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Series Editors’ note

The language testing world has flirted with the testing of English for specific
purposes for many years. In small scale testing contexts there have been and
continue to be numerous specific assessments tailored to particular needs but in
the context of large scale international language testing, specific purpose assess-
ments have been far less common. 

Cambridge ESOL started testing English in 1913. In some ways you might
consider the original Certificate of Proficiency in English (CPE) a specific
purpose examination designed to meet the needs of those teaching English
although over the years it has become far more general in its emphasis.
Cambridge ESOL also collaborated with the British Council on the devel-
opment of the English Language Testing Service (ELTS) in the 1970s which had
six subject specific modules. IELTS, which evolved from ELTS in 1990, saw a
reduction in the academic modules to 3 and the 1995 revision of IELTS led to the
single academic module alongside a general training variant.

There are many reasons for this retreat by IELTS, both practical and
theoretical. Developing numerous multiple modules in the quantities required
was a far from easy task. Ensuring that candidates took the right module was
difficult. Equating modules proved technically very demanding. Ensuring
content appropriateness required access to experts in a number of fields and so
on. However, the need to extend the remit of General English assessment
remains. The context of Cambridge ESOL English language assessment
currently falls into four broad categories. Academic English (IELTS), Business
English (BEC and BULATS), Young Learners’ English (YLE) and General
English (KET, PET, FCE, CAE, CPE and CELS) and in 2006 Cambridge ESOL
will launch the International Legal English Certificate. This test seeks to address
more specifically English in the legal domain of use. 

In Issues in testing business English, Barry O’Sullivan provides a framework
for classifying and understanding specific purpose language assessment. The
first part of the volume provides the reader with a comprehensive review of
numerous business English tests as well as business language tests in other
languages. Some of the tests described no longer exist so the volume also serves
as a useful historical record. This is followed by a detailed look at the revision of
the Cambridge Business English Certificates (BEC).

Chapter 1 considers the relationship between general English and English for
specific purposes and the definition of a business English construct. O’Sullivan
presents a continuum ranging from an unspecified purpose to one that is highly



xi

specified. To this he adds construct, test method, skills coverage measurement
qualities, degree of specificity/authenticity, non language factors and the
reporting of test performance. This provides him with a framework for
comparison and he proceeds to evaluate a series of business language tests on
this basis. Particular attention is paid to some very widely used tests such as
TOEIC, BULATS and BEC although the coverage of less widely known assess-
ments is comprehensive. The text is illustrated with numerous examples of test
item types which make interesting reading. 

Having provided a detailed context against which to understand BEC, subse-
quent chapters consider BEC’s revision and look in detail at each of the three
BEC levels. The discussion of development methodology is interesting as is the
focus on test reliability. It is gratifying to note that an examination like BEC,
operating on a truncated sample of the test taking population at each of its three
levels, demonstrating very good construct and content validity features and
using a good variety of realistic material with an authentic orientation, can
nonetheless achieve respectably high reliability estimates. Throughout this
volume readers are referred to Volume 15 (Weir, Cyril and Milanovic, Michael
(Eds) (2003) Continuity and innovation: Revising the Cambridge Proficiency in
English Examination 1913 – 2002 ) in the same series which gives an even more
detailed account of the principles that underline the Cambridge approach to test
development and validation. The appendix has a comprehensive set of BEC
materials but is complemented by a focus on two other tests, the Certificate in
English as a Foreign Language for Secretaries and the Certificates in English for
International Business and Trade which informed the development of BEC but
are no longer available.

The final chapter is particularly important as it discusses in some detail the
issue of authenticity and its relationship to the specificity continuum linking the
argument in with Weir’s validation framework (Cyril J. Weir (2004) Language
Testing and Validation: An Evidence-Based Approach, Palgrave Macmillan). 

O’Sullivan presents a multicomponential view of specificity and is able to
clearly distinguish between different tests and tasks using his approach. The
volume concludes with a focus on future research suggestions, part of which
was arrived at collaboratively with staff at Cambridge ESOL.

Issues in testing business English is the third volume in this series (the other
two being volumes 15 and 16) to document both a historical perspective and a
study of test revision with a focus on the implications this has. A volume on
academic English assessment authored by Alan Davies is forthcoming. This
volume documents the history of the assessment of English for academic
purposes from the 1950s to the present with a particular focus on the devel-
opment and validation of IELTS.

Michael Milanovic
Cyril Weir

Cambridge 2005
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Introduction to the testing of
language for business
purposes

A brief historical introduction
Though there have been formal tests of general proficiency around for many
years – see Weir (2003a) for an interesting and informative historical
perspective on the Certificate of Proficiency in English (CPE) since its intro-
duction in 1913 – interest in language for specific purposes has a far shorter
history, emerging, according to Swales (1984:11) with Barber’s (1962) Some
Measurable Characteristics of Modern Scientific Prose. This is not to say that
there has been an awareness of the use of language for specific purposes only in
recent times. Schröder reminds us:

. . . when new counting house regulations were issued for the London Salhof
in 1554, these stated amongst other things that young apprentices from
Germany would have to spend one year with a clothmaker in the country, so
that they might get a proper command of everyday English and the more
specific technical terms . . . (1981:43).

Much of the early work in the area was driven by research which focused on
the identification of unique instances of language use in specific contexts
(Hüllen 1981a, 1981b, Johns 1980, Lackstrom, Selinker and Trimble 1973,
Selinker and Douglas 1985, Swales 1971, to list but a few), the issue of authen-
ticity in the use of materials for teaching (e.g. Carver 1983) and the central place
of needs analysis in identifying the specific language needs of learners in given
contexts (Alwright and Alwright 1977, Brindley 1984, Gledhill 2000, Hawkey
1978, Hutchinson and Walters 1987, Kennedy and Bolitho 1984, LCCIEB
1972, Robinson 1980, 1985, Thurstun and Candlin 1998, West 1994). As can be
seen from the dates of these publications, much of the English for Specific
Purposes (ESP) debate was conducted almost twenty years ago, yet many of the
same questions continue to be asked today.

Hawkey (2004) outlines the changes in theories of language learning and
teaching that lead to the development of a clearly defined ESP  methodology,
and led to an awareness of the need to establish a set of clearly 
rationalised testing procedures. In the case of the testing of language for

1
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business purposes, the first test to emerge was the Test of English for Interna-
tional Communication (TOEIC). It was developed by Educational Testing
Services (ETS) in the USA and introduced in 1979. The test, originally devised
for the Japanese market, was based firmly on psychometric–structuralist theory
(Spolsky 1995) and represents one of the few remaining (though highly
successful from a commercial perspective) examples of a multiple-choice
format, standardised, international language test.

While the TOEIC looked backwards for its theoretical underpinning, other
tests of business language, particularly those developed in the UK, were
beginning to look to a more communicative model. Theorists on communicative
competence, particularly Canale and Swain (1980), Hymes (1972) and practi-
tioners like Munby (1978) had a profound influence on the practice of language
teaching and testing. One major influence was the facilitation of a movement
away from the psychometric–structuralist methodology, based on the teaching
and testing of discrete aspects of language, to the psycholinguistic–
sociolinguistic era, where language teaching and testing were seen from a
holistic or integrated perspective. The shift in emphasis in language teaching
from language knowledge to language use paved the way for a testing method-
ology which reflected the same ideas. Hawkey (2004) traces the historical devel-
opment of the theoretical movements of this period and provides a
contextualisation for the emerging interest in the teaching and later testing of
ESP. With the exception of the TOEIC, the tests described in the following
sections have an essentially performance-based orientation in which emphasis
is placed on the contextualisation of the tasks and predicted linguistic responses
within the business setting.

In the mid-1980s the move to the testing of language for business purposes in
the UK began in earnest with the development by the Royal Society of Arts
(RSA) of the Certificate in English as a Foreign Language for Secretaries
(CEFLS) – which was later administered as the Certificate in English for Inter-
national Business and Trade (CEIBT) – and a corresponding move by the
London Chamber of Commerce and Industry Examinations Board (LCCIEB)
and Pitman (now part of the City and Guilds Examinations Board) to create
language tests with a business focus. When the RSA was subsumed into the
University of Cambridge Local Examinations Syndicate (UCLES) in 1988 the
RSA test was administered by UCLES, establishing its portfolio of language
tests for business.

In the early 1990s two new examinations, the Business English Certificate
(BEC) and Business Language Testing System (BULATS) were developed by
UCLES. It is the former of these tests that forms the basis for the latter part of this
book, in which the procedures used by Cambridge ESOL in the Business
English Certificate (BEC) suite revision are outlined and exemplified.

During the mid- to late-1990s a number of tests of other languages for
business emerged. These included JETRO (Japanese), Test de français interna-
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tional (TFI) from the makers of TOEIC, the Certificate in Italian for Commerce
(CIC) and the tests in the BULATS series (French, German and Spanish in
addition to the English version).

There is clearly a growing interest in the area of testing language for business
purposes, particularly with the internationalisation of business and the need for
employees to interact in more than just a single language. The move towards a
‘business language’ testing genre is reflected in the tests mentioned above and
described in the latter part of this chapter.

Theoretical perspectives
In the only serious attempt to date to build a theoretical rationale for the testing
of language for specific purposes, Douglas (2000) argues that a theoretical
framework can be built around two principal theoretical foundations. The first of
these is based on the assumption that language performance varies with the
context of that performance. This assumption is supported by a well established
literature in the area of sociolinguistics – see for example Labov’s (1963) classic
study of vowel change on Martha’s Vineyard – in addition to research in the
areas of second language acquisition (Dickerson 1975, Ellis 1989, Schmidt
1980, Smith 1989, Tarone 1985, 1988) and language testing (Berry, 1996, 1997,
Brown 1995, 1998, Brown and Lumley 1997, O’Sullivan 1995, 2000a, 2000b,
2002a, Porter 1991a, 1991b, Porter and Shen, 1991). This fits well with the
growing interest in a socio-cognitive approach to language test development
where performance conditions are seen to have a symbiotic relationship with the
cognitive processing involved in task completion (introduced by O’Sullivan
2000a and discussed in detail by Weir 2004).

In the case of the second foundation, Douglas sees specific purpose language
tests as being ‘precise’ in that they will have lexical, semantic, syntactic and
phonological characteristics that distinguish them from the language of more
‘general purpose’ contexts. This aspect of Douglas’s position is also supported
by an ever increasing literature, most notably in the area of corpus-based studies
of language in specific contexts (Beeching 1997, Biber et al 1998, Dudley-
Evans and St John 1996, Gledhill 2000, Thurstun and Candlin 1998).

When it came to an actual definition of specific purpose tests, Douglas places
these two foundations within a single overriding concept, that of authenticity,
defining a test of specific purposes as:

One in which test content and methods are derived from an analysis of a
specific purpose target language use situation, so that test tasks and content
are authentically representative of tasks in the target situation, allowing for
an interaction between the test taker’s language ability and specific purpose
content knowledge, on one hand, and the test tasks on the other. Such a test
allows us to make inferences about a test taker’s capacity to use language in
the specific purpose domain (2000:19).
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This definition highlights the core element of Douglas’s view of LSP tests; that
of authenticity. Douglas does not see this as being a simple matter of replicating
specific purpose tasks in a testing context, but of addressing authenticity from
two perspectives. The first perspective is that of situational authenticity, where
LSP test tasks are seen as being ‘authentic’ in that they are derived from an
analysis of the language use domain with which they are associated. The second
perspective is interactional authenticity, which relates to the actual processing
that takes place in task performance, what Weir (2004) refers to as theory-based
validity.

This definition has not remained unquestioned. In fact, Douglas (2001)
himself acknowledges that there are a number of issues left unanswered by his
definition, an argument also made by Elder (2001). This criticism focuses on
what Elder (2001) sees as the three principal problematic areas identified in the
work of Douglas, namely, the distinguishability of distinct ‘specific purpose’
contexts; authenticity; and the impact (and interaction) of non-language factors. 

By non-language factors one of two things is meant. The first relates to the
elements of communication not associated with language – in everyday commu-
nication, transferral of message is achieved through a combination of language,
cues, signals and symbols. There is a broad literature in psychology on this
phenomenon (see for example Brown, Palmeta and Moore 2003, Vargo 1994).
The second way of looking at this is the impact of background knowledge, in this
case of the business domain, on an individual’s ability to perform a particular
task, in this case related to an aspect of business communication. 

The first of these two perspectives is common across all tests of language
production, not solely Language for Specific Purposes (LSP) tests. It is not just
related to tests of speaking, where variables such as physical appearance, dress,
gestures and posture have all been shown to have an effect on interlocutor
perceptions of performance (see for example the work in the area of job inter-
views of Bordeaux 2002, Chia et al 1998, and Straus, Miles and Levesque 2001),
but is also to be seen in tests of writing where handwriting and general presen-
tation skills impact on how writing is evaluated by examiners (see for example
Sprouse and Webb 1994, Sweedler-Brown 1992). This aspect of performance
assessment is certainly a potential threat to test validity, and is typically dealt
with in the development of assessment scales or, more likely, through
rater/examiner training. 

The latter perspective, the extent to which candidates’ background
knowledge impacts on his/her test performance is again not associated solely
with LSP tests. A test of language for specific purposes is situated, by its very
nature, in a specific context, and, also by its very nature, expects (if not
demands) of its candidates a knowledge of that context. The literature has shown
that background knowledge has a significant and apparently systematic effect
on LSP test performance (see for example Alderson and Urquhart 1984, 1985,
1988, Clapham 1996, Steffensen and Joag-Dev 1984). It also appears that as a
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test becomes more highly specific this effect becomes more acute and it would
seem that it is at this extreme that the difficulty in teasing apart language
performance and task completion occurs – in other words, in a highly specific
test, success on a task is dependent on a successful interplay of language and
non-language elements. This feature of highly specific tests at one time led to
innovations such as in the General Medical Council’s Professional and
Linguistic Assessments Board (PLAB) oral test where medics assessed the
medical content of ESP tasks and the language examiner commented on the
language performance (both informal with patients and formal with profes-
sional colleagues, on a generic ELT scale) though specialist lexis etc. remained
the domain of the subject specialists.

It can be argued that a test of language for a specific purpose should not even
try to avoid the background knowledge issue, as it is this that defines the test.
How we deal with the situation will depend on the degree of specificity of the
test and the inferences we intend to draw from performance on the test. 

Turning to the remaining criticisms of an ESP approach to testing, we can see
that there are basically two questions that should be addressed. These are:

1. Distinguishing LSP from general language – is it possible and/or feasible?
2. Authenticity – can LSP tests be made both situationally and interactionally

authentic?

Distinguishing LSP from general English
There is a considerable body of work over the last thirty years which has quite
clearly demonstrated the distinguishability of language use in specific contexts.
We can point to the work on the definition of language needs and usage in
specific contexts of needs analysis researchers and theorists. Among the
influential early work were studies undertaken by Hawkey (1978), who offered
a practical demonstration of how needs analysis can lead to a specific purpose
curriculum, and Alwright and Alwright’s (1977) practical advice on an
approach to the teaching of medical English. 

In the area of testing language for specific purposes, perhaps the most
important undertaking was that of the London Chamber of Commerce and
Industry Examinations Board (LCCIEB) in 1972. The LCCIEB had been
providing business-related qualifications around the world for almost a hundred
years when, in 1972, its language section undertook a major analysis of ‘foreign’
language use involving over 11,500 employees of almost six hundred interna-
tional firms. This analysis, and the replications undertaken in the Federal
Republic of Germany, France, Greece and Spain between 1982 and 1985, were
to prove influential in the development of teaching and testing practice in the UK
during the 1970s and 1980s.

In a series of seminal articles in the 1980s, Alderson and Urquhart (1984,
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1985, 1988) found that ‘academic background can play an important’ though
not consistent ‘role in test performance’ (Alderson and Urquhart 1985:201) and
that ‘particular groups of students may be disadvantaged by being tested on
areas outside their academic field’ (Alderson and Urquhart 1988:182). They
also suggested that their studies ‘demonstrated the need to take account of other
factors, such as linguistic proficiency’ (Alderson and Urquhart 1985:201). At
about the same time Steffensen and Joag-Dev (1984) demonstrated the
significant impact on comprehension of a reader’s cultural background. The
picture that is developing here is that background knowledge is a significant
factor in specific purpose language testing, a point that was made by Clapham
(1996) with reference to highly specific tests.

In fact, Clapham’s (1996) study provided quite a few answers, or at least
directions in which to look for answers, to many of the questions asked about the
impact of background knowledge on performance in LSP tests. While looking at
performance on a test of English for academic purposes (International English
Language Testing System IELTS), Clapham’s interpretation of the results of
her in-depth and complex study have direct consequences for the testing of
language for any specific purpose. It is therefore worth looking back over
Clapham’s work. Among other things, Clapham reports that:

• . . . students achieved significantly higher scores on the module in their own
subject area than on the module outside it (1996:188) … [though] the results
depend on the specificity of the tests (1996:189)

• . . . it is possible to identify some of the characteristics which lead to
passages being more or less specific, but that these characteristics are not
always immediately obvious (1996:191) . . . [though] it was the rhetorical
function of the passages rather than the sources of the texts which affected
their specificity (1996:191)

• it is not always easy to classify candidates into simply defined subgroups, as
the evidence from Clapham indicates that her participants were widely read
outside of their own area of study (1996:192–3)

• it seems likely that as the modules became more subject specific,
background knowledge had a proportionally stronger effect on test scores
(1996:193). In addition, subject area familiarity made a significant
contribution to test scores, whereas topic familiarity did not . . . [this]
suggests that knowledge of a subject area might have a greater effect than
topic familiarity on the subject specificity of a reading passage (1996:193)

• there seemed to be a threshold below which students did not make use of this
[background] knowledge, and above which they did (1996:194).

The implications of the work referred to earlier in the chapter (e.g. Barber
1962, Hüllen 1981a, 1981b, Johns 1980, Lackstrom, Selinker and Trimble
1973, LCCIEB 1972, Schröder 1981, Selinker and Douglas 1985, Swales 1971,
1984, Weir 1983) when seen in light of these findings suggest that there is a
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clearly definable language of business (and of other areas of specific interest
such as science, technology etc.) and that where tests are devised with a deliber-
ately high level of specificity towards an explicit area, then candidates whose
background is grounded in that area can be expected to outperform candidates
from a different background, given similar linguistic competence.

There is still a problem, however, in defining the boundaries of specific
context areas (Cumming 2001, Davies 2001, Elder 2001). It appears to be the
case that while we can identify particular aspects of language use as being
specific to a given context (such as vocabulary, syntax, rhetorical organisation),
we cannot readily identify exact limits to the language that is used in that
context. This is because there are no ‘exact limits’. Business language, like
scientific or medical language is situated within and interacts with the general
language domain, a domain that cannot, by its very nature, be rigidly defined.

