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Abstract - This study investigates the validity of one English
Reading achievement test of an IELTS Reading preparation course
in terms of content validity and concurrent validity. The data is
collected from the English Reading achievement test scores of 95
third-year students of English, a questionnaire to 25 EFL lecturers
judging the test, and interviews of the test design procedure. The
results indicate that the validity of the achievement test is rather
high in content, but low in concurrency. This could be because the
test design process is not strictly followed. The study provides
some implications for English language teachers and teacher
education.
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1. Introduction

The Ministry of Education and Training (MOET) has
recently introduced the Vietnamese six-level framework of
reference for foreign languages for reference in language
education, including assessing English language
proficiency (Decision 1400/QD-TTg). Consequently, there
arises among language teachers a concern for whether an
English language course they have been teaching can assist
learners to reach an expected particular level equivalent to
that specified in the framework. English language courses
have been modified reflecting this trend. At a university in
Mekong Delta where this study was conducted, an IELTS
preparation course was designed and implemented in an
attempt to help future high school EFL teachers to attain
the standard-based proficiency level. Parallel to that, the
teachers or lecturers have also attempted to design English
language achievement tests to accomplish dual purposes
simultaneously: (1) assessing language learners’
achievement and (2) pushing learners’ proficiency levels
as adequately high as expected by the NFLP 2020.
Apparently, the validity of these achievement tests needs
consideration as an integral part of educational strategic
plans to control the quality of English language education.
According to Moss, Girard, and Haniford (2006), teachers,
administrators and other education professionals
occasionally have various decisions to make in their
working environments, and educational assessment is
strongly expected to assist these stakeholders in
“developing interpretations, decisions, and actions” that
boost students’ outcomes; therefore, validity as “the
soundness of those interpretations, decisions, or actions”
(p. 109), is considered support evidence for their decision
making. This study was conducted with an aim to validate
an achievement test in order to inform decision-making in
assessment and testing. It aims to investigate

Tom tat - Nghién ciru nay diéu tra do gia tri clia mot bai kiém tra cudi
khdéa mén Boc hiéu trong mét churong trinh dao tao & mot trerdong dai
hoc khu virc Bdng bang séng Cliu Long ttr 2 goc do: gia tri ndi dung,
gia tri dong thoi (hay con goi la g|a tri ddng quy). S6 liéu bao gom diém
bai kiém tra cubi khda va bai kiém tra IELTS 'ky nang doc clia 95 sinh
vién nam thtr 3 chuyén nganh tiéng Anh, phleu khao sat 25 giang vién
tiéng Anh vé mic do ‘twong thich gilra bai kiém tra va noi dung clia
khda hoc, va phéng van vé quy trinh ra dé kiém tra cudi khoa clia gido
vién. Két qua cho thay gia tri clia bai kiém tra nay kha cao vé mat ndi
dung, nhung kha thap vé mat ddng thoi. K&t qua nay co thé Ia do quy
trinh ra dé kiém tra clia giang vién tiéng Anh chuwa dwoc tuan tha chat
ché. Két qua cho thiy mét s didu can Iwu y vé cdng tac kiém tra danh
gia trong day hoc tiéng Anh va d&o tao gido vién.

Tir khéa - gia tri ndi dung; gia tri ddng thoi; bai kidm tra; doc hiéu;
quy trinh ra d& kiém tra

(1) to what extent does the content validity of an
English Reading test at a university reflect its match
with the course instructional objectives and content

(2) to what extent is the concurrent validity of the test
reflected in the correlation between the test scores and the
scores produced by a standardized IELTS Reading test.

The study is based on our personal observation that
many teacher test composers have neither a clear definition
of the construct being measured nor a table of
specifications for designing tests. Besides, whether a test
adequately measures skills or knowledge obtained
throughout a course is questionable. While the distinction
can be clearly observed via student participations and
performances in class, it is doubted whether a test truly
classifies them into distinct levels, which is relative to the
question of test takers’ content mastery. Finally, there
exists an assumption among English language teachers in
preparing a test that those who score well on an
achievement test would do so in an equivalent test
administered by a third-party (e.g. IELTS tests).

It is widely acknowledged that testing is any procedure
for measuring ability, knowledge, or performance (Richards
& Schmidt, 2002). Providing that testing is considered a
science, then tests are scientific instruments through which
the consistency of test-takers’ abilities or competences can
be observed and measured (Fulcher, 2010). It is therefore
essential to ensure the information collected, or test scores,
be dependable or reliable, valid, and useful (Bachman, 1990,
p.13; Kubiszyn & Borich, 2013).

