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Introduction

This paper seeks to investigate the reliability of the G-TELP test, Level
2, Form 211, which was used to select eligible students for the Intensive
English Course at Gakushuin University in April, 2002. Of the 237 students
who took the test, 46 were admitted to the programme based on a cutoff
score determined after the test.Using classical descriptive and item analy-
ses, the Gakushuin data are examined here to assess how the items are
performing, to determine the test’s reliability, and finally, to assess the

G-TELP’s suitability as a placement instrument.

Overview of the Test
General information

The G-TELP is a 5-level criterion-referenced English proficiency test
developed and maintained by San Diego State University. It is currently
being used by 71 institutions (high schools, junior colleges, universities) in
Japan, primarily as a placement instrument. Level 2, the subject of this
study, is an 80-item test consisting of three sections: grammar (26 items),
listening (26 items), and reading and vocabulary (28 items). Each of the
section scores are reported out of 100 for a total score of 300. To be ranked
at Level 2, test-takers must score 75 or higher in all three sections.

According to the test distributors, the G-TELP, which tests “authentic
and modified English in normal communication,” is designed to “measure
language proficiency in two broad areas: functional ability and grammati-

cal ability” (G-TELP Japan office, personal communication, April, 2002).
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The general description for Level 2 states that:

This level assesses the ability of an examinee to use the language outside of
classroom situations. This examinee is able to cope with some authentic English and
has experienced contact with native speakers. Although his/her learning of the
language has been classroom-based, the examinee is able to communicate with a
native speaker within a wide range of tasks. (San Diego State University, 1998).

Item types

Since the actual test forms are reused by G-TELP and are therefore
confidential, the contents of Form 211 cannot be disclosed. However, a
study guide published by Kinseido (Morita, 1998) gives the following
general information about the Level 2 test.

Level 2 addresses a finite number of skills, which are identified as
follows according to test section. First, the grammar section includes items
which address four grammar points: (i) participials (7 items); (ii) present
unreal (7 items); (iii) past perfect tense (6 items); and (iv) future progres-
sive tense (6 items). Four listening tasks address comprehension of: (i) a
narrative; (ii)the description of a process; and conversations involving (iii)
persuasion; and (iv) negotiation. The length of each listening passage in the
sample guidebook averaged 2 minutes 51 seconds (ranging from 2 minutes
13 seconds to 3 minutes 35 seconds each). The reading and vocabulary
section also has four sections which present four different text types in
passages of 300-400 words: (i) a historical account; (ii) an article on a
technical or social topic; (iii) an encyclopedia entry; and (iv) a business
letter with descriptive and persuasive elements. There are three question
types in this section: (i) reading comprehension (literal skills); (ii) inferen-

tial skills; and (iii) vocabulary knowledge.
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Method

The data were first analyzed to generate descriptive statistics illustrat-
ing features of central tendency and dispersion. To determine how well the
individual items performed on this administration of the test, the item
facility (IF) and item discrimination (ID) values were calculated for each
section. Finally, the reliability coefficient for the test was generated using
the Kuder-Richardson 20 (K-R20) formula. The software used was Micro-
soft Excel for Mac (Microsoft, 2001).

Results
(a) Descriptive statistics

Descriptions of the central tendency (mean and median) are reported
in Table 1 to identify the typical, or common scores for the test and for
each section. Dispersion figures, which indicate how individual scores

disperse around the central tendency are also reported (Table 1).

Table 1: Descriptive Statistics (N=237)

Central Tendency Dispersion

k Mean (%) Median (%) Low-High Range S
Grammar

26 60.9 62 15-100 86 15.417
Listening

26 57.1 58 15-100 86 17.250
Reading and Vocabulary

28 63.6 64 11-100 90 16.959
Total

80 181.6 183 61-281 221 39.255

— 105 —



[EE -t -2 H15

Key

N = number of test-takers k = number of test items

Median = point below which 50% of the scores fall and above which 50% of the
scores fall

Range = high score - low score + 1 S = standard deviation

The median scores are nearly the same as the mean scores, suggesting
a nearly normal distribution. Central tendency alone however, does not
give a complete picture of distribution as it works together with dispersion.

Dispersion indicates how individual scores disperse around the central
tendency, and shows how widely the scores are spread out. The figures here
(Table 1) indicate that a normal distribution is not likely for the grammar
section or the reading and vocabulary section, and therefore for the whole
test, since the distance between the low scores and the mean is different
from the distance between the high scores and the mean. A look at the
histograms for the three sections and for the total test (Figures 1-4 in the
Appendix; score report data from G-TELP Japan office, April 8, 2002)

confirms that no part of the test produces a normal distribution.