Authenticity
Though Douglas (2000) built his definition of what makes a test ‘specific’
around the notions of situational and interactional authenticity, he later
(Douglas 2001) pointed to some difficulties in operationalising such a
definition. The notion of situational authenticity is relatively easy to conceptu-
alise. Situational authenticity refers to the accurate reflection in the test design of
the conditions of linguistic performance from the language use domain – Weir’s
(2004) text and task demands. Tests such as that for air traffic controllers
described by Teasdale (1994), where candidates were tested in a situation that
closely replicated the specific purpose domain, are as close as we can get to a
completely situationally authentic test. The mere fact that the event is being used
as a test lessens the authenticity – though I’m sure that few readers would expect
that the ability of air traffic controllers to cope linguistically with the demands of
their work should be tested in a truly authentic situation! The opposite to this
would be the relative situational inauthenticity of the MATHSPEAK test, the
specific purpose version of the SPEAK (the institutional form of the Test of
Spoken English, the TSE) referred to by Elder (2001), where there is no attempt
made to replicate the teaching context it is designed to be generalised to.

However, in the case of interactional authenticity there is a lesser degree of
certainty in that, to the present time, it has not been clearly conceptualised, let
alone operationalised. Though the common view (that the test should result in an
interaction between the task and the relevant language ability) is clear enough,
to my knowledge there has not been a significant contribution to its operational-
isation – that is, insufficient work has been done to link context-based validity
elements to theory-based processing. Test developers and researchers tend to
rely on anecdotal evidence or ‘expert’ judgements to make decisions on the
interactional authenticity of a test task – in the review of a range of business
language tests that comes later in this chapter, I fall foul of the same tendency.
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So, critics of an LSP approach to language testing have raised genuine
concerns regarding the distinguishability of distinct ‘specific purpose’ contexts,
authenticity, and the impact on test performance of non-language factors – not
just for LSP testing but for language testing in general. I do not believe that these
are insurmountable and I will return to the matter in the final chapter of this
book.

Assessing performance
While the above issues have focused on the test content and on the theoretical
justification for utilising a particular test task, there are other issues in LSP
testing that have not really been addressed. Like any test, the reliability
(stability, consistency and accuracy) of LSP tests is central to the test’s value. In
the section devoted to reliability in the context of the BEC suite (Chapter 2) I
look in some detail at this issue, so I will not spend time or space here in an
extended discussion, except to say that the way we estimate and report the relia-
bility of tests such as the BEC suite is in need of re-appraisal as the statistical
approaches taken to date offer us only a limited understanding of the true relia-
bility of these tests.

A related issue is the way in which we evaluate or assess writing and speaking
test performances, in that it is associated with the creation of the test score,
which is central to any test. 

There are a number of issues here:

• the scale criteria
• the level represented by the scale
• the use of the scale (who, how etc.).

The scale criteria

Though the literature abounds with scales that do not seem to have been derived
from any particular theoretical or empirical base, the movement in the 1990s
towards more supportable scale development means that the current rating
scales which reflect best practice in the area tend to have a sound basis (see North
1996, North and Schneider 1998). While the whole area of rating scale devel-
opment is far too complex to be dealt with adequately in this short section, it is
important to point to the need for any rating scale to be based on the same model
or perception of language as drives the rest of the test development process. A
good example of this are the rating scales used in the Cambridge ESOL Main
Suite examinations (Hawkey 2001).

In their response to the criticisms voiced by Foot (1999), Saville and
Hargreaves (1999) present a model of communicative ability upon which the
Cambridge ESOL Main Suite speaking examinations are based (see Figure 1.1). 
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This model is based on the earlier work of Canale and Swain (1980) and
Bachman (1990), as well as on the Council of Europe specifications for the
Waystage and Threshold levels of competence (Saville and Hargreaves 1999:46).

We can see that language competence is described in terms of Bachman
(1990:84–98) and Bachman and Palmer’s (1996:67) organisational (grammar
and discourse), pragmatic and strategic competences. 

Figure 1.1  Communicative language ability

Source: Saville and Hargreaves (1999:45)

The rating scales used in the Cambridge Main Suite Speaking paper 
examinations consist of four criteria, grammar and vocabulary, discourse
management, pronunciation and interactive communication, each of which is
awarded a score in the range of 0–5. Though it is not clear from Saville and
Hargreaves exactly how the scale is meant to reflect the model of competence
they quote, it would appear that it is meant to operate as represented in
Figure 1.2. 

It is clear from this figure that the notion of pragmatic competence is not
explicitly dealt with  in the scales (for convenience, only the middle score of 3 is
presented in this figure, though the descriptions offered here are similar to the
other levels in terms of relevance to model criteria). The notion of pragmatic
competence (or knowledge) is seen by Bachman and Palmer as being related to
the ability to ‘create or interpret discourse by relating utterances or sentences
and texts to their meanings’ (1996: 69). In other words, pragmatic competence is
seen as being comprised of functional and sociolinguistic knowledge and as
such has been identified here with the criterion discourse management – which,
though the name implies an ability to ‘manage’ the interaction (in the sense of
Bygate 1987), in the context of this scale it is actually concerned with coherence,
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cohesion and, if this representation is accepted, an ability to demonstrate
functional and sociolinguistic competence. 

Figure 1.2  Communicative language ability and the Cambridge ESOL
FCE analytic scale

When advocating a move towards an integrated language/specific area
ability approach, Douglas (2000) suggests using what he refers to as
‘indigenous’ scales in LSP tests. The argument being that the criteria actually
employed in the evaluation of specific purpose performances are specific to the
context of that performance – a position which is seen as support for the insepa-
rability of language and performance of specific purpose tasks (Douglas 2001,
Elder 2001). While the case made by Douglas is strong, there are a number of
points which still need further consideration.

The central problem here is one of construct definition, and therefore of the
inferences that are to be drawn from a particular test. In the case of the Occupa-
tional English Test (OET), for instance, which is criticised by Douglas and by its
principle creator, McNamara (in Jacoby and McNamara 1999) for using a
‘general purpose’ rating scale, rather than one devised from an analysis of the
target language use (TLU) situation, the criticism has some basis, in that the
scale used was a rather primitive adaptation of the FSI oral proficiency scale
(Wilds 1975). However, the test, for whatever reason (the one suggested was
bureaucratic expedience) was meant to offer a measure of the ability of overseas
health professionals to cope with the English language demands of their
particular medical specialisation. The inferences to be drawn from performance
on the test were therefore related to their language competence, nothing else. In
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this respect, the OET appears to have been a successful test. If it were to become
a ‘true’ performance measure (in that it should offer a measure of the test taker’s
ability to perform the particular medical duties under scrutiny) then clearly a
different approach to the evaluation of the performance would be needed. It may
be, for instance, that the same role-played performance could be used as a
language measure and, when subjected to scrutiny using ‘indigenous’ criteria
(which might include an aspect of language), serve to offer evidence of medical
ability (see the reference on page 5 to the PLAB test in the UK).

The level represented by the scale

Scales can be designed to represent a whole range of ability levels, for example
see the sample band descriptors for the Test of English for Educational Purposes
(TEEP) from the University of Reading – Figure 1.3 (O’Sullivan 1999). As we
can see from this figure, this scale ranges from a level of non-language to that of
very high competence in the language and is obviously designed to be used
across the whole ability range. 

When a test is designed to measure language ability on or around a particular
proficiency level – for example if we are planning to design a test of writing for
candidates at the Common European Framework (CEF) level B2 (Vantage) we
are faced with a bit of a conundrum. If we decide to create a scale to describe
ability across all levels (see Figure 1.4), with only the portion corresponding to
B2 in use for this particular test, we are faced with either making simple
trichotomous decisions (the candidate is below this level, at this level or above
this level), or describing multiple levels of ability within each of the six ability
levels. This would make the scale both extremely difficult to develop and
validate and also very difficult if not impossible to use, as raters would be faced
with the same problem they met in trying to use the scales devised by Fulcher
(1996) where the ‘thick’ description of typical performance at each scale level
was so detailed that the scale became unusable.

Another option is to create a single scale, which is then interpreted at
whichever ability level it is to be used at (say C1 or A2). With this type of scale,
there is increased pressure on the developer to ensure that the scale is sufficiently
clear so as to ensure that users can easily distinguish the different levels of
performance within the scale, but sufficiently general to allow the scale to be
interpreted at the different levels of ability. While of great practical use, this type
of scale is not easy to develop and validate and depends on examiner/rater
training and monitoring if it is to be successfully used. 

The most commonly used method is to create individual scales for use at each
level. In order to ensure that the scales are identifying appropriate levels of
achievement at each level they must be linked in some way. This process
involves a major investment in resources – and the resulting scale is still
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dependent on rater training (though not to the extent of the option suggested
above). However, evidence of improvements in inter- and intra-rater reliability
suggest that this approach is viable (see Hawkey 2001 and Hawkey and Barker
2004).

The use of the scale (who, how etc.)

The remaining issues associated with the rating scale relate to who should be
involved in the development and application of the scale. The first of these
issues centres around the content of the scale – to what extent can we define a set
of criteria that will offer a valid framework through which a test performance

Figure 1.3  The overall impression scale from the Test of English for
Educational Purposes (TEEP)

Source: O’Sullivan (1999)

Overall Impression Score

The writing is completely satisfactory. 9

8

The writing is satisfactory and generally communicates fluently with only occasional 7
lapses of organisation and structure. Clear well argued position taken.

The writing is mainly satisfactory and communicates with some degree of fluency. 6
Although there is occasional strain for the reader, control of organisational patterns and 
devices is evident. Clear argument, though the writer’s point of view is not obvious.

The writing sometimes causes strain for the reader. While the reader is aware of an 5
overall lack of fluency, there is a sense of an answer which has an underlying coherence. 
Somewhat poor control of the language and little evidence of the writer’s point of view. 
May contain occasional direct ‘lifting’ of the text from the input or inappropriate use of 
quotations or references.

4

The seriousness of the problems in writing prevents meaning from coming through more 3
than spasmodically. Evidence of systematic plagiarism or excessive use of quotations
or referencing.

2

• a virtual non-writer; contains no assessable pieces of English writing 1
• wholly, or almost wholly copied from the source materials

• less than approximately 50 words

Candidate did not attend or attempt the question in any way. 0
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can be assessed – while the second point refers to the notion of who is qualified
to make decisions (based on the scale) in an LSP performance test. 

Douglas (2001) argues that the criteria included in a rating scale should
emerge from the same needs analysis that is used to define the language use
domain, and that these criteria should then be augmented and supported by our
currently-used theoretically-based approaches (see Weir 1983). He goes on to
suggest a ‘weaker’ indigenous scale hypothesis:

. . . in which the indigenous criteria may be used first to supplement 
linguistically-oriented criteria in line with the construct definition, and,
secondly, to help guide our interpretations of language performances in
specific purpose tests (Douglas, 2001:183).

What Douglas seems to be saying is that we should attempt to discover the
linguistic criteria relevant to making judgements of performance in a particular
TLU domain and try to ‘square’ these with what we know of existing language
ability theory. The problem again lies in the area of boundary definition. How
can we decide where to draw the line between creating a scale that is very much
focused on the task in question and creating a scale that can be used to generalise
beyond a specific event? It appears that we cannot easily do this. A scale can
allow us to draw one type of inference from our test but not both. 

Another problem lies in the fact that in performance tests the rating scale is a
link between task performance and test score, so it must be theoretically sound
(in that it is tied to our construct definition and allows for meaningful inferences
to be drawn from test performance) as well as practically usable. Though there is
some evidence to suggest that raters can use rating scales in a similar way
irrespective of their background (Lumley 1998, Lumley and McNamara 1995),
this is really only an issue where the decision being reached is specific to a
particular area and where the test is representative of the ‘strong’ view of
performance testing.

It is important to remember at all times that the purpose of an LSP test is to
help us draw inferences on the ability of a candidate to use the language of a
specified domain in the context of that domain and in a manner that is 

Figure 1.4  Practicality problem with a single scale across all levels
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appropriate to that domain. Its purpose is not to allow us to draw inferences
related to a candidate’s ability to perform other than linguistically in the domain
itself.

Towards a theoretical conceptualisation of
business language tests
The main thrust of this chapter so far is that it is not helpful to take the view that
tests can only be seen as being ‘specific purpose’ (SP) if they are very narrowly
focused on a particular ‘purpose’ area and are representative of, to borrow
McNamara’s (1996) expression, a ‘strong’ view of specific purpose testing.
Instead there are a number of perspectives related to ‘specific purpose’ tests that
offer a not incompatible expansion to the definition of SP tests offered by
Douglas (2000:19).

1. As all tests are in some way ‘specific’, it is best to think of all language tests
as being placed somewhere on a continuum of specificity, from the broad
general purpose test such as the Certificate of Proficiency in English (CPE)
to the highly specific test (Figure 1.5), such as the test for air traffic
controllers described by Teasdale (1994).

Figure 1.5  A view of test specificity

2. Very highly specific tests tend to be very poor in terms of generalisability,
while the opposite can be said of non-specific tests. There is not a binary
choice in operation here, and if we accept that tests can be developed along a
specificity continuum, then it logically follows that a test which appears to
be placed somewhere other than the extremes of the continuum will have the
potential to be either more or less generalisable.
We could conceive of a test task that is specific only in that it is placed
within the context of an employment/career area (in our case ‘business’),
and that will be generalisable to the broader ‘general language use’ context
because it is essentially testing non-specific language, or it is not activating
the same cognitive processes as a task that is more highly specific does.

3. Where a test is situated closer and closer to the more highly specific end of
the continuum, the focus on situational authenticity also changes. That is, a
highly specific test will most closely reflect the ‘real world’ situation or
context, while a more general, less specific  test will be less likely to do so
(though it is not impossible that a specific context might be exploited in a
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test of general proficiency). In other words, a highly specific test will clearly
demonstrate situational authenticity. 

4. Since we are essentially focused on tests of language, the aim of any specific
purpose language test is to attempt to say something about a candidate’s
language ability within the specific context of interest. Therefore, the extent
to which a test task engages a candidate’s underlying processing and
language resources to the same degree as called for within the specific
context domain indicates the degree of interactional authenticity of that test
task.

5. The degree to which non-language factors impact on a candidate’s test
performance will reflect the degree of specificity of that test. Therefore, in a
highly specific language test it may not be possible to separate the language
from the specific event. Where such a test is called for (i.e. a ‘strong’ form of
specific purpose tests) this should be recognised in the definition of the
construct and as such the only possible way to assess language performance
should be within performance in the event, using, for example, the type of
‘indigenous’ assessment rubrics or scales suggested by McNamara and
Jacoby (1999) and developed by Abdul-Raof (2002).

It is clear from these five points that the notion of ‘degree of specificity’ is
central to any definition of a specific purpose language test – since the impact of
other factors will vary, depending on the positioning of a test along a specificity
continuum. In the sections that follow, I will review a series of tests of language
for business purposes, taking these points into account – though of course no
review would be appropriate without some reference being made to other
aspects of a test’s quality.

Describing tests of business language
In this section, I will review a series of business language tests from the
theoretical perspective suggested above. From this review, I hope to find
evidence to support such a perspective, leading to a more comprehensive under-
standing of the issues involved in the testing of language for business purposes
in particular and for specific purpose language testing in general.

Of course, tests should not be evaluated solely on the basis of the theoretical
concepts described above. Those qualities that can be seen to offer more
comprehensive evidence of the test’s usefulness should also be taken into
account. Accordingly, the following reviews will be structured using the
following framework:

1. A brief introduction to the test.
2. A brief description of the test.
3. An outline of the construct upon which the test focuses.
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4. The test method.
5. Skills’ coverage.
6. Measurement qualities.
7. Degree of specificity/Authenticity.
8. Impact of non-language factors.
9. Reporting of test performance.

Test of English for International Communication
(TOEIC)

1. A brief introduction to the test
The testing of language for the purpose of establishing benchmarks for partici-
pants in international business or commerce in the modern era appears to have
started with the development of the Test of English for International Communi-
cation (TOEIC). The test, developed by the Educational Testing Service (ETS)
in response to suggestions by the Japanese government (prompted by its large
industrial corporations), was first administered in 1979. According to an early
test user’s guide (ETS 1986:1), the test was designed to test two aspects of
learners’ language:

• ability to understand a business-related conversation in standard English
• reading English language work manuals, correspondence, technical books

and articles.

The TOEIC was designed as a standardised test of reading and listening
comprehension, set in the context of international trade and commerce. It
consisted of a series of 100 multiple-choice items for each of the two skills
tested. While it was originally designed for the Asian (particularly the Japanese)
market, its use has now spread to other parts of the world.

2. A brief description of the test
The TOEIC is a 200-item test in which two aspects of a test taker’s language are
tested, listening and reading comprehension, as mentioned above, there are 100
items for each of the two aspects tested. All items in the TOEIC use a multiple-
choice question (MCQ) format.

The Listening section
This section consists of 100 items and takes approximately 45 minutes to
complete. Input consists of four parts

1. Statements related to a series of photographs (20 items, 4-option MCQ).
2. Questions, responses required (30 items, 3-option MCQ).
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3. Short conversations  (30 items, 4-option MCQ).
4. Short talks (20 items, 4-option MCQ).

The Listening section offers a series of activities ranging from very basic
level identification of elements related to a set of photographs, through to under-
standing the content of short conversations and talks. At no time do the test
takers listen to extended discourse, nor do they need to actually do anything with
the information received (except select either an acceptable reply to a question
or a summary of what was heard). 

The Reading section 
This again consists of 100 items, though here 75 minutes are allowed. There are
three parts:

1. Sentence completion (40 items, 4-option MCQ).
2. Error recognition (20 items, 4-option MCQ).
3. Comprehension of short texts (40 items, 4-option MCQ).

The ‘comprehension’ section has been criticised (Douglas 2000:235) both for
the fact that it is non-reciprocal in nature and for the disparate sub-skills that
appear to be tested by the different items – which seem to draw on skills such as
scanning for detail and making pragmatic as opposed to propositional infer-
ences from a text – in other words, drawing on background knowledge. Another
criticism is the decision to use only largely decontextualised short texts, which
at best represent fragments of texts, rather than use a variety of text types and
lengths. Similar criticisms can be made of the other section; for example, the
‘sentence completion’ section appears to test grammar and vocabulary, while
the ‘error recognition’ tests sentence level grammatical and lexical awareness –
so, while we may be able to say that a test taker can identify errors in a text, we
cannot say that that person would be able to identify non-highlighted errors in a
longer script, nor can we say that that person would be able to correct any
identified errors unless a selection of options is offered. This problem with the
length of the texts is also clearly important, with these two sections only dealing
with single sentence input.

As mentioned above, this format has not changed since TOEIC was first
introduced in 1979.