Validity, an important facet of language tests, is widely
accepted as “the degree to which a test measures what it is
supposed to measure, or can be used successfully for the
purposes for which it is intended” (Richards & Schmidt
(2002, p. 575). Test experts have long distinguished various
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types of validity like content, predictive, concurrent,
construct, and face validity. For an achievement test, the
content validity should be a priority (Kubiszyn & Borich,
2012, p.26). Hughes (2007) similarly argued that content
validity and criterion-related validity (including concurrent
validity and predictive validity) are logically essential in
validating an achievement test. Brown (2005) also asserts
that only two out of three validity strategies, including
content and construct validity, are pertinent to investigating
the validity of criterion-referenced tests (e.g. achievement
tests). Sireci (2007) concluded that any serious test
validation needs a full combination of theories on construct
validity, an idea consistent with Carr (2011) who equates
validity with construct validity obtained by analysis of test
content, test items and test scores. Concerning the extent to
which a language achievement test is aligned with certain
language proficiency standards, the concurrent validity
evidence for a test needs to be produced as well (Kubiszyn
& Borich, 2012, p.327).

Test validity can be influenced by a considerable
number of factors, including the test user’s competency,
the test takers’ characteristics, the conditions for
administering the test, and especially the purpose it is
intended to achieve, which pertains to test specification and
design process. Regarding this, using language tests can be
very controversial with regard to its purposes (Fulcher,
2010). In language education, one of the very first purposes
is to collect information on which teachers, learners and
administrators can make decisions on potential changes or
prospects (Hughes, 2007). Fulcher (2010) also stresses that
a valid test has a positive impact on teaching and learning.
Moreover, he proposes a test design cycle with particular
stages so that test developers can follow to uphold the
validity of tests (p. 94).

Achievement tests are developed to measure how much
knowledge and skills or ability test takers have successfully
learned particularly in line with a specific program, course,
or textbook with specific instructions (Richards &
Schmidt, 2002). Their results can be utilized to decide
whether the test takers are able to move forwards, or to
graduate from a course or program; or even to evaluate the
success of a program to adjust or modify it.

Despite the importance of test validity, very few studies
have been conducted into this aspect (Weir, 2005, p.11).
Lumley (1993) found that there existed substantial
agreements among ESL teachers about the match between
reading sub-skills and a reading comprehension test items.
Siddiek (2010) investigated the effects of language tests on
teachers and learners. The researcher found teaching
activities in class mainly concentrated on techniques
dealing with the examinations rather than on achieving
educational or pedagogical purposes. Both the teachers and
students were strongly test-oriented, and high scores in the
examinations became the prominent goal of teaching and
learning. This study suggests that a language test which
lacks validity would result in adverse effect on teaching
and learning beyond intended pedagogical objectives.

Mircea-Pines (2009) on studying the reliability and
validity of foreign language proficiency tests concluded

that many test items or item structures misled the test takers
to grasping the construct intended. The sentence
completion section included in these tests appeared not to
assess reading comprehension skills of the test takers. As a
result, they may have not practised doing sentence
completion as a test preparation activity. Obviously,
invalid tests may lead to inappropriate strategies of
sharpening skills.

In China, Chen (2010) reported that there existed
numerous problems with Reading tests used in the study in
terms of content validity. This lack of content validity of
the tests originated mostly from the evidence that the test
composers had not been fully aware of retaining the test
objectivity as an essential characteristic of a good test.
Consequently, the validity of the tests were adversely
influenced because test takers managed to choose the
correct answers based on their common knowledge without
reference to the reading passages, or that they had a
dilemma over the options that all appeared to be possible.

To sum up, it has been well acknowledged that testing
not only plays a major role in, but also has a strong
influence on language teaching and learning, especially
when tests are of high stakes. However, research has shown
problems in upholding the validity of tests and the fact that
validation is never an “all or nothing” issue. In Vietnam, a
paucity of research has been done to look into the validity
of language achievement tests used as an integral part of
most language courses.

2. Research design and methods
2.1. Triangulation of evidence

Evidence for validating the test in this study was
collected from three sources: the observed scores from a
reading achievement test, and an IELTS Reading test
administered to students. The two sets of test scores were
subsequently used for quantitative calculations so as to
estimate the concurrent validity of the test. Besides, a 5-point
Likert scale questionnaire was designed based on Brown
(2005), and Lumley (1993) to obtain quantitative data on the
content validity of the test judged by a group of teachers. The
course syllabus and materials used in the year of 2015 were
consulted in designing the questionnaire. In-depth
interviews designed in reference to Fulcher’s (2010) test
design cycle, were conducted to elicit information about the
test design process, from which the validity of the test can
be judged more reasonably since validity and validation of
language tests are in essence an ongoing process.

2.2. Research participants

The participants include 95 third-year students of
English at a university in Mekong Delta who were taking a
reading comprehension course (IELTS Reading). Prior to
this course they had already finished four other reading
comprehension courses that familiarized them with general
reading skills. This IELTS Reading course consisted of 30
in-class hours and lasted 15 weeks. The learners were
supposed to attend 2 hours per week. The course chiefly
focused on reading strategies to cope with texts in
academic IELTS module. Moreover, the learners were
strongly expected to do self-study (e.g. doing more practice
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tests or extensive reading) at least 6 hours per week.