(b) Item facility and item discrimination

Next, item facility (IF) and item discrimination (ID) values are
reported. Item facility represents the percentage of test-takers who an-
swered the item correctly. Facility values are reported as factors of 1.00
and range from 0.00 to 1.00. Item facility shows how easy or difficult the
test items are. An IF of .95 means that 95% of the test-takers got the item
right, a very easy item. If the purpose of the test is to produce a wide range
of scores, then items with IF values of around .50 should be used because
they offer the greatest potential for variation among test-takers (Alderson,
Clapham, and Wall, 1985, p. 81).Therefore, IF values can help control the
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difficulty level of the test.

Item discrimination shows how well an item distinguishes between test-
takers of different ability levels by examining the differences between the
high scorers and the low scorers. ID values are calculated by first ranking
test-takers according to their total scores, then comparing the proportion of
correct answers (IF) in the top (or upper) group with those in the bottom

(or lower)group. The formula for ID is:

ID = IF (upper) — IF (lower)

An ID of .40 or higher is considered to be acceptable; however, “there
are no rules as to what [IDs] are acceptable, since the possibility of high
[IDs] varies according to the test type and range of ability of the exami-
nees” (Alderson, Clapham, and Wall, 1995, p. 82). Ebel (1979, quoted in
Brown, 1996, p. 70) gives the following guide for items with IDs below .40:

.30- .39 Reasonably good but possibly subject to improvement
.20- .29 Marginal items, usually needing improvement
Below .19 Poor items, to be rejected or improved by revision

It is important to consider the relationship between IF and ID. As
mentioned above, IFs close to .50, since they represent items of medium
difficulty, are effective for the purpose of spreading the test scores out over
a wide range. For the same reason, the IFs should be as close to .50 as
possible to achieve high IDs, if the purpose of the test is to spread the test
scores out as far as possible. A hypothetical table of IFs which are possible
with certain ID values is presented as follows (Table 2, adapted from
Alderson, Clapham, and Wall, 1995, p. 84):
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Table 2: Maximum IDs for IF Values

IF 10 93 80 .70 .66 .50 33 30 .20 .06 0.0
max ID 00 .20 .60 90 1.0 1.0 1.0 .90 .60 .30 0.0

Tables 3-5 present the IF data for the total population of test-takers for
each of the three sections (using raw data provided by the G-TELP Tokyo
office, April, 2002). Below the total IF figures, ID values are calculated
using the upper 25% and lower 25% of the sample populations. The ID
figures in bold, underlined type indicate items with ID values of below .19,
which will be addressed in the following discussion section. However, since
the actual contents of individual items are confidential, an examination of
the possible factors which caused these items to perform poorly (i.e., choice
of vocabulary or distractors, wording, and cultural appropriacy) cannot be

made.

Table 3: IF and ID for Grammar Section (N=26)

item # 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9
total IF 0.78 0.79 0.82 0.46 0.57 0.48 0.84 0.41 0.57

IF upper 25%  0.78 0.94 0.87 0.70 0.76 0.58 0.90 0.43 0.70
IF lower 25%  0.68 0.71 0.77 0.24 0.42 0.37 0.75 0.39 0.54
ID 010 0.23 0.10 046 0.34 022 015 0.04 0.15

easy easy easy difficult easy
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item #
total IF
IF upper 25%
IF lower 25%
ID

item #
total IF
IF upper 25%
IF lower 25%
D

10
0.36
0.53
0.19
0.34

19
0.52
0.65
0.37
0.28
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11
0.63
0.71
0.54

easy

20
0.57
0.77
0.39
0.38

12
0.43
0.54
0.33
0.22

21
0.55
0.67
0.32
0.35

13
0.79
0.85
0.70

easy

22
0.76
0.85
0.61
0.24

14
0.30
0.42
0.19
0.23

23
0.62
0.80
0.43
0.37

15
0.95
0.97
0.92
0.05

easy

24
0.38
0.58
0.18
0.41

Table 4: IF and ID for Listening Section (N =26)

item #
total IF
IF upper 25%
IF lower 25%
ID

item #
IF upper 25%
IF lower 25%
IF lower 25%
D

27
0.51
0.67
0.41
0.27

36
0.87
0.96
0.77
0.19

28
0.59
0.75
0.41
0.34

37
0.49
0.77
0.23
0.54

29
0.35
0.62
0.16
0.46

38
0.80
0.92
0.66
0.27
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30
0.54
0.70
0.38
0.32