3. An outline of the construct upon which the test focuses
From the standpoint of the theoretical framework of LSP suggested here, the
TOEIC is problematic from a number of perspectives. The description of the test
highlights a problem with the way in which the test is specified. It seems that
Douglas’s (2000:236) criticism that ‘it is unlikely that the reading tasks engage
the test takers in genuinely communicative behaviour or in genuinely specific
purpose language use’ suggests that the test should not be considered to be a
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‘genuine’ LSP test at all, and indicates that it should be placed towards the
‘general’ or ‘unspecified’ end of the specificity continuum discussed above. 

There is also a problem with the inferences that can be drawn from the
TOEIC. According to the TOEIC Users Guide, the test:

. . . measures the everyday English skills of people working in an interna-
tional environment. TOEIC test scores indicate how well people can
communicate in English with others in the global workplace. The test does
not require specialized knowledge or vocabulary; it only measures the kind
of English used in everyday work activities (Chauncey Group 1999:4).

Taking these three assertions separately we can see that there are clear problems.
The test purports to measure everyday skills in an international work

environment, yet focuses only on listening and reading – certainly skills useful
in such an environment but hardly sufficient to allow us to say anything about
the second assertion, i.e. the ability of people to actually communicate. The
Guide later asserts that speaking and writing are not assessed because they
require ‘considerable time and expense, both for administering the test and for
scoring’ (Chauncey Group 1999:8), and are comparatively less reliable than the
tests of the receptive skills examined. The assertions concerning the relationship
between performance on the TOEIC and on separate indicators of speaking and
writing ability appear to have been based, worryingly, on measures of general
proficiency in these skills, adding to the confusion as to the ‘specific’ orientation
of the test. This confusion is highlighted again in the final sentence, which
suggests that the test writers do not see the language of ‘everyday work activ-
ities’ to be in any way ‘specialised’ or different from a general language
proficiency.

There are other difficulties with the descriptions used by the test developers
of the underlying construct, as reflected in the claims (i.e. inferences that can be
drawn from test scores). Perhaps the most obvious of these are reflected in state-
ments quoted below from two major TOEIC websites, that for Europe and for
the USA. The European site states that the TOEIC measures test takers’: 

. . . English comprehension, speaking, writing and reading skills in an inter-
national environment. The scores indicate how well people can commu-
nicate in English with others in business, commerce and industry.

(source: http://www.toeic-europe.com/pages/eng/the_test_pres.htm accessed January
2004)

On the other hand, the main (USA-based) site for the test claims that:

. . . The TOEIC test measures the everyday English skills of people working
in an international environment.

(source: http://www.toeic.com/2_2tests.htm accessed January 2004)

There is clearly some confusion as to the underlying construct of the TOEIC.
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This confusion is manifested in the claims made of what inferences can be
drawn from performance on the test (at present there is very limited empirical
support for claims regarding language production) and in the very nature of the
test – is it a test of general proficiency or a test of language for business-related
communication, or both?

4. The test method
The TOEIC has been criticised by Douglas as representing:

. . . a good example of a well-constructed norm-referenced traditional
multiple choice test task, with no doubt high reliability, but extremely
limited in the inferences it will allow about language knowledge
(2000:236).

This criticism is not particularly surprising given that the TOEIC is a test born
of the psychometric–structuralist era (Spolsky 1995), where tests were ratio-
nalised by theoretical insights from ‘associationist learning theory, structural
linguistics, contrastive analysis and psychometrics’ and a belief that the ‘phono-
logical, morphological, syntactic and lexical components of language are
isolable as are the four skills of listening, speaking, reading and writing’
(Hawkey 1982:124). It is unlikely that any test based on these premises might
provide evidence of the kind of communicative behaviour referred to by
Douglas (2000). Douglas does have an important point to make. The TOEIC
was introduced in 1979, at a time when the theoretical rationalisation upon
which it was based had been superseded by what Spolsky (1995) called the
psycholinguistic–sociolinguistic era. Possibly the harshest criticism that can
therefore be made of the TOEIC is of the failure of its creators to respond to
changes in theoretical perspectives of language competence and related changes
in language teaching that had already begun to reshape the language testing
scene by the mid- to late-1970s, see Hawkey (2004) for a useful historical
overview of the period. 

The danger of relying on high stakes test instruments based on multiple-
choice questions (MCQs) has been highlighted in a number of recent reviews of
test evaluation procedures in the United States (see in particular the review of
the Texas Assessment of Academic Skills or TAAS by McNeil and Valenzuela
2000). These reviews have highlighted the presence of significant bias in the
performance on such tests by minority candidates. When this criticism is
coupled with the added problem of test validity (for example independent
research indicated that as scores in particular school districts increased on the
TAAS test of reading other indicators of the candidates’ actual ability to read
showed a significant decrease), the danger is even greater. This is not to say that
such item types are of no real value; when used in addition to other, more direct
measures they can add to our perspectives on the ability of a test candidate (in
fact the reality of modern tests means that many batteries, such as the Cambridge
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ESOL Main Suite and the proposed new Test of English as a Foreign Language
(TOEFL), already employ a variety of item and task types).

5. Skills’coverage
The TOEIC tests reading and listening only, a situation which means that the test
is seen by this writer as something of an anomaly. This is because its very
existence can only be justified by adapting a theoretical view of language which
is in direct contradiction to the test method used. The TOEIC claims to represent
a measure of an individual candidate’s ability to communicate in a business
environment, yet it uses a methodology which pre-dates the communicative era
in which language knowledge is tested as opposed to any ability to actually use
that language. The only empirical evidence that the inferences drawn from
performance on the test can be related to ‘communication’ comes from Wilson
(1989), though there is a serious question mark over the measures he used to
compare TOEIC performance with.

6. Measurement qualities
The relationship between the listening, reading and total TOEIC scores are
shown below, Table 1.1. The fact that these correlations are really quite high
may point to a muddying of the measure and the ability being measured.

Table 1.1  Correlations between TOEIC sub-tests

Note: * p ≤ .001

Since the listening and reading scores are included in the total score, it is not at
all surprising that there are very high correlations reported between these
sections and the overall. What is surprising is the fact that there is such a high
correlation between the two sub-tests – in correlation analysis of the reading and
listening sub-sections of the Test of English for Educational Purposes (TEEP)
(O’Sullivan 1999, Weir 1983) typical correlation coefficients are in the region
of 0.5 to 0.6. Very high correlations suggest that the two tests are very strongly
related, for example, in one of the few studies to focus on the TOEIC, the
reported correlation coefficient between a direct speaking measure and the
TOEIC Total score was 0.74. This was seen by the TOEIC developers as
evidence that the test can accurately predict candidates’ speaking ability
(Chauncey Group 1998:1–2), yet the correlation of 0.82 reported here is not seen
by the developers as a problem.

The internal consistency estimates reported in the TOEIC Technical Manual
(Educational Testing Services 1998:2) for what they refer to as ‘the Japanese

Listening Reading Total

Listening 1.000 0.822* 0.952*

Reading 1.000 0.957*

Total 1.000
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secure administration’ (Woodford 1982:66) are shown in Table 1.2. These
figures are not surprising, considering the number of items and the presumably
broad range of candidates tested. It should be noted that reliability estimates
such as the Kuder Richardson formulae and Cronbach’s Alpha are notoriously
susceptible to test-taking population variability (so a test can have a reliability of
.93 with one population and .63 with another). However, given what we know
about the TOEIC population, these numbers appear to be quite acceptable.

Table 1.2  KR-20 Reliability Coefficients for the TOEIC test

7. Degree of specificity/authenticity
From the overview offered here, it would appear that the test developers have
not attempted to deal with the specificity issue and in terms of the framework
suggested by Douglas (2000), it would be very difficult to justify calling this a
true specific purposes test. With regard to the concept of situational authenticity,
which is reflected in the content of the test in terms of text and task demands,
there does not seem to be any evidence that the test reflects the specific language
use domain.

Weir (1993, 2004) suggests how the demands of the content domain might be
described (see Table 1.3). Here, the limitations of the TOEIC are clearly
highlighted. The sample questions from the listening paper that appear in the
Examiner’s Handbook (ETS 2002:14 and 17 for example) could be from any
test of general proficiency. While this is not necessarily a bad thing in itself, the
fact that the vast majority of the items (in fact all of the items included in the
Examinee Handbook) would be equally comfortable in a general proficiency
listening test suggests that there are serious shortcomings across all elements of
the text demands’ framework – for example, the focus on single word recog-
nition or on listening for detail does not reflect the range of demands of the
business context. 

Similar limitations can be pointed out for the Reading paper – for example, in
the Examinee Handbook, all reading items are based either on sentence-length
or short paragraph-length texts and while there are items based on short notices,
there is no text longer than approximately seventy words and neither is there
anything that resembles any of the more common reading texts from the
business context (brochures, e-mails, business letters). Similarly, the task
demands on both papers are uniform: a set of equally weighted multiple-choice
items, with no consistent purpose attached to task fulfilment (other than
achieving a satisfactory grade in the test), a response format that does not reflect
that of the target domain and an extremely limited number of operations
involved.

Listening Comprehension
Reading Comprehension
Total Test

0.92
0.93
0.96
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Looking at the issue of interactional authenticity, we can only presume that
responding to multiple-choice items alone can never engage the candidate in the
kind of cognitive processing evident in listening or reading in a business
domain.

In fact this criticism of MCQs is not new. When presenting their model of test
task response, Pollitt and Ahmed, suggest that they: 

. . . had found it extremely difficult to model the process of answering
multiple choice questions, and are inclined to think that, perhaps for this
reason alone, they are of questionable validity for educational assessment
(Pollitt and Ahmed 1999:1).

Pollitt and Ahmed were essentially attempting to model the cognitive
behaviour of candidates under test conditions, a concept further developed by
Weir (2004) in the ‘theory-based validity’ element of his frameworks. The
linking of an understanding of the executive processes and resources available
to the test taker is central to the notion of interactional authenticity.

All this suggests that the TOEIC might best be placed close to the ‘non-

Skill Area Task Demands Text Demands

Listening Purpose
Response format
Weighting
Known criteria
Order of items
Time constraints
Intended operations

Linguistic
Mode/channel
Type
Length
Nature of information
Topic familiarity
Lexical range
Structural range
Functional range

Interlocutor
Speech rate
Variety of accent
Acquaintanceship
Number of speakers
Gender

Reading Purpose
Response format
Weighting
Known criteria
Order of items
Time constraints
Intended operations

Linguistic
Channel
Text type
Text length
Nature of information
Topic familiarity
Lexical range
Structural range
Functional range

Writer-reader relationship

Table 1.3  Task and text demands for Listening and Reading 

Source: based on Weir (1993, 2004)
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specified purpose’ end, calling into question any claim that it might be testing
language for a specific ‘business’ purpose.

8. Impact of non-language factors
There is no evidence that the non-language factors have an unexpected impact on
performance on the TOEIC. Since the previous section places the test squarely in
the category of ‘general proficiency’, it is clear that there are no (or certainly very
few) elements within the TOEIC that might be affected (negatively or positively)
by the business language use domain – for example there are no items in the
Examinee Handbook where a background in business would give a candidate an
advantage over a fellow candidate without such a background. The fact that there
are no business-related texts in the reading part, for example, means that a
candidate who has never seen or read a business letter (or has had to respond to
such a letter) would be in no way affected by his or her total lack of experience in
the business world. While it might be argued that this lack of negative bias is a
good thing, it seems counter intuitive that a person without such a background
would be seen as capable of communicating ‘in English with others in business,
commerce, and industry’ (Chauncey Group 2002:1).

9. Reporting of test performance
The norm-referencing methodology used in the TOEIC, means that a
candidate’s test performance is reported in terms of where the candidate might
be placed relative to the population who sat for a particular administration of the
test. In a situation where a decision is to be made on a candidate’s ability to
perform (in linguistic terms) in a given context, this is problematic. It might be,
in an extreme example, that none of the candidates are actually capable of
performing at the level required by an employer. Results of this sort will not tell
the employer that this is the case however, only that candidate x is better or
worse than candidate y. We can then see that the way in which a test of language
for a specific purpose, such as business, is reported is actually a vital character-
istic of that test (a similar argument is made by Douglas 2000). If a test is
designed to offer an estimation of the ability of a candidate to cope with the
linguistic challenges required of a specific business or work environment, then
some criterion level must be set below which a candidate should not fall. This
criterion should only be set in relation to the specific language use domain and
not in relation to the ability of other candidates.  

Other tests of language for business purposes
The growing interest in specific purpose testing during the 1990s has resulted in
an increased number of tests for business, both for English and other languages.
This section looks at a range of such tests, starting out with a representative



1 Introduction to the testing of language for business purposes

24

sample of tests from the UK, Pitman Qualifications and the London Chamber of
Commerce and Industry Examinations Board (LCCIEB). There then follow
reviews of tests of other languages (French, Italian and Japanese).

Pitman qualifications
The Pitman tests, now administered by the City and Guilds of London, at present
offer a pair of tests specifically aimed at business English. These are the English
for Business Communication (EBC) and English for Office Skills (EOS).

English for Business Communication

1. A brief introduction to the test
Three levels are available: Elementary, Intermediate and Advanced. According
to the test developers, these correspond with the Common European Framework
levels A2–Waystage, B2–Vantage and C2 (see Figure 2.4 for a diagrammatic
outline of the levels). Unlike the other tests referred to in this chapter, these tests
are available both to native speakers and to overseas candidates, provided they
have reached a particular level of language ability as measured by other non-
business oriented Pitman tests (intermediate standard in the ESOL examination
or elementary in the English examinations for the Elementary and Intermediate
tests respectively). According to the Pitman website, a ‘background knowledge
of office practice and organisation is required’.

The tests are integrative in nature, with each of the three levels involving the
candidate in writing a range of answers in response to input, often handwritten.
Before taking a brief look at the suite, it should be pointed out that it is not at all
clear that the developers have considered the language level of candidates who
are non-native speakers of English. This is most clearly exemplified by the brief
‘Contextualisation’ offered at the beginning of each test level. As can be seen
from Figure 1.6, the language of these three is almost indistinguishable. This
apparent lack of concern with the language of the input undermines the suite, as
it is quite conceivable that candidates, particularly at the lower levels, may
experience significant difficulties with understanding the input. This will clearly
have a negative impact on their test performance.

2. A brief description of the test
The three levels of the test are outlined in the following table (Table 1.4). In this
table we can see that the three levels are quite similar in content, but with a
greater number of tasks to be completed (in an ever increasing amount of time).
It should also be noted that there is no clear substantive difference (apart from
the increased number of tasks, which is offset by the increased time allowed) in
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the output required. It would be interesting to establish, through a latent trait
study for instance, what the differences in difficulty of the three levels really are.
Unfortunately, there is no publicly available documentation on how difference
in level is established or maintained – this criticism can be made of the other test
developers referred to in this chapter.

It is not clear from the documentation how the benchmarking to the Common
European Framework (CEF) was achieved – whether it was done through a

Figure 1.6  Contextualisation offered at levels 1–3 of the Pitman EBC suite

Level 1 source: Pitman Qualifications English for Business Communication, Past Paper 
EL–NBC (11:2)
Level 2 source: Pitman Qualifications English for Business Communication, Past Paper
EL–NBC (12:2)
Level 3 source: Pitman Qualifications English for Business Communication, Past Paper 
EL–NBC (13:2)

Level 1
Elementary

SITUATION

As Personal Assistant (PA) to Mr Arthur Jordan,
Managing Director of Fine Finishes, a small but 
flourishing decorating firm,  you are frequently left in
charge of the office while he is away on business.

Today he has left you the following tasks.

Level 2
Intermediate

Level 3
Advanced

SITUATION

Light Waves Ahead is a small commercial radio 
company with a station in Blantyre and another in
Harare. Its main source of income is from advertising on
the air by local firms. You are Personal Assistant (PA)
to Mr Moses Banda, the General Manager.

SITUATION

You are Personal Assistant (PA) to Mr Joshua Banda,
Managing Director (MD) of EAST AFRICA HOTELS
Ltd, with hotels and holiday lodges in Kenya and
Zimbabwe. Your Head Office is located at
Independence Way, HARARE, Zimbabwe.
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qualitative comparison between the test specifications and the CEF, or whether
evidence was gathered from test candidates (as was done in the ALTE ‘Can Do’
project). 

3. An outline of the construct upon which the test focuses
Taking the test descriptions seen in Table 1.4 as a basis, it is clear that the test
levels described are focused primarily on the writing ability of candidates. In
fact, the tasks typically involve the candidate reacting to a written prompt, so
there is a genuine attempt to mirror the language use domain of the work
environment, see Figure 1.7 for an example of how this is conceived in a task
from Level 2.

We can therefore say that the construct that seems to underlie the English for
Business Communication is that of an integrated reading into writing approach.

Level 1 Level 2 Level 3

Benchmarked CEF Waystage (B2) CEF Vantage (C1) CEF Mastery (C2)

Time Allowed 90 minutes* 120 minutes* 150 minutes*

Contextualisation Brief (35 words
approx)

Brief (35 words
approx)

Brief (35 words 
approx)

Task 1 Writing – guided letter Writing – guided letter Writing – guided letter 

Task 2 Writing – memo Writing – fax guided
by written instruction

Writing – memo guided
by written instruction

Task 3 Writing – fax guided
by written instruction 

Writing – memo Writing – fax guided 
by written instruction

Task 4 Writing – guided letter
from written input 

Writing – guided short
report from
charts/tables and
written input

Writing – notice/memo
guided by written
instruction

Task 5 Writing – guided
article from written
input

Writing – press release
guided by written
instruction

Task 6 Writing – report from
charts/tables and written
input

No word limit set for
tasks, all tasks 25
marks

No word limit set for
tasks, all tasks 20
marks

No word limit set for
tasks, all tasks 20 
marks except tasks 3 and
4 (10 each)

Table 1.4  English for Business Communications (Pitman)

*  all tests have an additional 15 minutes of reading time during which candidates are allowed to
read through the test paper, but not to write.



Pitman qualifications

27

Figure 1.7  Example of integrated task (reading into writing) from Level 2
Pitman EBC

Source: Pitman Qualifications English Business Communication, Past Paper EL–NBC (12:6)



4. The test method
As described in the previous section, the test is comprised of a series of written
tasks. In the task reproduced above, candidates are told that their work is
assessed for quality of layout. Layout is also assessed for one ‘memorandum’
and one ‘letter’ task at each of the three levels. The other criteria are ‘language’
(though exactly what this means is not defined), ‘content’, ‘neatness’ and
‘legibility’.

