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Abstract

Developing a standardized test is one of the main objectives of educational planners
at different levels. The primary concern in test development and use is demonstrating
that not only the test scores are reliable, but the interpretations and uses made of the
test scores are valid. PhD entrance exam for the TEFL students in Iran is considered
a high-stake test which has important consequences for different stakeholders.
Hence, its validity is an important factor which should be taken into consideration.
The aim of this study was to examine the validity of the PhD entrance exam for the
TEFL students in Iran, based on the Assessment Use Argument (AUA) model
proposed by Bachman and Palmer (2010). To this end, the validity of each of the
four stages, including: assessment record, interpretation, decision, and consequences
according to their claims, warrants, and rebuttals was investigated through interview
and opinionnaire from those participants who took part in the PhD entrance exam.
The findings of this qualitative study indicated that the current status of the PhD
entrance exam enjoys a moderate level of validity in terms of the claims pointed out
in the AUA model. However, the assessment should be modified in particular areas
such as the justification of the interpretation warrants so as to gain a more convincing
justification of the assessment use and its results. This, in turn, will make our
interpretations useful, appropriate and meaningful lending support to a higher
validity of the assessment. The findings of the study would be applicable by future
test developers in focusing more on the complexities of developing a high-stake test.
Additionally, it would lead to more accurate admission of PhD students leaving more
positive consequences for the higher education quality.

Key words: Validity, Assessment Use Argument, High-stake Tests, Ph.D. Language

Assessment
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Chapter One

Introduction



1.1. Preliminaries

In any learning domain, the most common way of confirming whether the subject
matter has been acquired or not is through testing. According to Webster's seventh
new collegiate dictionary (1963), a test is a critical examination, observation, or
evaluation. Longman advanced American dictionary defines test as a set of questions
or problems used as a means of evaluating the abilities, skills or performance of an
individual or a group.

A test cannot be considered an appropriate tool for eliciting the test takers’
related knowledge, and the test score cannot be a real representative of test takers’
actual ability unless it has a certain set of characteristics. Developing a standardized
test is one of the main objectives of educational planners at different levels. The
primary concern in test development and use is demonstrating not only the test
scores are reliable, but that the interpretations and uses we make of the test scores are
valid. The other features of a standardized test , as mentioned by Bachman 1996, are
authenticity, interactiveness, impact and practicality.

When it comes to the field of language assessment, one of the main
requirements is to define language ability. Language ability, as argued by Bachman
1990, “is the ability to use language communicatively” (p.81). This ability has two
components: (a) language knowledge and (b) strategic competence. Language
knowledge is a combination of organizational knowledge and pragmatic knowledge.
Organizational knowledge refers to how utterances, sentences and texts are
organized, and divided in two branches of (a) grammatical knowledge, which is
required for producing or comprehending formally accurate utterances and sentences,

and (b) textual knowledge, which is involved in producing or comprehending the



sequence of units of information in text. Pragmatic knowledge pertains to how
utterances or texts and sentences are related to the communicative goals of language
users and to the features of language use setting. It consists of both functional and
sociolinguist knowledge.

Functional knowledge relates to illocutionary competence, and enables
individuals to interpret relationships between utterances, sentences or texts and the
intentions of the language users. Sociolinguistic knowledge is the perceptiveness
which enables individuals to create or interpret language that is appropriate to a
particular language use setting.

Strategic competence refers to a set of metacognitive strategies such as goal
setting, appraising, and planning that direct the ways in which individuals use their
language knowledge, topical knowledge, affective schemata to communicate
(Bachman & Palmer,2010).

In the field of language assessment, the purpose of giving a language test and
gaining a test score is to make a link between the performance on the test and the
domain of language knowledge the test taker has. In other words, something the test
taker can do with language in some language use domain other than the test itself
(Bachman, 2004). Mislevy (1996) believes that by using a test score we are
essentially reasoning from evidence, using the test score as the evidence for the
inferences or interpretations and decisions we want to make. Bachman and Palmer
(2010) state that using a language assessment has four stages, including obtaining
samples of individuals’ language performance, recording their performance,
interpreting these records as indicators of some aspect of the test takers’ language

ability, and making decisions on the basis of these interpretations.



A test score is the representation of test taker ability; especially in cases of
high-stake tests which has important consequences for the test taker. Such a score
will affect the test taker’s life; thus, the consequences of the decision which is made
based on the test score should be taken into consideration.

Among all the features of the standardized test, validity is one of the most
important factors which is related to the adequacy and appropriateness of the
interpretations and uses which make of the test score. Validity is an essential quality
of a language test and many test users believe that a valid test measures what it is
supposed to measure; therefore, to them a valid test means a good test.