The participants also included 25 EFL lecturers. All of
them had been teaching for over five years. They were
invited to judge the level of match between the test content
(i.e. the test items of the achievement test) and the course
objectives (i.e. the reading subskills) specified in the course
syllabus. As for the interviews about their test design
process, 8 experienced lecturers of English participated.

For collecting data, the English Reading achievement
test under investigation was administered to the students at
the end of the IELTS reading course. Collection of the
scores was done later. The course syllabus was then handed
out to the teacher participants as a reference along with
administering the questionnaire, so they could judge the
match between the test and the course content and
objectives. In-depth interviews were followed to gain a
deeper understanding of the current practices of developing
the achievement test. One week later, one IELTS Reading
test was administered to the same group of students to
collect scores from it.

For data analysis, the questionnaire data was quantified
to understand content analysis; the correlation of the two
sets of scores was calculated for interpreting concurrent
validity. Then interview data was analyzed for evidence
about test design process to support interpretations.

3. Results and discussions
3.1. Content validity of the test

Evidence from the questionnaire showed that the match
between the English Reading achievement test and the
instructional objectives (i.e. reading sub-skills) of the
IELTS Reading preparation course was more than good
(M=4.25, SD=.40), with 4 meaning GOOD MATCH,
particularly the match between each of the test items and a
certain reading sub skill to be assessed.

Despite the experts’ substantial agreements upon the
high level of match, the result of the English Reading
achievement test indicated that the course failed to fulfill
its umbrella objective (i.e. that of helping the course
attendants to obtain the IELTS score of 6.5 or over). A low
percentage (just 21%) of the students achieved the target
score of 6.5 or over.

An achievement test is designed to assess what learners
have learnt from the course. The questionnaire responses
showed a high agreement among the test evaluators about
this expectation (M=4.25, SD=.40). However, the test scores
told a contrasting story; that is, merely 21% of the test takers
achieved the target score. This implies that the interpretation
of these test scores would arouse a great number of concerns
relevant to the course attendants’ reading proficiency level,
the course design (e.g. the content of the course, the length
of the course), instruction effectiveness, assessments, and
the students’ reading abilities.

3.2. Concurrent validity of the test

The concurrent validity of the achievement test was
examined by comparing the test scores against those of an
IELTS Reading test administered to the same group. The
result showed that the students scored slightly higher in the

IELTS Reading test (M = 24; SD = 5.82) than in the
achievement test (M = 21; SD = 5.31). The percentage of
the test-takers who scored 6.5 or over was 29.5%, higher
than that produced by the achievement test. On the surface,
the concurrent validity of the achievement test could be
claimed to be upheld to a greater or smaller extent.

Scatterplot of Scores on

the Two Tests
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Figure 1. Scatterplot of scores of the two tests

However, as presented in Figure 1, the score scatterplot
of the two tests showed a contrasting view of the
concurrent validity of the achievement test. The score
distribution was scattered. Except for a very low number of
test takers performing equally or reliably in both tests (i.e.
those cases along the diagonal line), most cases scored very
differently in both tests regardless of the short interval
between the two test administration. This raises a question
about the concurrent validity of the achievement test. What
was it that caused the students to achieve a high score in
the achievement test just one week before to score very low
in a similar test one week later, and vice versa? The
correlation test revealed a low correlation coefficient of the
two tests (r = 0.33), which could partly account for this.

3.3. Test design process

Interview data provides further insight into the test
validity. There were different dimensions of test design
process reported by the university lecturers: test designers’
attitudes towards developing achievement tests, the
particular steps they claimed to take in their test design
process, specification of test purposes, uses of test scores,
test security and fairness, content to be assessed, and
difficulties they encountered in developing the test.

Firstly, the interviewees showed contrasting attitudes
towards developing course tests. While those who had
designed the test claimed that the job was tiring, and that
they had no special feelings about doing it, those who had
not reported an interest in doing the job. The attitudes of
those who had ever composed achievement tests suggest
that they may not have highly valued the importance of this
job duty. This adds evidence to explaining why the test
validity was influenced.

Secondly, the particular steps reported in test designing
were similar among many interviewers. Such steps
included (1) considering the course objective(s), (2)
estimating the students’ levels, (3) considering the topics
taught in the course, (4) selecting the reading [sub]skills
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trained in the course, (5) selecting the task types and
question types the students have practiced, (6) discussing
with colleagues who teach the same subject, (7) selecting a
test from various resources (e.g. from books or websites of
IELTS Practice Tests) with familiar topics, task types and
question types suitable to students’ levels, and (8)
arranging the passages in the test and writing the answer
keys. Despite the steps reported, several essential stages of
test design had been neglected.