5. Skills’coverage
An interesting feature of the tests is the lack of a ‘test-like’ rubric. Instead, all
instructions are included in the input for the tasks. However, it appears that the
Pitman series essentially tests only writing – though there is of course a written
input to be read in the case of each task, there is no overt examination of the
reading skill it is, presumably, tested indirectly through performance on 
the writing. While this may well represent an accurate picture of the ‘real’ world,
the fact that the skills are integrated in this way means that there is a danger of
cross-contamination, in that it will not be clear if a test taker performs poorly due
to a lack of reading ability or a lack of writing ability. 

This problem is inferred in the [Pitman] Examinations Report when it is
stated of Level 2, that 

some candidates lose marks for content because they are so busy inventing
information to fit their format that they ignore the real purpose of the report
(2000:11).

It could be argued that they may not actually fully understand what the focus
is because they have misinterpreted the input. The report goes on to describe the
fact that ‘[Many] candidates fail to read the prompts carefully enough before
starting to write’ as an ‘area of weakness’ (2000: 12). It should be pointed out
that this is a criticism that could be made of any test using an integrated format.
The problem is usually addressed by carefully monitoring the language of the
input to ensure that it is written at a level that is below that of the test (so the
language of input for a C1 level test is usually aimed at level B2). The worry here
is that it is not clear if this monitoring has been adequately done.

6. Measurement qualities
No information is currently available in the public domain.

7. Degree of specificity/authenticity
At first glance, it appears that the test is more ‘specific’ in nature than the
TOEIC. It may therefore be useful to see why this might be the case, so that we
can develop a clearer picture of how specificity is manifested in this type of test.
So what is more specific about the test?
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In order to look at the degree of specificity it is necessary to consider the test
from the perspective of situational and interactional authenticity. In the case of
the latter there is no actual evidence to support any claims in this respect.
However, the evidence from the test descriptions and in particular from the item
type described earlier (Figure 1.7) suggests that there is a serious attempt here to
recreate a realistic domain-specific task. The above task involves the candidate
in the integration of skills (reading and writing) in order to produce a business
letter. Clearly, there is a major difference here when we compare the reading
tasks in the previously reviewed test, where the candidate was expected to
respond at all times to an MCQ item.

In terms of situational authenticity, there is evidence that the developers have
tried to recreate a ‘business’ context through the tasks (often integrating
handwritten memos and notes to written output) which all appear to have a very
clear business focus.

While all of this is positive, there is some concern over the fact that the tests
are only concerned with reading into writing tasks. This very much lessens the
true business focus of the tests in that a major element of the business language
domain is simply ignored. This has the effect of lessening the strength of any
specificity argument we might wish to make for these tests. 

8. Impact of non-language factors
Despite the shortcomings associated with testing only a limited aspect of a
candidate’s language, there is a relatively high degree of specificity in the
different levels of this test. With this degree of specificity, comes a potential for
non-language factors (such as background variables) to have some impact on
test performance. However, before simply accepting that this impact is neces-
sarily negative, let’s consider the argument made by Elder (2001) with regard to
what she perceived as the negative impact of non-language factors in tests of
specific purpose.

Imagine, for example, a test candidate who has had a lot of experience in
writing the sort of letter called for in Figure 1.7. It appears only natural that this
experience should positively affect that person’s performance on the task. 

Now imagine a second scenario where another candidate, this time with little
business experience, but with a similar level of language ability as the first
candidate and a lot of experience in taking MCQ-based tests, is asked to
complete an MCQ version of our task. This person too will perform well and
again the impact comes primarily from experience of the task type.

When we consider these two situations we see that there are in fact a number
of ways of looking at non-language factors. The latter form is clearly
problematic as it constitutes a source of context-irrelevant variance. However,
the former is quite different, in that it is certainly not ‘context-irrelevant’, in fact
there is a clear argument here for the inclusion of this source of variance in the
construct definition of tests in a specific purpose domain.
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If we try to dilute our specific purpose tests until there is little or no danger of
context-related non-language impact we end up with tests that are basically non-
context dependent general proficiency instruments.

9. Reporting of test performance
Test performances are reported using the criterion levels described in Table 1.5. 

Table 1.5  Criterion levels for the EBC (Pitman) levels

The reported pass rates for the three levels in 2002 are seen in Table 1.6.

Table 1.6  Pass rates for the EBC (Pitman) levels – 2002

Source: Pitman (2002).

English for Office Skills

1. A brief introduction to the test
The English for Office Skills’ series offers a pair of tests (Levels 1 and 2), the
stated aim of which is 

. . . [To] demonstrate accuracy in the use and transcription of English, and
the ability to perform office-related tasks to spoken or written instructions
(Pitman 2003:40).

Unlike the other tests reviewed in this chapter, the EOS tests are aimed at both
native and non-native speakers of English (Pitman 2003:40) and are claimed by
its developers to be aimed at ‘[People] who need to carry out tasks in English
where accuracy in writing and following instructions is important’ (Pitman
2003:40). 

2. A brief description of the test
As with the above Pitman test, the levels of the EOS test are described in Table
1.7. 
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Criterion Level 1 Level 2 Level 3

Fail < 60 marks < 60 marks < 60 marks

Pass 60 – 74 marks 60 – 74 marks 60 – 74 marks

First Class Pass > 74 marks > 74 marks > 74 marks

Criterion Level 1 Level 2 Level 3

Fail 21% 32% 41%

Pass 48% 48% 47%

First Class Pass 31% 20% 12%



Section A at each level focuses on spelling and listening comprehension,
while Section B focuses on reading comprehension, vocabulary and accuracy.
The descriptive table indicates that writing ability is not tested directly, instead
it is estimated through a candidate’s ability to identify errors in the proof-
reading tasks and in the sentence completion task.

Table 1.7  English for Office Skills (Pitman)

3. An outline of the construct upon which the test focuses
These tests do not appear to have been designed to offer a measure of a non-
native English-speaking test taker’s proficiency within a business context, but
represent a more vocational measure of practical skills. The underlying
construct is somewhat unclear from the test description. The test seems to focus
on the form of the language – identifying different aspects of linguistic accuracy
as the underlying construct.

4. The test method
The test method is essentially confined to short answer format (SAF) items
based either on examiner-read input (tape recordings are, as yet, not used in the
Pitman tests), or on written input. The fact that the listening comprehension
portion is read by the examiner is quite problematic, as there is a clear possibility

Pitman qualifications

31

Level 1 Elementary CEF A2
– Waystage [Marks]

Level 2 Intermediate CEF B2
– Vantage [Marks]

Section A Spelling Sentence read by examiner
Target word repeated 20 items
– accuracy of spelling [20]

Sentence read by examiner
Target word repeated 20 items 
– accuracy of spelling [20]

Listening Comp. Short passage read twice
Form completion (written) or
message transfer (oral)   [10]

Short passage read twice
Form completion (written) or
message transfer (oral)   [10]

Section B Reading Comp. Read newspaper/magazine
article – sentence completion
[10]

Read newspaper/magazine
article – sentence completion
[10]

Syntax 15 items – proof-reading   [15] 20 items – proof-reading

Vocabulary 10 items – select appropriate
word (from two)   [10]

10 items – select appropriate
word (from two)   [10]

Punctuation Proof-reading   [10] Proof-reading   [10]

Proof-reading A Identify error in table of
figures   [10]

Identify 5 errors in table of
figures   [5]

Proof-reading B Proof-read letter – identify 15
errors (typography, spelling
and/or punctuation)   [15]

Proof-read letter – identify 10
errors (typography, spelling or
punctuation, style)   [10]



of an ‘examiner effect’ where different people will be more or less clear in their
reading aloud (thus introducing an element of construct-irrelevant variance).
Apart from this criticism, the test method appears to meet the needs of the test (to
test language knowledge rather than language use).

5. Skills’coverage
As was outlined above, the skills covered in the test are limited to the ability to
demonstrate knowledge of the language through measures of linguistic
accuracy, though as we can see from Figure 1.8 the proof-reading task is more
related to identifying differences in the numbers in the tables than it is to identi-
fying language-related differences. The sources of input, therefore, are quite
important in this type of test. The listening element of the test consists of two
parts, lexical knowledge (listening and spelling) and comprehension (through a
short dictation). Here there is no real evidence that the second part measures
‘comprehension’ (by which I mean understanding) though I acknowledge that
this is not an area in which all testers will agree (see for example the arguments
of Lado (1961) and Oller (1979) who disagree on what dictation actually tests).

The reading comprehension items are built around a single passage (approx-
imately 350 words at Level 1 and 500 words at Level 2). Items are based on
sentence completion, which limits the skill being tested to that of searching for
specific information (and possible lexical synonyms). The remainder of both
papers contains items related to the display of knowledge of language accuracy.

Both levels contain a proof-reading item as Task 7. In these cases the task is
to compare two tables of information, one being accurate and the other said to
contain errors (10 at Level 1 and 5 at Level 2). As can be seen from the extract in
Figure 1.8, this is not actually a reading task at all – it is a proofing task and is not
dependent on language ability.

6. Measurement qualities
No information is currently available in the public domain.

7. Degree of specificity/authenticity
The degree of specificity appears to be quite low. While the tasks have been set
in a business context, the tasks that are included are not necessarily related to the
business domain. In other words, they are more context-oriented (i.e. they are set
in the context of the business domain) than context-focused (i.e. they are
designed to test only the language of the business domain). This suggests that
the test is more general proficiency focused and should be placed towards the
non-specific end of the continuum.

Taking just one task as an example (Figure 1.9, the reading task which begins
Section B of each test paper) it is interesting to notice how it measures up with
regard to the first items on the list of task demands suggested by Weir (1993),
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Figure 1.8  Proof-reading task (#7) from EOS Level 1

Source: Pitman Qualifications English for Office Skills, Past Paper EL–OFFN (11:9)



purpose and response format. While we would expect to see a clear purpose for
reading in any test, within a specific purpose domain this need becomes central
to the characterisation of the task. Here, there does not appear to be a clearly
specified purpose. As for response format, we would expect in a specific purpose
domain task that the response format will replicate that of some element of the
domain, again the sentence completion format is not at all relevant to the
business domain. This latter criticism is possibly a bit harsh, as it would appear
to be very difficult to satisfy the need for business domain-like response formats
for all skills – in particular receptive skills.

In terms of task demands, the test can be criticised from the perspective of
channel (tape recordings are not used in these tests so the invigilator reads the
listening passages aloud), text type (while the reading text shown is based on a
magazine-type article it is not typical of business-related reading material,
which is more likely to be a letter, e-mail, memo or report), and text length (in
this case the text is quite long at about 450 words; however, this is not typical of
business texts, which tend to be brief and to the point). 

When it becomes clear that the test can be criticised for its context validity
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Figure 1.9  Reading items from Pitman qualifications EOS Level 2

(Extract from approx. 450 word passage)

(items related to that section of the passage)

Source: Pitman Qualification: English for Office Skills Level 2; Past Paper EL–OFFN (12:4–5)



(where context validity is seen in terms of task and text demands) the claim of
situational authenticity is seen as tenuous.

Unlike the other Pitman test reviewed, there is little evidence here of interac-
tional authenticity. It could, of course, be argued that the test is focusing on a
very discrete level of knowledge and that generalisation to the business
language use domain is possible. The distance between this micro view of
language ability and the macro level of language use is great and such an
argument is somewhat difficult to sustain.

8. Impact of non-language factors
From the review to date, it is clear that the inseparability of skills issue is again
problematic. This is particularly relevant with regard to Tasks 2 (listening
comprehension) and 7 (proof-reading), where there is a real danger of a
reader/speaker-related effect in the former and in the latter where the proof-
reading skills are focused on identifying numerical rather than lexical or
syntactic differences.

9. Reporting of test performance
Test performance is reported in the same way (and with the same cut score
boundaries) as the English for Business Communication (EBC) test reviewed
above. This means that the Passing level is set at 60% while the First Class Pass
level is set at 75%. The pass rates for the 2002 administration are shown in Table
1.8, though no data on the test population are available.

Table 1.8  Pass rates for the EOS (Pitman) levels – 2002

London Chamber of Commerce and Industry
Examinations Board (LCCIEB) tests of language
for business and commerce

1. A brief introduction to the test
As the name of the organisation suggests, the London Chamber of Commerce
and Industry Examinations Board (LCCIEB), has, as its main focus, the
provision of specialist examinations in the area of business and commerce.
Among the many examinations it offers are a number which are dedicated to the
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Criterion Level 1 Level 2

Fail 24% 41%

Pass 34% 33%

First Class Pass 42% 26%



testing of language for business purposes. Since the approach adopted by
LCCIEB is rather unique, it will be dealt with somewhat differently to the other
examination providers. 

The uniqueness of the LCCIEB examinations stems from the adherence to a
single framework, which seems to be applied regardless of the language being
tested. This effectively means that a single test specification has been used to
create what we might call multi-language clones. To illustrate what I mean by
this, I will briefly review their  ‘. . . for Business’ range of examinations.

2. A brief description of the test
The following table (Table 1.9) is a breakdown of the description of the tests of
English and Spanish for Business, as described by the LCCIEB in the extended
syllabuses for these examinations.

Table 1.9  LCCIEB tests of language for business and commerce

MCQ – Multiple-Choice questions
T/F – True/false questions
SAF – Short answer format questions
ITr – Information transfer questions
ExW – Extended written output required (S = Short; L = Long)
Spo – Spoken output required
CoE – Council of Europe Framework
EOP – Effective Operational Proficiency
* – Not yet available

3. An outline of the construct upon which the test focuses
Both tests focus on reading and writing skills, and are specified in exactly the
same way. While this is not in itself problematic, the fact that the task and item
types are essentially identical means that the test developers see no difference
between different languages at particular levels of proficiency. While it may
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Test Skills Tested Method CoE
Benchmark

L S R W MCQ T/F SAF ITr ExW Spo

English for Business
Preliminary Level
Level 1
Level 2
Level 3
Level 4

•
•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•
•

•

•

• •

•
•

•
•
•
•

S
S
S/L
S/L
L

Breakthrough
Waystage
Threshold
Vantage
EOP

Spanish for Business
Preliminary Level
Level 1
Level 2
Level 3
Level 4

•
•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•
•

•

•

• •

•
•

•
•
•
•

S
S
S/L
S/L
L

Breakthrough
Waystage
Threshold
Vantage
EOP



seem to be relatively easy to agree that a candidate at a particular level should be
capable of performing a particular task or function, the degree of linguistic
sophistication needed to achieve this is not exactly the same for all languages.
Including the same task regardless of target language is at least potentially
problematic. 

Alderson (1998) pointed out the danger of adopting such an approach in the
context of the DIALANG project in Europe. In this project a test format through
which a whole series of official European languages could be tested at equiv-
alent levels was envisaged. The original plans involved devising a set of detailed
specifications for the English test and then cloning tests in the other languages
from this. The developers found that there were real difficulties in identifying
appropriate tasks (as tasks which were seen to be at an acceptable level for one
language were found to be more suited to a different level for another language),
and in identifying what was considered acceptable performance across different
languages for those tasks that were considered appropriate. The solution
adopted by the DIALANG group was to allow developers from each language
background to interpret the specifications to create an instrument that they
considered appropriate. This approach was also taken by the BULATS teams
who developed tests in the same four languages as the LCCIEB (these are
discussed below).

Not only are the series of tests for each language all based on the same model,
in fact, there appears to be no difference in the make-up of the tests in the
different languages. For example, the description in the Extended Syllabus
documents for a particular task at Level 3 for the German (LCCIEB 2001b:3),
Spanish (LCCIEB 2001c:3) and French (LCCIEB 2001d:3) tests is shown in
Table 1.10.

Table 1.10  Extract from extended Syllabus for LCCIEB tests of 
German, Spanish and French

When this is compared to the English for Business documentation (LCCIEB
2001a:3), we find that it is again exactly the same, see Table 1.11. The suspicion
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German Level 3 – Task 2 Spanish Level 3 – Task 2 French Level 3 – Task 2

Question 2 involves the
drafting of an internal report
based on raw data given in the
form of graphs, notes, press
cuttings, charts, tables, etc.
Candidates will have to
understand, select, collate
and, if necessary, supplement
this data in order to write the
report in the light of the
instructions given.

Question 2 involves the
drafting of an internal report
based on raw data given in the
form of graphs, notes, press
cuttings, charts, tables, etc.
Candidates will have to
understand, select, collate
and, if necessary, supplement
this data in order to write the
report in the light of the
instructions given.

Question 2 involves the
drafting of an internal report
based on raw data given in the
form of graphs, notes, press
cuttings, charts, tables, etc.
Candidates will have to
understand, select, collate
and, if necessary, supplement
this data in order to write the
report in the light of the
instructions given.



that all of the tests are essentially clones of the original English test, which was
the first to be introduced, is confirmed when we see the actual tasks.

While the LCCIEB provide details of the syllabuses for each of their exami-
nations, together with specimen papers, sample answers and examiner’s
report/comments, there is no evidence supplied in support of the approach they
adopt in creating these tests in the different languages. The same criticism can be
made of the test of Spoken English for Industry and Commerce (SEFIC) and the
Foreign Languages for Industry and Commerce (FLIC), with only a single
difference between the two sets of examinations (the addition of a translation
task at the highest – fourth – level).

4. The test method
From the descriptive table (Table 1.9) we can see that the test includes a range of
task and item types, with multiple-choice (MCQ), short answer format (SAF),
true/false (T/F) and written production all included in the response options.

5. Skills’coverage
Reading and writing are tested at both levels. 

6. Measurement qualities
No information is currently available in the public domain.

7. Degree of specificity/authenticity
These tests appear to be closer to general purpose language tests than to specific
purpose instruments, as the following tasks suggest. The reason for this can
again be traced to the task and text demands implied in the sample materials
provided by the developers (see Figure 1.10). 

It is not easy to know what these listening items are testing. The need for
‘complete and grammatically correct answers’ suggests that the items may be
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English Level 3 – Task 2

Question 2 involves the
drafting of an internal report
based on raw data given in the
form of graphs, notes, press
cuttings, charts, tables, etc.
Candidates will have to
understand, select, collate
and, if necessary, supplement
this data in order to write the
report in the light of the
instructions given.

Table 1.11  Extract from extended syllabus for LCCIEB test of English



focused on grammar (in the Bachman sense – syntax, lexis etc.), though the
nature of the task with which they are associated appears to be communicative
(information transfer). Other task demands which do not appear to fit with such
tasks in the business domain are:

response format – we might expect that the listener would create a message
or memo from this type of input, rather than simply respond to a series of
discrete items, though it appears that other listening tasks do lead on to a
writing task
known criteria – the above example suggests that candidates might have
problems responding to the item as the criteria for achieving marks are not
related to the apparent communicative nature of the task. For the one piece of
writing included in the test the marks are awarded for ‘correct titles’ (20%),
‘the message’ (40%) and again ‘spelling and presentation’ (40%).
In terms of the text demands, it is clear that there are limitations of functional

range, nature of information (the items could quite easily be presented as part of
a general proficiency test), and text length (only very brief reading and listening
extracts used). In addition, the lack of contextualisation means that there is no
effort made to establish any meaningful interlocutor-to-listener relationship, so
any speaker-related variables remain untapped – again a situation unlikely in the
business domain.