39
0.73
0.85
0.62
0.23

31
0.59
0.76
0.41
0.35

40
0.50
0.71
0.37
0.34

32
0.56
0.78
0.37
0.42

41
0.75
0.95
0.66
0.29

16
0.78
0.84
0.73

easy

25
0.71
0.90
0.54
0.35

33
0.43
0.66
0.23
0.43

42
0.64
0.78
0.41
0.38

17
0.51
0.73
0.28
0.46

26
0.62
0.72
0.52
0.20

34
0.75
0.85
0.57
0.28

43
0.49
0.51
0.41

0.10
difficult

18
0.65
0.72
0.54

easy

35
0.49
0.73
0.32
0.42

44
0.57
0.75
0.35
0.39
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item # 45 46 47 48 49 50 51
total IF 0.34 034 046 0.56 0.69 0.39 0.85

IF upper 25% 0.52 0.47 0.63 0.77 0.81 0.44 0.92
IF lower 25% 0.24 0.29 0.28 0.33 0.52 0.29 0.75

ID 0.28 0.18 0.35 0.44 029 015 0.18
difficult difficult easy

52
0.57
0.76
0.38
0.38

Table 5: IF and ID for Reading and Vocabulary Section (N =28)

item # 53 54 55 56 57 58 59 60
total IF  0.93 0.79 0.53 0.89 0.77 0.89 0.54 0.72
IF upper 25% 0.97 0.87 0.72 0.96 0.85 0.96 0.70 0.86
IF lower 25% 0.82 0.67 0.39 0.80 0.68 0.76 0.42 0.56
ID 015 0.20 0.33 0.16 0.16 0.20 0.28 0.30

easy easy easy

item # 63 64 65 66 67 68 69 70
total IF  0.53 0.84 0.68 0.68 0.74 0.41 0.70 0.45
IF upper 25% 0.71 0.94 0.85 0.80 0.91 0.49 0.81 0.65
IF lower 25% 0.38 0.73 0.53 0.51 0.58 0.32 0.53 0.33

ID 033 0.20 0.32 0.29 0.33 0.18 0.28 0.32
difficult

item # 73 74 75 76 77 78 79
total IF 0.67 0.74 0.40 0.35 0.28 0.57 0.81

IF upper 25% 0.94 0.82 0.57 048 046 0.82 0.95
IF lower 25% 0.41 0.65 0.22 0.24 0.14 0.37 0.68

ID 0.53 018 0.35 0.24 032 0.46 0.27
easy
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61
0.64
0.78
0.41
0.38

71
0.35
0.54
0.16
0.38

80
0.88
1.00
0.71
0.29

62
0.73
0.87
0.56
0.32

72
0.34
0.53
0.15
0.38
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(c) Reliability

Reliability indicates how the scores on one test administration are
likely to be very similar to those which would be obtained if it had been
administered to the same students at another time. The greater the similar-
ity between these two sets of scores, the higher the reliability of the test.
While only one administration of the G-TELP occurred, the reliability can
still be estimated, using the Kuder-Richardson 20 (K-R20) formula, the

most accurate formula for measuring reliability. The formula for K-R20 is

as follows:
k >V
K-R20=
L (1-S)
Key

2.IV=sum of item variance for each item, where IV=IF(1-IF)
S¢2=variance for the whole test (standard deviation of the test scores squared)

The reliability of this form of G-TELP Level 2 was calculated to be
.85, meaning that there is an 85% chance that a second administration of
this test would produce very similar results. Unfortunately, there is no
standard acceptable level of reliability, and opinions vary regarding mini-
mum reliability coefficients according to the type of test. While there is no
documentation on what the reliability of a criterion-referenced test like the
G-TELP should be, Lado (quoted in Hughes, 1989, p. 20) suggested that
good vocabulary, structure, and reading tests are usually in the .90 to .99

range.

Discussion
As mentioned above, the item types are finite, and the grammar items,

in particular, are restricted to four grammar aspects which are repeated
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over six or seven items each. It is not known how these four aspects were
determined or whether indeed they reflect the skills and abilities that a
successful Level 2 candidate should be able to demonstrate. Nor is it clear
how the types of listening and reading passages were selected and how they
contain discourse that reflects a Level 2 candidate.

The descriptive analyses of the test reveal that none of the sections
produced normal test score distributions. That there are two peaks in the
grammar and listening sections (Figures 1 and 2) indicates that these
sections are not functioning well. While a normal distribution is not
necessarily a requirement for a criterion referenced test, the distribution
histogram for the total test scores (Figure 4) indicates that the majority of
test-takers scored in the 150-210 range, clustering around the average of
181.6. This is irregular, since criterion referenced tests usually produce
either positively skewed curves (where the scores tail off in a smooth curve
towards the right end of the graph for an easy test) or negatively skewed
curves (where the scores tail off in a smooth curve towards the left end of
the graph for a difficult test. The fact that neither of those types of curves
exist here indicates that there are problems with the test.