Furthermore, most of the respondents reported that on
developing the test they had compiled or selected, but not
written it, from a number of IELTS Reading sample tests
available in various resources. They reported having
intentionally selected particular task types familiar with
their students. This raises a genuine concern about the
primary purpose of the Reading achievement test. When
asked about what the test purpose was, most of the
interviewees agreed that it was to assess the learners’
reading abilities or skills. One teacher even believed that
the achievement test could be utilized to evaluate several
other factors such as “the appropriateness of the course
book and teaching methods, and the students’ levels.”
Apart from assessing what learners have achieved from
the course, one of the respondents also claimed that the
test was to assess the learners’ levels of reading
proficiency. Although the purposes of the test were
understood slightly differently among the respondents,
most of them claimed that the achievement test had been
compiled from available resources with their intention of
facilitating the test-takers’ performance.

Most of the interviewees responded that they simply
used the test scores to decide a pass or fail score. Others
believed that the test scores would be able to help them
evaluate the quality of teaching and learning in the course,
stating that the scores could allow them to predict how well
their students would be able to score in a real IELTS
Reading test. However, two of the interview respondents
acknowledged they did not use the scores for any purposes
and even did not know the students’ test results.

Concerning ensuring security and fairness of the test,
all of the interviewed teachers were confident that the test
was secured since they believed all the test developers were
highly aware of keeping it confidential. However, most of
the interviewees cast doubt on fairness. One important
reason was that the test was compiled from available
resources which might be accessible to the students.
Additionally, the test might have been biased by the test
developers. One lecturer reported that the test makers
might have selected certain tasks which were most familiar
with their own students, but not with those of their
colleagues. In such a case, the achievement test might have
produced unfairness among the students, affecting its result
reliability. This could explain why the test scores had little
correlation to those of the IELTS test.

Most of the teachers asserted that they encountered
hardly any difficulties, except that the resources were not
numerous and that they had difficulty in finding a test
suitable to their students’ level. Five out of eight
interviewees, however, reported the need to attend an

intensive training course in test design. This further reflects
the possible influence of the teachers' capacity in test
design on making valid tests.

All in all, the data collected from the interviews about
the test design process currently practiced revealed that
most of the teachers did not make full efforts to uphold the
validity of the reading achievement test. They developed
the test simply because it was part of their job duties. All
of them shared the same viewpoint of test compiling from
available resources. The fairness of the test was supposed
to be doubtful as the test might have been biased and the
students may have encountered the test beforehand. Most
of the interviewees anticipated attending an intensive
training course in developing tests.

4. Conclusion and implications

Despite the high level of content validity, the reading
achievement test under investigation had a low concurrent
validity manifested in the low correlation coefficient of test
and the comparison test. This inadequacy of concurrent
validity of the test could be attributed to the process of test
design which was mainly compiling by selecting,
matching, and reorganizing types of reading tasks and
questions and reading passages. It was this deliberate
choice resulted from teacher lack of capacity and
commitment, accessibility to rich resources that put the
fairness, and therefore validity of the test at risk. Evidence
from the process of test compilation showed that efforts to
validate a test were not fully exerted, and the test design
process was not strictly followed. More or less, this
practice must have led to the low validity of the test under
investigation in this study. As long as validity is considered
one of the most significant characteristics of test, test
validation should have never been ignored.

Despite limited scope of this research, focusing on only
two aspects of test validity, the limited number of samples
(i.e. test papers), and the small number of test-takers, it
provides several implications for the context of EFL
teaching and assessment.

First, it provides EFL teachers with a better insight
into the validity and validation of achievement tests
which are an integral part of their work. Obviously, test
design process plays a crucial part in validating any
tests, so it is essential for EFL teachers to follow the
process strictly. Skipping any stages of the process is
likely to lead to an inadequacy of test validity and score
reliability to some extent since validity should be
considered an ongoing process, not merely a test feature
(Messick,1989).

Second, the relationship between the purpose of
language achievement tests and the objective(s) of a
language course should be considered. In this study, an
IELTS-format test which was intended for achievement
which in turn was assumed to help students attain an
equivalent proficient level is a good example that needs
careful thoughts.

Moreover, certain actions should be taken to assure the
test validity. First, whether a test should be compiled or
written is truly a concern for teachers. On one hand, by
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selecting from available resources either randomly or
intentionally, teachers may confront the problem of
fairness. On the other hand, the lack of ability to write a
test revealed a need for genuine training course on test
design and development.

Lastly, test specification and test design process should
receive closer attention from teachers, managers and
administrators.

Further research may delve into factors that influence
test takers’ performances in doing a test, teacher capacity
building in test design and validation, so as to gain further
insight into how to improve testing and assessment
capacity in Vietnam.
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