The fact that these tests are more focused on the general proficiency domain
means that there is some likelihood that the test tasks will not result in the kind of
cognitive processing that typifies a business domain task performance. This
suggests that it is unlikely that interactional authenticity can be successfully
claimed for these tasks. However, it is not at all clear yet if it is possible to effec-
tively identify typical patterns of processing associated with successful task
performance in a specific domain.

8. Impact of non-language factors
As we have seen in the other tests reviewed here, the indications are that where a
test is situated closer to the general proficiency end of the specificity continuum,
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Figure 1.10  Listening Item – English for Business, Preliminary level
(LCCIEB)

Source: English for Business, Preliminary, sample paper: 6



there is little danger of non-language factors that may be associated with
knowledge of the test context impacting on test performance.

9. Reporting of test performance
Test performances are reported using the criterion levels described in
Table 1.12. 

Table 1.12  Criterion levels for the English for Business (LCCIEB) levels

No details are available on pass rates.

Tests for business purposes in languages other
than English
Apart from the tests of English for business, and the foreign language tests
administered by the LCCIEB, there are a growing number of tests in languages
other than English for the purpose of describing candidates’ ability to use that
language in a business or commercial context. Some of these tests are described
now.

Test de français international (TFI)

1. A brief introduction to the test
The TFI is designed to evaluate the level of French of non-native speakers. Like
its sister test, the TOEIC, the test is based on a series of MCQ items focusing on
reading and listening. Somewhat confusingly, the developers make quite
different claims of what the test aims to measure. On the link to the TFI from the
main TOEIC website, it is claimed that it can be used to assess ‘a candidate’s
ability to understand, speak, read and write French as it is used in the interna-
tional workplace and in everyday life’ (ETS 2003a). While there is some very
limited evidence that this may be the case for the TOEIC, there is no evidence
whatsoever to support a similar claim for the TFI. On the TOEIC–Europe
website the claim is replaced with a less bold statement that the ‘test assesses a
candidate’s ability to communicate in French as it is used in the international
workplace and in everyday life’ (ETS 2003b).

Interestingly, the claims made of the TFI and the TOEIC are not always
consistent. On the USA-based website the statements made of the TOEIC reflect
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Preliminary Level 1 Level 2 Level 3 Level 4

Pass 50% 50% 50% 50% 50%

Credit 60% 60% 60% 60% 60%

Distinction 75% 75% 75% 75% 75%



those more conservative statements made of the TFI on the European site, while
the broader claims of generalisability to all four skill areas made on the
European site regarding the TFI are reflected on the USA website, but with
regard to the TOEIC.

2. A brief description of the test
As mentioned above, the TFI appears to be a clone of the TOEIC – with the same
sub-skills tested using the same item types. Table 1.13 offers an overview of the
test. At the time of writing, no information was available in the public domain on
the make-up of the test, either in the form of a specification or of published
support materials. 

Table 1.13  Descriptive table of the Test de français international

3. An outline of the construct upon which the test focuses
As mentioned before, the TFI focuses on the receptive skills of reading and
listening. The claim that it offers a measure of all four skills is neither supported
by the multiple-choice-based approach nor by the decision to test only the
receptive skills. 

4. The test method
The test takes a multiple-choice approach and is solidly based in the same
psychometric–structuralist approach as the TOEIC, which, as I mentioned
earlier, has long been abandoned as the primary methodology in gathering
evidence of a test taker’s ability to perform specific language tasks. This is not to
say that the approach is incapable of ever providing evidence. On the contrary,
when it comes to obtaining estimates of a clearly defined and realised (or
realisable) trait the theoretical foundations of the approach are as sound today as
they were when they were developed. Among the problems with using the
approach as it is manifested in the two tests here (TFI and TOEIC) is that the
purported construct, as evidenced by the inferences that developers claim can be
drawn from test performance, does not appear to be supportable.

5. Skills’coverage
The TFI consists of two sections, one devoted to listening and the other to
reading. As is consistent with the approach taken (see above), the sub-sections
present the language in short segments (of reading and listening texts), each
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Section I LISTENING (42 min) Section II READING (68 min)

I Question-Answer [40 questions]
II Short Dialogues [30 questions]
III Short Conversations [20 questions]

IV Error Identification [25 questions]
V Incomplete Sentences [25 questions]
VI Comprehension [40 questions]



designed to test a specific aspect of the language ability of the test taker.
However, we can only make assumptions about the test format and content as, at
the time of writing, there is no evidence (apart from the outline provided on the
TFI website) available in the public domain.

6. Measurement qualities
No information is currently available in the public domain.

7. Degree of specificity/authenticity
Since there is very little information about the test available in the public
domain, it is not possible to make any definitive comment on the degree of
specificity, though if the TFI really is a clone of the TOEIC, it would appear that
it is more a measure of general language proficiency than of proficiency in a
specific context, and like the TOEIC, it is unlikely to display evidence of either
situational or interactional authenticity.

8. Impact of non-language factors
Again, we do not have the evidence to establish if non-language factors have any
impact on test performance.

9. Reporting of test performance
The scores are reported in the same way as the scores for TOEIC, so individual
scores are reported for reading (on a scale of 5–495) and listening (on a similar
scale) and a total score (on a scale of 10–990). There does not appear to be an
attempt to indicate what these scores might mean (for example in terms of a
benchmark of ability such as the Common European Framework).

Certificazione della conoscenza dell’italiano commerciale
(CIC)

1. A brief introduction to the test
The Certificazione della conoscenza dell’italiano commerciale (Certificate in
Italian for Commerce – CIC) was developed at the Università per Stranieri di
Perugia, Italy during the late 1990s and first administered in June 2000. The test
was developed in response to a perceived demand based on the increasing
interest at that time in the domain of Italian language for business. The CIC is
intended to establish a candidate’s ability to use Italian in ‘work-related
contexts’: travel agencies, banks, estate agencies, and industry. To date, the test
population has reached the level of approximately six hundred candidates per
year – non-native speakers of Italian, working in, or hoping to work in an Italian
business context.
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At the time of writing, the CIC is the only certificated test of Italian for
business.

2. A brief description of the test
The CIC consists of five sub-tests: reading, listening, grammar and lexicon,
writing and speaking and is offered at two levels, these are intermedio (Interme-
diate) which is set at ALTE Level 2 (or CEF Level B1) and avanzado (advanced)
set at ALTE Level 4 (CEF Level C1). See Table 1.14 for an outline of the two
tests.

As can be seen from this table, the tests offer an extensive assessment of the
language level of the candidates. According to the CIC handbook, the tests are
designed to certify ‘that the holder’s knowledge of the Italian language is
adequate for that person to interact and work in business contexts’ [their
emphasis] (CIC 2003a:2) and suggests they can be used by:

• people who work or intend to work in international environments and who
want to enhance their personal curriculum 

• companies and organisations selecting personnel or those who wish to check
the qualifications of their employees

• schools/universities with economic and business courses who want to
survey or determine the level of knowledge of the Italian language for their
own students.

3. An outline of the construct upon which the test focuses
The test appears to have been built around the model of language ability
suggested by Bachman (1990) and is similar in design to the Cambridge ESOL
model. The test therefore takes the same multi-skills approach as similar
Cambridge ESOL tests.

4. The test method
The five components of the CIC are weighted as shown in Table 1.15 and are
tested using a variety of item types: MCQ, matching, gap-filling, letters, compo-
sitions, and short essays. The method is based, to a large extent, on the use of
actual business documentation. These texts are to be found in the reading and
listening components, as well as in the writing and speaking papers. Contextual-
isation of test tasks is evident, particularly in the test papers focused on language
production – where there is a very clear description of audience, as well as
reference to the required level of formality of the output.

5. Skills’coverage
As mentioned above, the CIC includes measures of five aspects of a test taker’s
language ability – reading, listening, grammar and vocabulary, writing and
speaking.
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Intermedio  (Level B1) Avanzado  (Level C1)

A. Reading A1. Careful global reading – 10 MCQ
items based on 20 to 120 word
passages (business
documentation)

A1. Careful global reading – 8 main
ideas items (matching – based on
business documentation)

A2. Expeditious global reading
(skimming) relate item to passage
– 10 items

A2. Careful global reading – passage
completion (cloze type, given
choice from 13 phrases) – based
on business documentation

A3. Expeditious and careful global
reading – finding main ideas in
passages 8 items (business
documentation – matching and
gap-filling)

A3. Careful global – identifying
main ideas in passage 5 items
(MCQ) – based on business
documentation

B. Listening B1. Careful global – listening for
general understanding, 10 items,
short monologues – matching)

B1. Careful global – information
transformation (note-taking),
11 items (SAF)

B.2 Careful local – form/memo
completion 8 items (phone
message – note-taking)

B.2 Careful local – identify speakers
and topics (10 items – matching)

B.3 Careful global – extended text,
4 items based on business-related
monologue or conversation (MCQ)

B.3 Careful global – extended text,
4 items (MCQ)

C. Grammar
and
Vocabulary

C.1 15 item MCQ format C.1 12 item MCQ cloze format

C.2 Cloze passage, 10 items (based
on business communication)

C.2 Cloze passage, 12 items

D. Writing D.1 Writing a formal business letter
or informal business related
email (90–110 words)

D.1 Writing a report based on input
from graphs/charts – about
100 words

D.2 Write an argumentative text to a
specific person related to a
specific business topic (200 to
250 words)

E. Speaking E.1 Personal Information Exchange –
no preparation

E.1 Personal information exchange
– no preparation

E.2 Interaction – with examiner
based on read input (materials
given 10 minutes before test)

E.2 Interaction – with examiner
based on read input (materials
given 15 minutes before test)

E.3 Long turn – on known work
related topic (materials given
10 minutes before test)

E.3 Long turn – monologue on
general work related topic
(materials given 15 minutes
before test)

Total Time 115 minutes 225 minutes

Table 1.14  Certificate in Italian for Commerce: description

Source: CIC (2003b)



6. Measurement qualities
No information is available in the public domain at the time of writing.
However, the test developers are involved in a large scale pan-European project
concerning the development and validation of an item bank. This will be used to
more accurately define test levels for the CIC (as well as the other tests they
currently administer).

7. Degree of specificity/authenticity
From the description of the test presented above we can deduce that there has
been an effort on the part of the test developers to include in the CIC tasks that
are based on business documentation and that reflect the use of language in the
business domain. The degree to which they succeed appears to be mixed,
however. As we have seen in the reviews of the other tests, there seems to be a
real problem particularly with the receptive tasks. The example shown here
(Figure 1.11) is interesting in that the context is clearly that of the business
domain and the required output reflects that of the domain, but the degree of
scaffolding (in the form of the guides to what to listen for) acts to reduce its situa-
tional authenticity. It is difficult to see how this situation can be resolved; after
all if we just give the candidate a blank page and tell them to listen to the message
we are completely changing the task. In the real world the listeners will bring to
the event a great deal of background knowledge related to the particular
company they are working for, so a schema for dealing with the call will be in
place. The function of the scaffold is to reduce the impact of this lack of schema. 

The fact that the tasks are typically based on business documentation and are
explicitly benchmarked to the work-related aspect of the CEF and ALTE frame-
works (CIC 2003a:5–8) can be seen as evidence of situational authenticity.
However, the inclusion of tasks that are clearly not related to the domain (partic-
ularly the MCQ responses), and the limitations of tests of receptive skills
(implied in the above critique of the listening task) weaken the veracity of this
evidence.

From the perspective of interactional authenticity the evidence is also mixed.
The variety of task types included at both levels suggests that the interaction
between the executive resources available to the candidate and the executive
processes (i.e. cognitive and meta-cognitive processing) may well be facilitated
at least for some of the tasks (particularly in the tests of production). However,
this same variety means that there are tasks that are very unlikely to have the
same effect. Here I am referring to those based on the receptive skills, language
knowledge display, and in particular those that rely on multiple-choice items.

As for the degree of specificity of the CIC tests, we can see that the test fits
into the category of a business-oriented test, with some evidence that at least
some of the papers are also business-focused. The writing test is an example of
this; there the expected output is in the form of a contextualised business-related
text with clearly defined writer/reader relationship and degree of formality.
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Even here, there is some question over the tests as the written performances
are awarded scores based on language-related criteria – lexical competence,
competence in morphology and syntax, sociocultural competence and consis-
tency (CIC 2003a:14). The absence of any task- (and therefore business-
domain) focused criterion reduces the likelihood that these are highly specific
tests.

8. Impact of non-language factors
The fact that the test consists of a battery of papers, each focusing on a particular
skills’ area suggests that any non-language impact will be mixed. 

9. Reporting of test performance
The criterion level for achieving a passing grade is set at 60% – averaged from
the results on all five components through a weighting system described in Table
1.15. This system tells us quite a bit about the interpretation of the construct,
with a very clear emphasis on spoken language at both levels (where this
component is worth 30% of the total marks available), and the perception that
writing becomes more central to business language needs at the higher
proficiency level. It goes from being worth just 10% of the total score (the least
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Figure 1.11  Listening Task B2: CIC Intermediate



important sub-skill) at the intermediate level, to 20% at the advanced level, the
second most important sub-skill.

Table 1.15  Certificate in Italian for Commerce: weighting system

Candidates are awarded a grade based on a simple addition of the scores
achieved on each part of the examination. There are three passing grades and
two failing grades – see Table 1.16. 

Table 1.16  Certificate in Italian for Commerce: reporting system

There is no information available on the rates of grade achievement for the tests.

Other tests of European languages for business purposes

There are a number of other tests of European language for business (see Table
1.17). While I do not have space here to address these tests individually, it is
useful to spend just a little time on them. All of these tests are administered by
members of the Association of Language Testers in Europe (ALTE), and all
follow similar models – a focus on testing the four skills through a multi-task
type approach. For more information on these tests see the section at the end of
the book where contact information is given for all currently administered tests
referred to in this chapter.

JETRO Reading and Listening Comprehension Test (JRLT)

1. A brief introduction to the test
The Hawaii based Japan-America Institute of Management Science, JAIMS,
has been involved in the education (language, business and culture) of Japanese
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Intermedio Avanzado

A. Reading
B. Listening
C. Grammar and vocabulary
D. Writing
E. Speaking
Total Score

40 (20%)
40 (20%)
40 (20%)
20 (10%)
60 (30%)
200

35 (17.5%)
35 (17.5%)
35 (17.5%)
35 (17.5%)
60 (30%)
200

Grade A 
Grade B 
Grade C 

Excellent 
Good
Satisfactory

Pass

Grade D 
Grade E 

Unsatisfactory
Very poor

Fail



and North American graduates for almost thirty years. The organisation admin-
isters a test of Japanese language for business purposes, developed by JETRO
(Japan External Trade Organization), with the support of over six hundred
companies in Japan. The test was developed during the early 1990s and first
administered in 1995. It originally consisted of papers at three levels, though
from 2003 there has been a revised format, which consists of a single paper.

2. A brief description of the test
All items in the Reading and Listening Comprehension Test (JRLT) use a four-
option MCQ format. The different types of questions are outlined in Table 1.18.
From this description, we can see that the test is based on an assessment of the
receptive skills of the candidate – the associated oral test is described in the
section that follows.

Table 1.18  Item types from the JRLT

3. An outline of the construct upon which the test focuses
According to JETRO’s website:

‘The JETRO Test is designed to objectively measure and evaluate one’s
proficiency in using the Japanese language for communication involving a
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Levels
(ALTE/CEF)

French German Spanish

Level 3/B2 ZDf B (Zertifikat
Deutsch für den Berut)

CEN (Certificado de
Espanol de los Negocios)

Level 4/C1 PWD (Prüfung
Wirtschaftsdeutsch
International)

Level 5/C2 DSEC (Diplôme
Supérieur d’Etudes
Commerciales)

DEN (Diploma de Espanol
de los Negocios)

Table 1.17  Other tests of European languages for business purposes

Focus No. Items Time

Listening test Matching written and audio descriptions
Matching written expression to context
Careful global listening 

10
10
15

50 min.

Listening and
Reading test

Matching audio description to written text
Careful local listening and matching to short written texts

15
15

30 min.

Reading test Grammar and vocabulary
Careful local reading (expressions)
Careful global listening

10
10
15

40 min.

Total 100 120



variety of situations and circumstances, targeting non-native speakers
engaged primarily in business’ (JETRO:2003a).

The developers also claim that 

‘The JRLT comprehensively evaluates the examinee’s skill in using
Japanese to deal with a variety of business-related tasks and problems’
(JETRO:2003a).

However, since it is clear that the test is focused only on listening and reading,
the construct is actually quite limited. As with other tests, this is not a problem in
itself, though making claims that go beyond the definition of the construct upon
which the test is based is justifiably seen as problematic, as these claims
represent the inferences that the developers believe can be drawn from test
performance. The issue is therefore one of validity.

4. The test method
As mentioned previously, the test uses MCQ format items throughout. Most
tasks involve matching audio or read input to a visual stimulus. This can be in the
form of a photograph (see Figure 1.12 for an example of this task type from the
Listening paper), or of a piece of written text (see Figure 1.13 for an example
from the Reading and Listening paper).

Figure 1.12  JRLT Listening paper: sample item

Source: JETRO (2003b)

With the Reading paper, there are three item types. The first of these is actually
testing grammar (See Figure 1.14), while the second tests ‘forms of speech’
using the same MCQ format.

In the final section of the JRLT, the candidate is asked to respond to an item in
which they are asked to identify the main point or idea in a text (Figure 1.15).
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5. Skills’coverage
The test includes papers devoted to listening and reading, though there is an
integrated listening and reading element (see above).

6. Measurement qualities
Though there are tables of candidature (size and success rate) for each year since
the test was introduced, there are no figures available which tell us about the
qualities of the test (overall/sub-test reliability, item statistics).

7. Degree of specificity/authenticity
The degree of specificity is not high here, with a clear focus on the language
rather than on the context (this can be seen from the items included above where
the candidates focus on their knowledge of the language as displayed through
their responses to MCQ items). The fact is that the MCQ item format is useful in
terms of the testing of aspects of language (or other skills) that lend themselves
to being broken down into ‘discrete’ elements or chunks. However, the very act
of decontextualising the language to this degree negates any claims of situa-
tional authenticity.