It is important to keep in mind that with a criterion reference test, the
test-takers’ scores are not being compared to each other (as in a norm
referenced test like TOEFL and TOEIC), but are interpreted purely based
on the number of items test-takers got right. The closer the score is to
100% (or at least 75% or higher for all three sections), the more closely
the test-taker fits the profile of proficiency that the test aims to measure.
Since the G-TELP was used at Gakushuin as a placement instrument to
determine which students should enter the Intensive English course, a test
which spread test-takers out over a normal distribution would have made it
clearer who the most proficient students (according to the parameters of

the test) were. If that is the case, then a norm referenced test, which
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addresses general skills of language proficiency and covers a wider range of
language and language use may be preferable. Further, the average scores
for the reading and vocabulary section were much higher than that of the
listening section (a 6.5% difference in the Gakushuin data and a 9%
difference in national data for 1, 249 test-takers in Japan during the first
half of 2002), suggesting that test level is not uniform across sections, at
least for Japanese test-takers, and that the test may not be an accurate
measure of the skills it directly addresses. Further, since only 14 of the 237
test-takers achieved a Level 2 score, the effectiveness of this test is
questionable. Therefore, from a decision-making perspective, the G-TELP
may not be the best instrument for placement purposes.

Item analyses revealed that 19 (24%) of the 80 test items were very
weak (i.e., with ID values below .19), and therefore made no positive
contribution to the test.These items are listed in Table 6, according to

whether they were easy or difficult items (see also Tables 3-5).

Table 6: Summary of weak items with ID values below .19

Section Easy items Difficult items Total (N)

Grammar N=09 (#1, #3, #7, #9, N=1(#8) 10
#11, #13, #15, #16, #18)

Listening N=1 (#51) N=3(#43, #36, #50) 4

Reading and N=4(#53, #56, N=1(#68)

Vocabulary #57, #74)

Clearly, there are many items which are too easy for this group of
test-takers, suggesting that either the test is either entirely, or at least in

part too easy, or that the test simply contains too many weak items that
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need to be replaced with items that discriminate better between high and
low scorers.

On the whole, the listening section discriminates most effectively, with
only four very weak items, but still needs improving. The weakest section
is the grammar section, which tests the following four grammar skills:
participials, present unreal, past perfect, and future progressive. Half of the
weak items in this section are participial items (N=25: #1, #8, #11, #13, and
#18). Therefore, participials are not really being tested here since five of
the seven items which test this point are extremely weak. On the other
hand, all of the future progressive items (#4, #6, #10, #14, #17, #24) are
functioning fairly well, and can be said to be good or at least acceptable
items.

The reliability coefficient of .85 is below Lado’s .90-.99 range and is
also below the .93 reliability figure of the TOEIC reading and listening
sections (Woodford, 1991, p. 12), likely because roughly one quarter of the
items are very weak. Therefore, the reliability of the G-TELP is question-
able.

Conclusion

The G-TELP test was used as a placement instrument to screen
applicants to the Intensive English Course at Gakushuin University. Using
descriptive analyses and item analyses, the test was examined to assess its
reliability. Descriptive analyses revealed that the none of the three sections
of the test were functioning normally since they did not produce normal
distributions. While a normal distribution is not necessarily a requirement
for a criterion referenced test, the clustering of scores around the mean
(Figure 4) and the appearance of double peaks in the grammar section and
listening section histograms (Figures 1 and 2) indicate that the test is not

functioning well, even for a criterion referenced test.
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The item analyses showed that 24% of the items were extremely weak,
and the majority of those items appeared in the grammar section. Thus, it
is difficult to know if the results of the test indeed reflect the general
description of what a Level 2 candidate can do.

The reliability coefficient of .85 is relatively low, suggesting that the
test may not be a strong enough instrument for the important task of
deciding who will be admitted to the Intensive English Course.

While there are a number of logistical factors to consider when
selecting a placement test—cost, ease of administration, time required to
generate and receive the results—the selection of an instrument which is
appropriate to the task and which produces accurate results is crucial.
Since there are obviously a number of problems with the G-TELP test, as
evidenced by this study, it may be advisable to choose a more appropriate

and reliable instrument for future test administrations.
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Appendix (Figures 1-4)

Figure 1: Grammar section score distribution
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Figure 2: Listening section score distribution
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Figure 3: Reading and vocabulary section score distribution
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Figure 4: Total test score distribution
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