In order to have a justifiable interpretation of the test score, there exist different
frameworks for assessment design and assessment use justification, each of which
completes and dispels the lacks of the previous models. In the first framework
which has been known as Mesickian conceptualization of a unified validity, Mesick
(1989) defined validity as an overall evaluative judgment of the degree to which
empirical evidences and theoretical rationales support the adequacy and
appropriateness of interpretations and actions on the basis of test scores or other
modes of assessment.

The second framework known as Interpretive argument approach was
developed by Kane (1990). It is an argument based approach to validity as a means
of addressing the Messick’s model difficulties. In this framework, the interpretive
argument provides both the basis for organizing and prioritizing validity evidence
and a means for gauging the progress of the validation effort.

The third model is Evidence-centered assessment design which was
introduced by Mislevy, Steinberg, and Almond (1997). It is a conceptual

framework which introduces a principled structure for designing, producing and



delivering educational assessments. This model explicates the relationships among
the inferences the assessors want to make about the student, what needs to be
observed to provide evidence for those inferences and what features of
situations evoke that evidence.

The fourth and the latest model of validity, acting as a framework for the
current study, is Assessment Use Argument (AUA) which is used for justifying the
intended use of an assessment. It was first introduced by Bachman in 2003 but was
later modified in 2010. A full description of this model is presented in section 1.6.

Since Ph.D entrance exam for the TEFL students in Iran has been administered
communally for the past four years and it is considered as a high-stake exam, its
validity is one of the main factors which should be taken into consideration. This
study tries to have a critical analysis of the Ph.D entrance exam and discusses its

validity from the AUA perspective.

1.2 Statement of the problem

In any high-stake language assessment, the validity of both the test and
interpretations of the test results has been considered one of the most challenging
factors because the interpretations made based on the test scores will have serious
consequences for the test takers and test users. Lack of predetermined sources for the
exam, existence of a subjective scoring of the interviews and inappropriate types of
questions are all among the factors which, in the test takers’ opinion, put the validity
of this exam into question.

From all the previously mentioned models of validity, assessment use
argument is the one which can provide a better basis for investigating the

justifiability of an assessment use. Like many other high stake tests, the Ph.D



entrance exam for the TEFL students in Iran is considered a high-stake test
which has important consequences for each test taker, so its validity is an important
factor which should be taken into consideration.

The admission criteria for Ph.D studies have been modified since 2010.
Previously each university had its own matriculation standards, but now test takers
have to participate in a communally entrance exam. To the best knowledge of the
researcher, although the system of Ph.D admission has been changed, but very few
studies have been conducted on the validity of such a high stake test based on the
AUA model.

The current study will examine the validity of Ph.D entrance exam for the
TEFL students in Iran on the basis of AUA model. Hence, the validity of each of the
four steps, including assessment record, interpretation, decision , and
consequences, according to their claims , warrants and rebuttals will be
investigated through interview and opinionnaires from the stakeholders

perspective.

1.3 Purpose of the study

Based on the problems mentioned regarding the validity of Ph.D entrance exam
for the TEFL students in Iran, this study aimed at investigating the following
multiple factors.

Firstly, it sought to investigate the degree of the benefits of the consequences
of Ph.D entrance exam for test takers.

The second purpose of this study pertained to the equitability of the decisions

which are made based on the test score.



Thirdly, the study attempted to discover the degree of the justifiability of the
interpretations, and aimed at accounting for the consistency of the assessment
records.

Overall, the study tried to find out the justifiability of the Ph.D entrance exam
and investigated the validity of such a test based on AUA model in accordance with
the warrants and rebuttals that are needed to justify the consequences of Ph.D

entrance exam.

1.4 Research questions

This study aimed at examining the validity of Ph.D entrance exam for the TEFL
students in Iran, on the basis of AUA model. Based on the problems mentioned, the
following research questions were addressed in the current study.

RQ1l. To what extent are the consequences of the Ph.D entrance exam
beneficial for the TEFL students?

RQ2. To what extent are the decisions made for Ph.D entrance exam
equitable for the TEFL students?

RQ3. To what extent are the interpretations made of the Ph.D entrance exam
justifiable?

RQ4. To what extent are the assessment records consistent across different
administration of the Ph.D entrance exam?

RQ5. To what extent are the uses made of the Ph.D entrance exam justifiable?

1.5 Significance of the study

As it was mentioned previously, few studies have been conducted on the validity of

language assessments based on AUA framework. Particularly, no studies have been

reported on investigating the validity of Ph.D entrance exam in Iran.