The test appears to be well constructed, though there appears to be a question
mark over its situational authenticity. This is because it offers a series of tasks
with little effort to create a systematic contextualisation through relating the
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Figure 1.13  JRLT Reading and Listening paper: sample item

Figure 1.14  JRLT Reading paper: sample grammar item

Source: JETRO (2003b)

Source: JETRO (2003b)



tasks to the sort of demands outlined in the earlier reviews. The interactional
authenticity is also questionable as responses to all of the tasks are evaluated
using MCQ items, with no reference to the interlocutor/audience for example
and little attempt to ensure that the linguistic demands of the texts reflect those of
texts in the business domain.

8. Impact of non-language factors
As noted above, the somewhat confused description of the construct tested (as
reflected in the levels’ ability statements contained on the test website) means
that it is not possible to identify what the developers of this test are trying to
achieve – though the extent to which the non-language factors actually impact
on the test performance is not altogether clear.
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Figure 1.15  JLRT Reading paper: identifying overall meaning

Source: JETRO (2003b)



9. Reporting of test performance
At the time of writing, the actual reporting mechanism is not available in the
public domain, though according to the website there appears to have been a
move from a criterion-referenced (i.e. pass/fail) system to a norm-referenced
system based on that of the TOEIC and TOEFL. This decision appears to have
been made without regard to the basic criticism of this type of system (made here
and by Douglas 2000) that the resultant numbers relate to how well the candidate
performed compared to other candidates – it does not tell us if the person can
survive linguistically in a business environment. 

It is required that a score of 530 be reached in order to qualify to sit the JETRO
Oral Communication Test, though students who have achieved a passing grade
in the final administration of the pre-revision JRLT may also apply.

The JETRO Oral Communication Test (JOCT) 

1. A brief introduction to the test
The JETRO Oral Communication Test (JOCT) is an ‘add-on’ to the JRLT,
which can only be taken by candidates who have achieved a score of 530 on the
JRLT. Its developers claim that it ‘comprehensively measures and evaluates
one’s proficiency in using Japanese to communicate’ (JETRO, 2003c).

2. A brief description of the test
The JOCT is described on the JETRO website as consisting of two parts (see
Table 1.19), one involving the test taker and the examiners (there are always
two, one specialising in Japanese language and another with a business
background) in an interactive dialogue and the other a role-play. Performances
are audio and/or video recorded for later evaluation. The holistic assessment
scale used in the JOCT is included here as Appendix 1.1.

Table 1.19  Task types from the JOCT

Source: JETRO (2003c)

3. An outline of the construct upon which the test focuses
The construct appears to be jointly focused on a candidate’s ability to use
Japanese in a more social situation (though it should be noted that the notion of a
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JOCT Details Duration

Q & Q Conversation, led by tester, about the test taker’s job and topical
subject related to business

15 minutes

Role Playing Role playing in imaginary business situations, including
monologues (short speeches, etc.) to see how the test takers deal
with given tasks and situations

15 minutes



conversation between an examiner and a candidate is probably not sustainable,
due to the inequalities inherent in the event) and the candidate’s ability to use the
language in a typical business setting (as operationalised through a role-play
task).

4. The test method
There are two parts. In the first part the candidate interacts with a pair of
examiners. Here, the focus appears to be on the candidate (personal information
exchange, work experience etc.), while the two available tasks which are meant
to exemplify the role-play task in part 2 appear to show the candidate in two
different situations, suggesting that this part of the test can vary widely
from administration to administration. In one version (a video clip is available
on the website) the candidate is engaged in a telephone conversation with an
examiner, while in the other the candidate makes a formal speech. The problem
here is that the first task involves the candidate in an extended interactive
discourse with an examiner while the second involves an extended monologue.
We know from experience (O’Sullivan, Weir and Saville 2002, for example)
that these different discourse types result in different task output profiles (in
terms of the language functions elicited) and may well have an effect on test
performance – particularly when we consider the work of Berry (1996, 1997)
who has shown that candidates with different personality profiles are affected by
task type.

5. Skills’coverage
This test is focused on speaking only, and apart from the input prompts (which
are spoken) there is no other skill involved.

6. Measurement qualities
No information is currently available in the public domain.

7. Degree of specificity/authenticity
This seems to be somewhat mixed, with the first (interview) task more focused
on general proficiency, while the role-play task is more specific – in that the
tasks are very much situated in the context of business.

The example videos of the role-play tasks show a very formal (and not
typically business) organisation – for example in the task where the candidate
interacts with one of the examiners by telephone, the interaction actually takes
place over the phone, but both are sitting at the same desk and are facing each
other. This affects the situational authenticity – though a simple manipulation of
the setting, to create a physical distance or barrier between the speakers, could to
a large extent, negate this criticism. The degree of interactional authenticity is
probably higher, with the tasks (particularly in the latter part of the test) more
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likely to result in the candidates’ cognitive processing approaching that of the
business language domain.

8. Impact of non-language factors
There does not appear to be a significant impact here of non-language factors,
though the ‘speech’ role-play, the example presented of which is little more than
a formal self-introduction, may be more influenced by knowledge of the
Japanese business domain. The formality of the language and rhetorical structure
of this type of presentation and the non-verbal ‘attitude’ of the speaker (rigidly
standing to attention while speaking) are not for example what a European
student might expect. We might therefore find that background knowledge may
play a large part in successful performance on this type of task. The question then
is whether this is a good or a bad thing. While Elder (2001) argued that this type
of non-language impact is negative, we have seen above that it is probably
unavoidable where a test is quite specific, and it could well be seen as a positive
aspect of this type of test; after all it is part of what makes a test specific. 

The other point to make related to this example is that business domains from
different cultures may be radically different. So, a learner who is quite proficient
in the language but is relatively unfamiliar with the culture may not perform as
well as a learner with experience of the business culture but with a lower level of
language proficiency.

9. Reporting of test performance
Performance is reported in terms of the evaluation criteria (see Appendix 1.1).
No pass/fail criterion is set, so candidates receive a grade only (A+, A, B+, B, C,
D). No effort has been made (beyond the brief descriptions offered in the evalu-
ation criteria document) to say what these levels might mean (for example in
terms of the CEF).

Summary

The tests reviewed to date differed greatly in the language skills they examined.
It is interesting that few of the tests include all four skills, though we shall see
below that this is one of the cornerstones of the tests developed by Cambridge
ESOL in the UK.

The above tests differed not only in the skills’ area, but also in the approach to
test and item format, to how productive language was evaluated and to how
overall performance was reported. As in any testing situation, there is no best
way, though there were examples of decisions that were taken by developers (to
use only MCQ; to change from criterion to norm-referencing) that have under-
mined the validity of the tests. There is also evidence to show that simply saying
that a test is ‘specific’ or not is probably not a good idea: the complexity of the
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matter means that different parts of a test can be seen to be more or less situa-
tionally and interactionally authentic. Clearly a more comprehensive (though
practical) system of dealing with this issue is needed.

Before discussing that, it is now time to look at how the UK’s most influential
developer of both general and specific purpose language tests have come to test
language for business purposes.

The development of business English testing at
Cambridge
No mention has yet been made of the tests for business with which Cambridge
ESOL has been associated over the past decade. I have deliberately refrained
from including these tests in a general description of current practice in order to
take this opportunity to establish a clearer perspective on the current Cambridge
ESOL approach to this aspect of testing. In order to more fully appreciate the
approach, we really need to go back to the mid-1980s, before the organisation
became involved in business language testing. The tests in the following section
are of historical interest, but as they are no longer administered, I will not
attempt to offer the same 9-point analysis as was done for the preceding tests, but
will instead describe them in terms of their contribution to the historical devel-
opment of business language testing at Cambridge ESOL. 

Certificate in EFL for Secretaries (CEFLS)

In the mid-1980s, the Royal Society of Arts  (RSA) in the UK developed a test
known as the Certificate in English as a Foreign Language for Secretaries
(CEFLS). Like the TOEIC, this test was created in response to the perceived
need of local clients, and was piloted from 1986 to 1989. Unlike the TOEIC, the
format of the test was based on the use of materials supplied by real companies,
and was designed as a criterion-referenced test.

The report of the pilot scheme for the CEFLS (RSA 1987:4) indicates that a
total of 86 test takers sat the English Oral, Reading and Writing and Listening
tests, while six, 11 and 69 test takers sat the French, German and Swedish Trans-
lation tests respectively. The high pass rate was indicated by the fact that
certificates were awarded to 80 test takers who gained a passing score on all
three of the English tests; no mention is made of those who passed the other
translation tests.

The Oral test was based on three distinct tasks identified as being represen-
tative of ‘the type of interactions a secretary would undertake in his/her normal
work’.

These were:

1. Initiating a telephone call.
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2. Receiving a telephone call.
3. Face-to-face interaction with an unknown participant.

The three parts of the test were linked by a common theme, designed to obviate
the necessity for test takers to adopt different personas for each part. Test takers
were initially given a role as an employee of a real company (the Parker Pen
Company was used for the 1987 pilot). The results of the pilot appear to have
been quite satisfactory, though the final task seems to have been problematic,
due to the reluctance of test takers to maintain their role (and initiate utterances
for example), and the subsequent abandonment by the assessors of the role-play.
Unfortunately, no reference is made in the report to the assessment criteria used,
though there appears to have been a focus on task fulfilment.

The Listening test consisted of a series of five thematically related tasks
(again based around information provided by the Parker Pen Company). The
Report tells us that the input was ‘recorded at the normal rate of delivery with a
range of native speakers and included non-standard speakers’ (RSA 1987:8).
The tasks are outlined in Table 1.20.

Table 1.20  Listening task types from the Certificate in EFL for 
Secretaries

These tasks appear to have been well attempted by the pilot group, though the
high pass level suggests that there may have been some problem with the level of
difficulty of the tasks – the Report (RSA 1987:9) does refer to the relative
weakness of responses to Tasks 2 and 4, which required production skills,
though no additional information as to why this might have been the case is
presented.

The Reading and Writing test (Table 1.21) consisted of a set of seven tasks,
each designed to test a particular aspect of the test taker’s language ability.
These tasks were accompanied by materials taken from sources including the
Financial Times, the Parker Pen Company’s own publicity material, ‘and
invented tasks made as authentic as possible’ (RSA 1987:10). 

While the CEFLS can be criticised in hindsight for its relative naivety and
lack of professional polish (the pilot test, which is included here as Appendix 1.2
was quite crude in its presentation), there were a number of very interesting and
influential aspects of the test that deserve mention. For example, the view of
authenticity implied in the use of materials related to real or realistic companies
(though adapted or even scripted to suit the test) reflects current thinking to a
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Task Description

1
2
3
4
5

Respond to customer telephone order (complete sales order form)
Respond to oral input with summary (in the form of a telex)
Understanding of longer [time not given] input (true/false items)
Listen for specific details from two telephone messages (written summary)
Three extended messages (answer-phone) MCQ items



great degree and can be seen to satisfy the situational authenticity required of an
LSP test (Douglas 2000). This authenticity was maintained in the Speaking test,
where a range of tasks were included, while in the Listening test a range of
speakers of English were used. The test developers also made efforts to ensure
that there was a strong measure of interactional authenticity in the type of tasks
chosen, though it is not now possible to establish empirically that actual
candidate performances reflected this view. 

The fact that this test was very highly specified is not at all surprising, in that
it was developed with a particular test taker in mind, and it was never considered
a requirement of the test that the results might be generalised to a wider general
purpose language context. Of course, the question of a potential impact of non-
language ability arises here again and it may well have been the case that famil-
iarity with the domain may have contributed to performance.

When, in 1988, the RSA Examinations Board was amalgamated into what
was then the University of Cambridge Local Examinations Syndicate (UCLES),
it was decided to broaden the candidate base and CEFLS was redesigned,
initially only slightly, and renamed the Certificate in English for International
Business and Trade (CEIBT).

Certificate in English for International Business and Trade
(CEIBT)

The CEIBT consisted of three papers, testing reading and writing, listening and
oral interaction. The Reading and Writing paper consisted of an introductory
‘Information Page’, in which the test taker was introduced to the company and
their own position within the company (for the purposes of the test) was contex-
tualised. Among the companies used in the test were Rolls Royce, Japan
Airlines, McDonald’s and The Body Shop. There followed a series of six tasks
where the test taker was expected to respond to a series of authentic stimulae in
the form of letters, memos, faxes and reports – though due to the authentic nature
of the materials the task formats tended to vary from administration to 
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Task Description Marks available

1
2
3a
3b
4
5
6
7

Questionnaire completion
Proof-reading task  (10 discrete items)
Formal letter 
Less formal letter 
Interpreting graphs/graphics (discrete items)
Formal letter 
Letter and report formal 
Telex 

1 mark
5 marks
5 marks
5 marks
4 marks
5 marks
5 marks
5 marks

Table 1.21  Reading and Writing task types from the Certificate in EFL 
for Secretaries



administration (one of the factors that led to a revision of the test in 1998). Test
takers were allowed a total of 150 minutes for completion of the six tasks (this
included 10 minutes’ reading time).

In the Listening paper, test takers undertook a series of tasks, within the
context of the same company. On the basis of what they heard in a series of audio
recordings, featuring both native and non-native speakers of English, they were
expected to undertake a number of tasks. This paper lasted for approximately 65
minutes including 5 minutes’ reading time.

Finally, the Oral Interaction paper consisted of a role-play, where the test
taker took the role of a company employee and the examiner took the role of a
visitor to the company. The paper lasted for 13–15 minutes, with a total of 15
minutes’ preparation time.

While the CEIBT has been praised for its commitment to authenticity of input
(see for example Douglas 2000:175), it was this very commitment that had very
real practical consequences for the production of the examination. One conse-
quence was the difficulty in implementing full pretesting of the test tasks due to
the involvement of real companies. Additional problems identified in a 1994
review document included the large amount of writing required and, perhaps
more crucially, the problem of what to do with an item shown by pre-testing not
to be operating as predicted – as the test was seen as an integrated unit, a non-
performing item could not be replaced with a previously banked example. This
latter difficulty also had serious implications for the application of item banking
to the test system.

It is interesting to note that what was considered the strongest point of the
CEIBT, the authenticity of its input, was also its Achilles heel. Apart from the
problems with pretesting referred to above, there were other even more
important difficulties. Perhaps the most relevant of these was the extreme view
of authenticity illustrated by the insistence on the use of real unedited material.
The review document identified the following conditions for the production of
the examination:

• ‘importance of obtaining genuine materials [emphasis in original] from
the company.

• reliance on the materials voluntarily supplied by the context companies,
which leads to problems if the company does not oblige [two examples
are provided in the review]

• reluctance to edit material obtained from the context company in the
belief that this is tampering with ‘authenticity’ [emphasis in original]

• belief in the importance of ensuring that the tasks on a particular paper
would actually be carried out by someone working in a particular
department within that company

• unwillingness to consider the use of fictional companies as a setting for
CEIBT or to change the names [although this was, in fact, adopted for
the revised CEIBT, introduced in 1998]’ (UCLES 1994:13–14).
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The writer goes on to identify the principal area of concern with this situation: ‘it
is the materials obtained from the company rather than the existing test
specifications which drive the test’ (UCLES 1994:14). An additional problem,
that of task consistency, was also identified, with examples given of significant
variation in reading load and of differences in task format. This latter situation is
exemplified by comparing the two CEIBT tests that were administered in 1992
(Table 1.22) where the tasks are not at all similar, either in terms of input or of
expected response. See Appendix 1.3 for examples of two CEIBT test papers.

Table 1.22  Comparison of two CEIBT examinations

(Both of these tests are included as Appendices 1.3 and 1.4.)

This table shows how difficult it is to make meaningful comparisons between
the different versions of the test. This problem was also reflected in the unpre-
dictability of the difficulty level of the test from year to year, a situation
highlighted in the review document (UCLES 1994:16), by the differences in the
percentage of candidates achieving a passing grade. It is therefore clear that 
the commitment to the use of purely authentic materials was compromising the
validity and reliability of the test.

Other difficulties with the existing CEIBT included a perceived lack of
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June 1992 November 1992

Task Input Output Input Output

1 Invoice (payment
overdue)
Brief memo

Letter (complaint) Report (cover only)
Brief note

Letter (informational)

2 Memo
Advertising proof
(10 errors)

Corrected proof
Fax (instructional)

Fax (3 questions)
Office files (x 3)

Fax (informational)

3 Graphic design Letter (request) Fax (approx. 90
words)
Memo (approx.
70 words)
Article (approx.
400 words)

Letter (informational)

4 Article (approx.
600 words)

Report (120 words
max.)

Memo Article (informational)

5 Letter
(suspending
contract)
Table + Chart

Letter
(argumentation)

Memo (handwritten
additions)

Memo (apologies,
informational)

6 Application form
Memo (x 2)
Message
Letter

Note (prioritising)



clarity of definition of the role and purpose of the test – as compared with, for
example, the TOEIC. This was seen to affect the marketability of the CEIBT,
and to have contributed to its relatively low take up (less than 1500 per year), and
the lack of support materials (with no published textbook). As a result of this
extensive review, with the addition of feedback from test takers, administrators,
and Cambridge ESOL personnel, it was decided to revise the CEIBT. This
revision was to take almost three years, with the new version first administered
in June 1998. 

The main changes to the test were:

• each of the three papers was to become a free-standing certificated test
• each test had a different company context based on [my emphasis] an

authentic source
• the Reading and Writing test and the Listening test were shortened
• the Oral test now included an additional ‘mini presentation’ (but overall

length did not change).

A comparison of the test outline (Table 1.23) with that of the pre-revision
version shows that the changes to the test were actually quite major. The tasks
were now less open, in terms of expected response, and while there was definite
reduction in specificity, and to some extent in the situational authenticity of the
test (mostly in that ‘real’ companies were no longer used), this does not appear
to have been reflected in any way in the potential of the tasks to demonstrate
evidence of interactional authenticity. However, the lack of archived data make
this impossible to demonstrate empirically.

Table 1.23  Format of the revised CEIBT Reading and Writing test

Unfortunately, despite these revisions CEIBT continued to attract very small
numbers of candidates.

This situation, when combined with the successful development and intro-
duction of the BEC suite, particularly BEC3, which was aimed at a similar level
test taker and was able to build on the success of the earlier BEC examinations,
meant that the CEIBT was withdrawn. 

Another test that was brought into the UCLES fold in the mid-1990s, and that
has had some influence on the Cambridge ESOL approach to the testing of
English for business was the Oxford International Business English Certificate
(OIBEC).
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Task Main Skill Focus

1
2
3
4
5

Business correspondence
Language systems
Business correspondence
Reading for detail, global meaning and inference
Extended business correspondence



Oxford International Business English Certificate (OIBEC)

The OIBEC examinations were developed by the University of Oxford
Delegacy of Local Examinations (UODLE) during the late 1980s and first intro-
duced in November 1990.

