, if a pre-made test is taken from a textbook and used out of context to place
learners without consideration of how the goals of the test and of the program align, students
could be placed into levels based on criteria irrelevant to course contents (Brown, 1981). As the
researcher’s university uses a variety of different textbooks, a single test drawn from a single
textbook would not be a valid placement option.

Standardized proficiency tests are norm referenced tests (NRTs) which test overall language
ability without a pre-established connection to a course, its objectives, or materials (Brown, 1995).
The results of NRT's place students on a spectrum of ability as defined by the specific constructs
of the test. Test suites, such as Test of English for International Communication (TOEIC) and
Test of English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL), are the most used NRTs at universities in
Japan, and have been argued to align with international standards for language learning, such as
the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (Tannenbaum & Wylie, 2008).
Although these tests are frequently used to measure overall language skill growth, they are not
entirely valid for use in level division, unless the program in which they are used has a
curriculum with goals calibrated to the tests themselves, or the test and its results are carefully
examined for validity within the context of the curriculum.

Each of the above level division methods has both strengths and weaknesses. In the end,
however, level division and placement are rarely performed to the highest standards of validity.
They are instead a procedure that operates within the financial, material, expertise, and time

limitations of a specific program at a specific institution (Kokhan, 2013). This leads many
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universities, including the university being considered, to opt for proficiency tests. While these
tests are convenient, cost effective, and have a high degree of face validity, they also demand

special considerations when determining their construct validity relative to a program.

Use of Standardized Test Scores for Level Division

Standardized test scores are commonly used for level division in both ESL programs (Kokhan,
2013; Brown 1989) and EFL programs (Sheppard et. al, 2017). As discussed, the practicality of a
standardized test can outweigh the potential downsides of its use. That said, Alderson, Clapham
and Wall (1995) warn users that administrators must make a clear validity argument to justify
the use of a test for a purpose other than that for which it was created. To make a strong
argument for the all-around validity of the test before it is used, the test should be piloted,
ideally with a group of students typical to those that would eventually take the test. In the
absence of a pilot group, data from past tests and placements should be examined carefully to
make a validity argument and identify potential improvements in the test. Messick’s (1995)
construct-centered framework of validity is a useful tool for establishing the validity of a given
instrument, from design, to implementation, to review.

Messick’s framework contains 6 different facets of construct validity, namely content,
substantive, structural, external, generalizability, and consequential. The content, substantive,
and structural facets are examinations of test design, item performance, test-taker engagement,
and unidimensionality. Data can be gathered for arguments regarding these facets through
examination of decisions reflected in test design and of how both items and test takers
performed according to expectation. An argument can be made for the external facet of validity
through an examination of factors outside of the test and takers themselves that may have
affected the performance of either. The generalizability facet argument can only be made with
several iterations of the same test administered to a variety of different test takers. This is
practically possible only if the same placement test is used for multiple cohorts of students, or if
multiple tests are designed using the same specifications and used congruently with two
separate groups.

While all aspects of Messick’s (1995) argument-based approach to validity are vital to
determining the quality of an instrument for its purpose, the most important aspect for
placement tests is consequential validity. Consequential validity, which refers to the validity and
appropriacy of any action resulting from measurement interpretation, can only be assessed after

an instrument has been used and its effect is clear to all stakeholders. In the case of a
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placement test, this necessitates an examination of how many students were misplaced based on
results (Hughes, 2003). This can be done in three ways. First, student post-placement academic
performance can be analyzed. It may be difficult to isolate placement as the most important
variable in student academic performance, however, as performance is affected by a complex
web of variables. Student ability, motivation, course and material difficulty, instructional
methods, classroom atmosphere, and a myriad of other internal and external factors can affect
student grades. Surveying students for their opinion of their own placement is a more viable
option that has been used in the literature (Bradshaw, 1990). The simplest method in the
literature to judge consequential validity of a placement test is to survey the teachers of the

classes (Li, 2021).

Summary

The purpose of this paper was to examine the literature to determine what considerations
are necessary to make judgement about the validity of an EFL placement test administered at a
small, low-level liberal arts college in Japan. While there are a variety of different beliefs and
arguments in the literature about the educational efficacy of level division, for both the
practicality of class size and to better target the specific needs of lower-level students, level
division is, at the very least, not harmful to educational outcomes. Furthermore, the current
state of secondary EFL education in Japan indicates that, at the university in question, students
who most benefit from level splitting will be present in large enough numbers in each cohort to
justify level division. While a level test developed specifically for the institution would be the
most valid, the variety of syllabi and textbook used at each level make a single institutional level
test impractical. Use of a standardized test instead is acceptable, but only if the test and its
results are carefully examined to make an argument for the validity of its use for level
placement. In a future study, the researcher intends to build on this research by examining the
results of a standardized test used for level placement over several years to determine its

validity according to Messick’s (1995) argument-based validity framework.
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