The OIBEC offered tests at two levels, First and Executive. The examina-
tions were designed for people with ‘a practical knowledge of English’ who
were ‘learning to use it in a business environment’ (UODLE 1990) and were at
the pre-intermediate and higher-intermediate levels respectively (or at the levels
of 4 and 6 on the English Speaking Union Framework Chart). Both levels were
based on case studies, and included papers testing all four skills.

An interesting feature of the OIBEC examinations was the inclusion of an
extensive preparation package, which was given to each candidate three days
before the day of the examination. This package appears to have been devised to
eliminate any individual ‘background knowledge’ effect on test performance,
by giving the candidates three days in which to read through and study the
background to the topic for the test they were about to sit.

Also of interest is the fact that the Speaking test used a paired format, the
earliest inclusion of this format in a large scale test, though the format seems to
have been best exploited only at the Executive level, where the candidates were
involved interactively in two tasks (one of which appears to have been seen only
as an extension of an earlier task and was not awarded individual marks). See
Table 1.24 for an outline of the test.

Commentary
In terms of the criteria referred to in the early stages of the chapter, the three
examinations reviewed above can all be said to have been quite clearly specified
within a business language domain – and as such are quite ‘specific’ in that they
lie towards that end of the continuum. The changing attitude to situational
authenticity can be clearly seen, in that the earlier CEFLS test was devised in
such a way as to mirror as closely as possible the target language use domain, a
factor which contributed to a high degree of situational authenticity, and ‘face’
validity, but which meant that the test could not be replicated. The focus on
situational authenticity reached its zenith with the CEIBT, a test that was quite
popular with certain stakeholders (teachers for example) but less so with others
(candidates, test users and test developers). 

The contribution of these tests
Apart from the obvious experiential aspects of administering tests of language
for business purposes to an international population, these tests appear to have
contributed to the current Cambridge ESOL approach to business language
testing in a number of ways. The development of the CEFLS through to the
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CEIBT in its different versions appears to have demonstrated how the organi-
sation moved from an approach where attention was drawn to the genuineness of
the tasks used (in other words the focus was on the situational authenticity of the
task) to a perception of the test task which takes into account both its situational
and interactional authenticity. The other major change was to understand that
different test versions (i.e. different versions of a single test) must be replica-
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First Level Executive Level

Preparation
package

Contents 4 pages of written input – range
from report to letter to table and
graphic.

6/7 pages of written input – consists of a
detailed contextualisation, with excerpts
from reports, letters, balance sheets,
memos etc.

Reading and
Writing

Time allowed

Marks awarded

Task 1

Task 2

Task 3

Task 4

Task 5

Task 6

75 minutes

100

10 SAF – Reading comprehension,
based on preparation materials

Reading – Inferencing (3 items to
be identified, SAF) 

Writing – register (3 items SAF)

Writing/Reading integrated – table
completion/summary

Guided writing – Memo, no word
limit

Letter writing (scaffolded using
additional input) – no word limit

95 minutes

100

Writing – Report completion (based on
Prep. Materials) – 2 pages allowed,
20 marks

Writing – Guided report (based on Prep.
Materials) – 2 pages allowed, 15 marks

Reading – 5 SAF items, based on
additional fax input  (15 marks)

Proof-reading  – 10 items in short memo
text (10 marks)

Writing – briefing paper completion
(2 paragraphs) 20 marks

Writing – job application letter
(150–200 words) 20 marks

Listening

Marks awarded

Time allowed

Task* 1

Task* 2

Task* 3

50

20 minutes

3 items, based on graph/table (SAF)

Complete form, based on input
(3 pieces of information required –
all SAF)

4 items, 1 table completion,
2 additional information,
1 inferencing item

* All telephone messages

50

20 minutes

10 comprehension items (MCQ)
15 marks

9  comprehension items (SAF) 20 marks

3 items – corrections to tables [15 marks]

Table 1.24  Task types from the Oxford International Business English
Certificate



tions from a clear specification if stakeholders are to make consistent inferences
based on test scores.

Both the CEIBT and the OIBEC contributed to the current approach through
the move along the specificity continuum, to a situation where the tests which
had been based on a high degree of specificity (and low generalisability) were, in
their later guises, more centrally located, allowing for a greater degree of gener-
alisability than their predecessors. 

Business Language Testing System (BULATS)
First discussed by members of the Association of Language Testers in Europe
(ALTE) shortly after the formation of the association in 1990, the main thrust
behind the development of BULATS appears to have been the decision to create
a series of business language tests with a multilingual dimension. To date, tests
have been developed in four languages, English (which will be the main focus of
this review), German, French and Spanish. The tests were developed and
managed by Cambridge ESOL [English], Alliance Française [French], Goethe-
Institut [German] and Universidad de Salamanca [Spanish].

One interesting feature of the BULATS tests is that performance on all of the
tests is benchmarked to the ALTE and CEF frameworks, shown in Chapter 2.
This allows the test end-user to make informed decisions about performance on
tests of proficiency in different languages. While it can be argued that the
LCCIEB tests allow for the same cross-language comparisons to be made, there
is a big difference in the tests involved. As we could see from the LCCIEB tests,
they all follow the same model. The difference with the BULATS tests is that
each test is developed and administered independently by experienced test
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First Level Executive Level

Speaking

Marks awarded

Time allowed

Format

Task 1

Task 2

Task 3

Not specified

20 minutes

2 candidates, 1 examiner

Each candidate makes a short
presentation (2–3 minutes) on the
merits of a particular
market/strategy. Followed by short
discussion. Each given prompt card
containing bulleted pros of own
point and cons of that of other
candidate. Finally, candidates must
come to a decision on which to go
for.

80 marks

20 minutes

2 candidates, 1 examiner

Presentation – (no time suggested)
choice from 5 prompts (5 minutes’
preparation time)

Decision-making task – from given
prompt cards, candidate to candidate
interaction (2 minutes’ preparation time)

Joint summary of findings [not marked]

Table 1.24  Task types from the Oxford International Business English
Certificate (continued)



developers who are native speakers of the target language. They may be
working from the same basic specifications, but here the developers are more
likely to be aware of subtle differences in the language concerned and to take
this into account in developing tests that are more likely to represent a valid
indication of proficiency in that language for the particular purpose tested.

Another facet of BULATS is the fact that it offers a number of independent
tests in each of the four languages currently tested. These tests are:

• the BULATS Standard test – a 110 minute test of listening, reading and
grammar/vocabulary

• the BULATS Computer test
• the BULATS Speaking test
• the BULATS Writing test.

Each of these tests will be briefly reviewed in the following parts of this section.

The BULATS Standard test

As mentioned above, this is a 110-minute-long test of reading, listening and
grammar/vocabulary. The test is divided into two sections, the listening part
lasts for 50 minutes and the reading and language knowledge part lasts for 60
minutes. From the outline of the test in Table 1.25, we can see that it represents a
substantial measure of a candidate’s proficiency in these areas (BULATS
undated/a).

Table 1.25  BULATS Standard test (English): test outline

All of the examples described below are taken from the sample paper available
through the BULATS website – the entire sample paper for English is included
as part of Appendix 1.4 (see Appendix 1.6 for a copy of the BULATS German
paper).
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Part Items Format Focus

Listening

1
2
3
4

10
12
10
18

MCQ
SAF
Matching 
MCQ

Matching audio description to visuals or short phrases
Memo/form completion
Identify speaker from list of topics/jobs etc.
Listen for detail

Reading
and
Language
Knowledge

1 7
6
6
5

MCQ
MCQ
MCQ
Cloze

Reading short memos, signs etc.
Selecting appropriate lexical items or chunks
Reading for comprehension (300–350 words)

2 7
5
5
6
6
7

Matching 
MC Cloze
Cloze
MCQ
MCQ
SAF

Statements to short texts (up to 60 words)
Based on 100 word business communication
Based on 100 word general text
Selecting appropriate lexical items
Reading for comprehension (500–600 words)
Proof-reading – identify and correct errors in text



There are four parts to the Listening section. In the first part, candidates are
asked to match an audio description to a set of three visuals or short phrases. No
writing is expected of the candidates in this section. In total there are 10 items. In
the example from the sample item below (Figure 1.16), the candidates are asked
to listen to the input and to identify a specific piece of information (here, delivery
date). 

Figure 1.16  Sample item: Part 1 BULATS Listening (English)

In the second part, candidates listen (just once) to a set of three conversations or
telephone messages, and must complete a series of forms, notes or memos,
totalling 12 items – all short answer format (SAF). Figure 1.17 shows an
example of this task type, where the candidate listens again for specific infor-
mation and responds using one or two words or numbers. 

Figure 1.17  Sample item: Part 2 BULATS Listening (English)
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In the third part of the test, candidates listen to five people talking about a
particular topic – there is no interaction here, all input is in the form of
monologic discourse. They should then identify the speaker (from a given list of
speakers). In the example shown in Figure 1.18, the speakers are talking about
their work. Candidates listen and respond by identifying the views held by each
of the five speakers from the list provided.

Figure 1.18  Sample item: Part 3 BULATS Listening (English)

Finally, candidates listen to a series of three short interactions (see Figure 1.19)
and are asked to respond to a set of six MCQ-based items for each listening text,
only two of the six items have been included in Figure 1.19. In contrast to the
previous section, here the discourse is interactional in nature. It appears that the
developers have attempted to avoid, or at least to limit any test method effect by
including a range of methods in this part of the test. While there is some reading
to be done in order to respond to the items, this is minimal, with the possible
exception of Part 3 – where the options range from two to six words in length,
though there are only three options.

The Reading and Language Knowledge section of the test is comprised of
two parts. Within these parts there are a number of sub-sections (see Table 1.25)
which focus on various aspects of reading and language knowledge. This part of
the test is not as clearly defined as the first part, with the candidates moving from
reading short texts and notices in Section 1 to demonstrating their knowledge of
business-related vocabulary in the following section. In the first part, candidates
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are presented with seven MCQ items all based on short pieces of input (which
can be notices, memos, notes, graphics or tables). As with the earlier listening
section, the MCQ items all have three options though they are all quite long – up
to 10 words (see Figure 1.20). All responses are marked directly on to a
computer readable answer sheet.

Figure 1.20  BULATS Reading and Language Knowledge: Section 1

The following section includes a series of six MCQ items based on
knowledge of language use (see the example in Figure 1.21). Here the candidate
is asked to identify the most appropriate word or phrase to complete a short
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Figure 1.19  Sample item: Part 4 BULATS Listening (English)



sentence. The focus here is on the lexicon (including lexical chunks) of the
business domain.

Figure 1.21  BULATS Reading and Language Knowledge: Section 2

This section then moves on to a series of reading comprehension items which
focus on reading for detail from a text of approximately 300–350 words. This
section is then followed by a cloze test consisting of five items which appear to
be designed to test syntax. While the previous section is quite clearly based on a
business-oriented text, the text on which the cloze is based is less obviously
business-focused. 
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Figure 1.22  BULATS Reading and Language Knowledge: Reading item



In the second part of the Reading and Language Knowledge paper there are
six sub-sections. Here, the focus is on a mixture of reading (Sections 1, 3 and 5),
vocabulary (Sections 2 and 4) and grammar (Section 6).

Reading is tested using a variety of item types, matching, cloze and MCQ,
with the focus on reading for detail throughout. Figure 1.22 is an example of an
item from Section 1 of this part of the test. In this item candidates are expected to
match the statements to one of a series of four short texts (I’ve included only two
items and one of the four texts here – for the whole section see Appendix 1.3).
Vocabulary is tested using two different formats (cloze and MCQ), an example
of the latter is shown here as Figure 1.23. 

Figure 1.23  BULATS Reading and Language Knowledge: Vocabulary
item

The final part of the test consists of a short letter or memo, on each line of
which there may be an error. Test takers are expected to identify which situation
applies to each line (correct or including an error) and to indicate what
correction is needed where an error has been identified – see Figure 1.24 for an
extract from the sample paper supplied by the developers.

Figure 1.24  BULATS Reading and Language Knowledge

The BULATS Standard test, therefore, offers a comprehensive measure of a
test taker’s receptive language proficiency and their knowledge of the structure
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and lexicon of the language as it is used in a business context. The fact is that the
Standard paper is not meant to offer a broad perspective on the language ability
of candidates; instead both it and its computer counterpart are supported by
additional papers for speaking and writing, so comment should not really be
passed on these independent units in terms of approach or construct.

The way in which the test is constructed is interesting: apart from being split
along the listening–reading/knowledge divide, within the two parts there
appears to have been a deliberate attempt to keep shifting the focus, by moving
between different types of item and content – particularly true of the Reading
and Language Knowledge paper. This is a situation that might not please all test
developers or theorists, as it could be argued that the skills might be more
efficiently tested in more compact and homogenous sub-tests. On the other
hand, the constant changing may act to maintain interest in this long paper and
may actually facilitate more accurate measurement. This is an area on which the
test developers might well devise a programme of research in which the impact
of the presentation style is investigated.

The BULATS Computer test

The BULATS Computer test is a computer adaptive (CAT) version of the
instrument and like the standard version contains sub-tests of listening and
reading comprehension, and vocabulary/grammar tasks. The computer version
takes advantage of the alternative item types offered by the medium. 

The test includes a variety of listening item formats:

• listening to a short monologue to identify the correct response to a written
item

• listening to an extended dialogue to answer a series of comprehension items.

The reading items also offer a range of item types:

• reading short texts to identify the correct summary
• reading an extended passage to answer a series of comprehension texts.

Finally, the vocabulary/grammar items tend to use one of two types of cloze
item:

• responses from a series of four options
• responses typed directly into text boxes.

We can see, therefore, that the format of the test reflects that of the Standard test,
though there are a number of different item types used. Another unique feature
of BULATS is the way in which it allows the test user to make a number of
decisions which contribute to adapting or customising the test to suit the needs
of their situation. A management dialogue box allows the user to indicate which
demographic information to include, to decide on the test-supervisor language,

1 Introduction to the testing of language for business purposes

70



the language of instruction (in this case the person might wish that the instruc-
tions be given in the candidate’s mother tongue – provided it is on the list of
options offered – or that they will be in the target language, here English). In
addition, this screen also permits the user to decide to allow (or not) the test taker
to view their results, to print them or view feedback – depending on the context
and purpose of the test all or none of these options might be chosen. As with
other CAT tests the results are available immediately upon completion of the
test.

Like the Standard version, the Computer test is available in a number of
languages, though only the English version is reviewed here due to limitations
of space. The test is available on CD in each of the four languages (English,
French, German and Spanish).

The BULATS Speaking test

This test is independent from the other BULATS tests. The Speaking test uses
the one-to-one format, with a single examiner and test taker (see Appendix 1.5
for a sample paper). All tests are audio recorded and assessed by an independent
assessor, as well as by the examiner who participates in the test (BULATS
undated/b). Table 1.26 shows how the test is organised.

Table 1.26  Speaking test design – BULATS

Performance is assessed on accuracy and appropriacy of grammar and vocab-
ulary, discourse features such as cohesion, fluency, pronunciation, interac-
tiveness, and degree of accommodation required.

Some example tasks for the Speaking test are presented below. The presen-
tation task (Figure 1.25) offers a guided or scaffolded task prompt, where the test
taker is given some bulleted points which should be included in the presentation
(it is not clear though if there is some penalty for not including these points in 
the response – in other words, it is not clear if they are suggestions or explicit
directions).
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Part Title Timing Description Focus

1 Interview 4 mins Personal information
exchange (answer questions
about themselves, their
work and interests).

Ability to respond to personal
questions in a conversational
context.

2 Presentation 4 mins Talk on topic (choice of
three) for one minute – one
minute preparation time.
Respond to follow-up
questions.

Ability to produce extended
discourse and to respond to
questions on the topic.

3 Information
exchange and
discussion

4 mins Simulation – role play from
given input (candidate
expected to take initiative).

Ability to take a more active
part in a conversation.



Figure 1.25  Speaking task types from BULATS (Part 2)

The information exchange task (Figure 1.26) is again scaffolded, though here
there is clearly room for the test taker to demonstrate an ability to expand on the
topic and to offer their own opinions on aspects of the topic. This has the effect
of expanding the range of language functions typically observed in an interview
(informational) to include both interactional and discourse management
functions, see O’Sullivan, Weir and Saville (2002) for a discussion of this
phenomenon.

1 Introduction to the testing of language for business purposes

72

PART 2          Presentation

INSTRUCTIONS

Please read all THREE topics below carefully.

Choose ONE which you feel you will be able to talk about for one minute.

You have one minute to read and prepare your talk.

You may take notes.

Topic A

Describe an important business meeting you attended.
You should say:

where it was;
what it was about;
why it was important.

What were the most interesting moments?

Topic B

Describe someone you particularly enjoy working with.
You should say:

what this person does;
what sort of work you do with this person;
why you like working with this person.

Would you change anything about this person? Give reasons for this answer.

Topic C

Describe the best workplace you have ever had.
You should say:

where the workplace was;
what you were doing there;
why you liked to work there.

Would you change anything about it? Give reasons for your answer.



Figure 1.26  Speaking task types from BULATS (Part 3)

The inclusion of a variety of tasks, each with a different focus, marks an inter-
esting attempt to extend the range of discourse type. The paper includes
informal interactive personal information exchange, formal presentation and
information exchange tasks. 

The fact that there is a choice of situations offered to the candidates in Part 2
is obviously an effort to ensure that they have an opportunity to perform at their
best by selecting a topic on which they feel they can perform well. There is
always a danger, of course, that particular topics are either inherently more or
less difficult than others, or that the examiner will consider that this may be the
case. This opens up the possibility of the examiner compensating the candidate
for selecting a ‘difficult’ topic – even where the topic may not actually be more
difficult for the candidate. As with many areas of performance assessment, this
is a matter that has received scant attention (though see Lumley and McNamara,
1995).

Though no empirical evidence has been published to date, it would be inter-
esting to see how the final information exchange task works in actual adminis-
trations of the test. This format has been found not to work well in a number of
tests as the test takers are often reluctant to adapt to a role – this could be due to
the difference in power and status between the examiner (the ‘expert’) and the
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PART 3          Communicative Activity

CONFERENCE ARRANGEMENTS

You have one minute to read through this task.

Information Exchange

You are making the arrangements for a one-day conference at a local hotel. The Examiner is the

Conference Organiser for the hotel and is visiting you to discuss the conference.

Find out this information:

i) the size of the largest conference room

ii) the cost for that room

iii) equipment available

Do you think the hotel is offering you a good service for the price it is charging?

Discussion

Now discuss this topic with the Examiner.

What makes a successful conference?



test taker (the ‘novice’). In a test such as BULATS this position is reversed to a
large extent, through the creation of a ‘work-based’ situation, in which the test
taker is the ‘expert’ and the examiner the ‘novice’. This is just speculation at this
point, though it is certainly worth exploring.

The BULATS Writing test

The BULATS Writing paper consists of a pair of writing tasks, described (Table
1.27) and exemplified below (BULATS undated/c). Performance on the tasks is
assessed by two trained and accredited examiners working independently of one
another. The criteria used are accuracy and appropriacy of grammar and vocab-
ulary, organisation of ideas, achievement of purpose. As with the other
BULATS test papers, the topic and genre of the writing tasks are contextualised
in a business setting.

As can be seen in Figure 1.27, in the first of the tasks the candidate is given a
short text, such as a letter, memo or advert, together with a set of guidelines for
writing a reply or follow-up letter. Candidates are expected to cover all of the
points in the instructions within about sixty words – though there are no
penalties for going over that limit. The task is typical of the business domain in
terms of purpose, length, structure and formality of expected output. It can
therefore be seen as being appropriate in terms of both the text and task demands
of the target domain.

The second task (Figure 1.28) offers candidates a choice of either an extended
letter or a report. The same can be said of this choice as was said of the choice
offered in the speaking test, and the developers would be well advised to
monitor these options for any unintended bias. On the other hand, both tasks are
very definitely focused on the business domain, and like the first task, the devel-
opers can claim that the options represent tasks that are very strong in terms of
situational authenticity. The tasks are also quite likely to result in interactionally
authentic performances as they again reflect the task and text demands of the
business domain. 
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Part Title Timing Focus

1 Short message/letter
(50–60 words)

15 mins Ability to write a short letter, covering (given) relevant
points and using appropriate style and tone.

2 Extended letter or
report (180–200
words)

30 mins Ability to write and structure a piece of extended
writing, using appropriate style and tone for the
intended reader.

Table 1.27  Writing test design – BULATS



Commentary
The BULATS tests offer an interesting insight into the way language testing in
general and specific purpose language testing in particular began to change in
the early 1990s. 

Before this period, the traditional Cambridge ESOL approach (which
typified the ‘British’ approach) had been to focus primarily on performance-
based assessment. By this I mean that the tests had been shaped over the years to
reflect a current view of the learning process, see Weir’s history of the growth of
the CPE (2003a), while the need to reflect contemporary thinking on psycho-
metric aspects of language testing seemed to take second place. The BULATS
tests were designed at a time when the influence of psychometrics was still quite
strong, with, for example, the TOEFL/First Certificate in English (FCE) compa-
rability study (Bachman et al 1995) suggesting quite strongly that the latter test
lacked adequate psychometric quality and issuing dire warnings of the conse-
quences of this apparently fatal flaw. The tests, far from abandoning the existing
philosophy can be seen to have moved to embrace the two, often conflicting,
movements, by combining a variety of item and task types as well as a variety of
response types. BULATS also includes papers on all four skills in addition to a
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Figure 1.27  Writing task from BULATS (Part 1)



separate grammar/vocabulary paper – as we will see later, this reflects the type
of test associated with one of the main BULATS partners (Cambridge ESOL). 

Of interest here is the way in which BULATS can be interpreted in terms of
the degree of specificity issue. It is clear from the examples shown previously
that the different papers seem to be taking somewhat different perspectives on
the candidates’ ability, with some being quite specific in their content and
contextualisation (suggesting a high degree of situational authenticity), while
others are apparently deliberately less focused on the business context. This
range supports the notion that specificity is not as straightforward as we once
thought. When a test is as complex as the one described here, there will be a
range of degrees of specificity within the test (see Table 1.28).
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Figure 1.28  Writing task from BULATS (Part 2)



Table 1.28  BULATS – degree of specificity in the different papers

In a similar way, we can discuss the related issues of authenticity and the
impact of non-language features on performance. The variation throughout this
test is highly likely to be reflected in tests in which a similarly complex design is
used, and is equally likely to result in a broader perspective on the candidate’s
language ability within the business, or other specific, context and hence to the
drawing of more valid inferences from performance on the test as a whole.

The development of the BEC suite
The origins of the Business English Certificates (BEC) can be traced to a
series of meetings during 1991–1992 between UCLES representatives and
the National Education Examinations Authority (NEEA) in China. At these
meetings, the area of business English was identified by the Chinese partners as
being in urgent need of a new, fresh approach, one designed specifically for a
Chinese population.

By the end of 1992, the decision to develop such a test had been made, along
with the decision that the test should be certificated at a low level. With this in
mind, a prototype was developed using the Key English Test (KET)/Prelim-
inary English Test (PET) model – these represent the lowest levels of the
Cambridge ESOL Main Suite general proficiency tests. This prototype included
a detailed specification and sample paper. 

The partners agreed that the prototype represented an appropriate design and
a decision was made in early 1993 to proceed with the development of the test as
a joint venture. This led to a detailed exploration of the practical issues involved
in operationalising such a project, issues such as marking, processing, cost,
printing, etc. At this early stage it became apparent that the proposed speaking
paper would be problematic from the perspective of examiner recruitment (it
should be remembered that, at that time, there was a serious shortage of qualified
and experienced English language teachers in China). For this reason, it was
decided that only those students who had successfully completed the other test
papers would be offered a speaking component.
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Paper Degree of specificity Comment

Listening Medium/High Quite a large emphasis on social language, though with
clear business-oriented contextualisation

Reading Low/Medium Some focus on business-related text types

Grammar/
Vocabulary

Low/Medium Some focus on business-related text types

Speaking Medium Essentially based on more social aspects of spoken
language use (though again set in a business context)

Writing High Very much focused on writing in a business context



The first administration of the BEC took place in China in the autumn of
1993. Table 1.29 gives some idea of the scale of that first administration.

Table 1.29  Details of the first BEC administration (China)

Even before the first administration of the BEC, it was decided that the existing
test should be supplemented with another, higher level test, envisaged as being
linked to the existing test in terms of design model, though aimed at a higher
level. This meant that the Business English Certificates (as the suite was now
called) was to consist of a pair of related examinations, called BEC1 and 
BEC2.

The design and planning phases of the new test were completed by late 1993,
and an operational test was developed during the summer of 1994. This new test
was first administered, again in China, in the autumn of 1994. Table 1.30
outlines the scope of the 1994 administration.

Table 1.30  The 1994 BEC administration (China)

Following the early burst of development, there followed a hiatus in which
the existing tests became well established in the ‘base’ market of China. During
this time interest in the test in other Asian countries, particularly in India, began
to grow. This growth into other markets was not seen as being problematic, as
there was nothing in the test design that might cause it to be of use only in a
Chinese context.

Meanwhile, changes in the demographics of the test population, both in
China and in the newer markets, resulted in an increased demand for a test at a
higher level to the existing pair, an idea that had been in existence at the time of
the CEIBT review in 1994. Extended discussions at this time into the feasibility
or need for an addition to the BEC suite, were influenced by the existence of the
CEIBT (see the discussion of its development and administration above), which
had been designed to test language at a level comparable with the proposed test.
Eventually, however, operational difficulties with the CEIBT (again see above),
and the expressed preferences of BEC stakeholders for any new test to have a
design similar to that of the existing BEC examinations, led to the decision to
develop what was to become known as BEC3.

Work on the new test began, with the test going live in 1996. This new test
was planned to extend the range of the BEC suite upwards, and was bench-
marked to the Certificate in Advanced English (CAE), ALTE level C1. The
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Number of candidates
% of candidates achieving a passing grade

3212
97%

BEC1 BEC2

Number of candidates
% of candidates achieving a passing grade

4974
93%

3121
72%



design of the test was again based on the other BEC examinations, offering the
same range of papers. This design is summarised in Table 1.31.

Table 1.31  The BEC suite design

During the period 1998–2000, the BEC suite spread to other parts of the world
and by the end of this time the overall candidature had grown to over 45,000.
Changing demographics within the BEC population, related again to changes in
the original market, and changes related to the expanding candidature set the
context for the revision with which the next part of this book is concerned. The
following chapters outline the Cambridge test development cycle in relation to
the revision of the BEC suite (Chapter 2) and the actual changes to the test
papers (Chapter 3).

Issues resulting from this review

It would appear from this review that there are a number of different approaches
to the testing of language for business purposes. The tests reviewed appear to be
less than highly specific, in that they are more likely to focus on language use in
a particular context, than on the performance of very specific context-related
tasks. The fact that there is a range appears to support the argument made above,
that the specificity continuum exists and that tests placed at different points
along the continuum will differ not only in terms of specificity, but also in terms
of situational and interactional authenticity, and in terms of the impact of non-
language factors on the abilities being tested.

There is also evidence here of a difference in rationale for including tasks in a
specific language test. In general purpose testing, the primary reason for
including particular tasks is to elicit samples of language which can then be
evaluated by a trained rater. On those occasions when task completion may be
relevant, we can usually trace the relevance to the specific purpose of that
portion of the test – an example of this in a performance test of writing would be
where the test taker must complete a job application form, a task that goes
beyond the bounds of general language use. In tests of language for specific
purposes, the notion of task completion becomes more central. 

Here, the test taker is often explicitly judged, along with other predetermined
language-related criteria, on whether a particular task has been adequately, or
sufficiently completed – this is where Elder’s (2001) inseparability argument is
most clearly seen. It can be argued that relevance and adequacy of response is a
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BEC1 BEC2 BEC3

Paper 1 – Reading and Writing
Paper 2 – Listening
Paper 3 – Speaking

•
•
•

•
•
•

•
•
•



feature of all tests. However, the primary purpose of a task in general language
tests is to elicit a sample of language which will be judged on its linguistic merits
(where relevance and adequacy are features of sociolinguistic and pragmatic
competence). The issue in LSP tests is to decide to what extent the relevance and
adequacy of task performance should be judged in relation to the language use
context in addition to its linguistic merits.

Considering these issues again, together with the suggestions made in
relation to degree of specificity and generalisability above, it might be useful to
re-conceptualise specific purpose tests in general, and business language tests in
particular. In order to do this, it is necessary to revisit the three core areas of
concern suggested by Elder and Douglas.

1. Degree of specificity
If we take the continuum suggested earlier and extend it to its natural
conclusion, that is infinity (represented by the symbol ∞) in both directions
(Figure 1.29), it becomes obvious that while a theoretical conceptualisation of
the extremes is possible, a practical application of these extremes is not. This can
be seen even in the test described by Teasdale (1994) where within the language
of air traffic controllers there will of course be unique or precise aspects of the
language, but there will always be a proportion of non-precise language.

Figure 1.29  The degree of test specificity continuum

Since there is a clear link between the degree of specificity and the definition of
the construct – in that changes to one will affect the other – the obvious impli-
cation will be that the inferences that can be drawn from performance on a test
task will be related to the degree of specificity of that task. 

2. Authenticity
In addition to the notion of specificity, the other principal concern with business
language and other LSP tests is that of authenticity. It appears from the brief
review of current practice offered previously, that a task, and in particular a task
related to the receptive skills, can normally be shown to have only a measure of
situational authenticity – though for an example of a truly situationally authentic
task see Abdul-Raof (2002) whose participants actually performed real
conference presentations that were video recorded and later evaluated by
colleagues from the same profession, as well as by language specialists. 

As for interactional authenticity, task performance is clearly affected by the
participants in that performance, and since its presence (or absence) is therefore
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subject to factors outside of the control of the task writer/test developer it
appears to be a somewhat unrealistic expectation that all administrations of a test
will be found to demonstrate interactional authenticity. Instead, it seems more
reasonable to suggest that tasks can be shown to demonstrate this aspect of
authenticity under particular operational conditions, but not necessarily under
all operational conditions. In other words, if it can be shown that a typical
successful test taker will be prompted by the task to demonstrate an interaction
between their communicative competence and features of the specific target
language use domain, then interactional authenticity can be claimed of the task.
While this operationalisation may not be precise enough for some readers, it
does represent a practical and measured solution to the problem.

3. Impact of non-language factors
The interesting thing about this feature of tests of specific purpose is the fact that
the impact appears to be most obvious where the test is more highly specific, in
other words, where it is more difficult to separate the different elements of the
ability being tested. This was exemplified in the tests reviewed above where a
greater effort had been made to situate the test more clearly in the specific
purpose domain. Here, there seems to have been a greater likelihood that the
performance might be influenced by non-language factors. 

The point of interest here is that there are a number of potential sources of
impact, and that these are not only related to business ability or knowledge. In
fact, the sources are related to the task itself and to the way in which the task is
assessed. The implication is that the more specific a test the more likely the
impact of non-language factors.

The more complex tests reviewed above demonstrate that ‘degree of
specificity’ is not necessarily a notion that can be applied to a test as a whole.
Instead, it is certain that these complex tests will contain papers, and even
sections of papers, that have been deliberately manipulated so as to be more or
less specific in focus. This suggests that the impact of non-language factors will
also vary within a test.
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The revision of BEC

The Cambridge ESOL test development/revision
methodology
The Cambridge ESOL approach to test development and revision is essentially
cyclical and iterative in nature (as can be seen from the summary presented in
Figure 2.1). Like all other Cambridge ESOL tests, the original BEC tests were
developed using this methodology, and again like other tests, in time a number
of elements combined to create a perceived need for a revision. Among these
elements were advances in test production methodology (many linked to the
various projects described below), and changes to the test candidature. The
original BEC examinations were designed primarily for the Asia–Pacific
region, particularly China, and as the candidature grew in size over the years, it
also changed with the growing international interest in the suite. The decision
was therefore made in 1998 that any revision of the test should be undertaken
with this wider candidature in mind. Other factors which influenced the
perception of the developers included an expansion of our knowledge of how
language is used in the specific context of business (through developments in
corpus linguistics for example), to a general broadening of our understanding of
the whole area of language testing. All of these combined to impact on the
decision to instigate a revision in 1999.

The Cambridge ESOL framework
The following review of the Cambridge ESOL framework will begin by re-
stating the general approach to testing language that informs the framework (see
Saville 2003). This approach is the main driving force behind all Cambridge
ESOL test development projects.

The Cambridge approach

Saville identifies ‘five main factors’ which underpin the Cambridge ESOL
approach.

These are:

2
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1. To assess language skills at a range of levels, each of them having a
clearly defined relevance to the needs of language learners.

2. To assess skills which are directly relevant to the range of uses to which
learners will need to apply the language they have learnt, and cover the
four language skills – listening, speaking, reading and writing.

3. To provide accurate and consistent assessment of each language skill at
the appropriate level.

4. To relate the examinations to the teaching curriculum in such a way that
they encourage positive learning experiences and to seek to achieve a
positive impact wherever possible.

5. To endeavour to be fair to all candidates, whatever their national, ethnic
and linguistic background, gender or disability (Saville 2003:62).

Assessment of a wide variety of language skills
The BEC suite examinations, like the other Cambridge examinations, include
the full range of language skills in their design. That is, all three levels of the
BEC suite consist of papers devoted to the assessment of proficiency in the four

Figure 2.1  The Cambridge ESOL test development model

Source: Saville (2003:79)
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skills of listening, speaking, reading and writing. In addition, the different
papers offer a wide range of response formats through the inclusion of a variety
of tasks and item types within each skills’ paper. The benefit of including a
variety of task types in the Speaking paper, for example, has been demonstrated
by the recent work of O’Sullivan, Weir and Saville (2002) who, when devel-
oping a set of observation checklists for monitoring test task responses (in terms
of language functions elicited) were able to show that the different task types
resulted in strikingly different function profiles.

A system of criterion levels 
The BEC suite consists of a set of three examinations, each of which has been
devised to target a distinct level of ability. Like the Cambridge ESOL Main
Suite examinations these have been linked to the Common European and ALTE
frameworks through a process of benchmarking candidate responses to ‘can do’
questionnaires (essentially a series of self-assessment instruments developed to
elicit from test candidates estimates of what they ‘can do’ within the four skills’
areas in different performance contexts – social, study and work). The impact of
this project on the BEC revision is described below, but also see Jones (2000,
2001b) for a clear outline of the project. 

This whole approach allows us to view the three examinations not simply as
unique measures, or even as a set of linked measures covering a broad spectrum
of language ability within a business context, but essentially as a single unit,
with individual elements focused on particular criterion levels of proficiency.
The greatest benefit of such a system is that it allows us to make comparisons of
tests both vertically (in that they can be shown to measure distinct levels of
language proficiency) and horizontally (so that each distinct examination can be
shown to represent an empirically described level of ability).

Another advantage of this criterion levels’ approach is that it permits us to
view an estimate of attainment within any single test in terms of a broad multi-
level range of language ability, rather than within the confines of a single level.
The implications of this will be discussed in the relevant section below.

The ALTE Can Do scales were developed to provide a series of criterion-
related statements at each of the levels covered by the BEC suite in relation to
the specific domains which are covered in these examinations (situated
language use for social and work purposes). Together with the criterion scale,
the Can Do scale provides an external benchmark through which stakeholders
can establish a meaning for reported performance levels.

Assessment for a variety of purposes
The BEC suite of tests are a good example of how Cambridge ESOL has concen-
trated on the creation of a range of tests and examinations which are designed for
a variety of purposes rather than relying on a single test to address many
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purposes. Even within these tests there is a recognition that specific purpose
language tests are context-oriented rather than context-focused. By context-
oriented we mean that the tests are set in the context of business and will include
language that is socially-oriented as well as business-oriented, in recognition of
the fact that much specific purpose language combines these two areas. Context-
focused refers to tests that are designed to test only business language. In fact,
the LCCIEB needs analysis project (LCCIEB 1972) quite clearly demonstrated
that a context oriented approach is most likely to reflect actual practice in the
business language domain. The tests reviewed in Chapter 1 demonstrate that the
context-oriented approach is typical of current practice in the area.

A commitment to quality and fairness
The traditional conceptualisation of fairness focuses on technical aspects of
tests, such as the reliability of sub-tests. However, the view of fairness that is
now more commonly accepted incorporates more wide-ranging considerations
such as the production and validation of test materials and assessment proce-
dures. Recent events in national testing systems in the UK (failures in test data
management systems – Scottish Qualifications Authority 2000; test security –
Edexcel 2001; and in test editing Edexcel 2002) demonstrate that these aspects
of a test’s development are as relevant to test fairness as the technical aspects
referred to above. Cambridge ESOL ensures test quality through a system of
total quality management, where a series of quality checks are put in place at all
points of the development and administration process, see Weir and Milanovic
(2003).

An ongoing programme of test revision
One of the great advantages of the Cambridge ESOL commitment to research
(both qualitative and quantitative) throughout its different suites of examina-
tions and test systems, is the way in which research findings in one area routinely
feed into other apparently unconnected examinations. Examples of this include
the work in the early 1990s on the development and validation of the use of inter-
locutor frames in tests of speaking (first envisaged as a methodology for
controlling input in the Main Suite Speaking papers, but now used throughout
the Cambridge ESOL examinations); the development of the observation
checklists (originally developed as part of the CPE revision project but now used
– in different guises – across the Cambridge ESOL range of tests); and not least
in the development of quantitative analysis tools for equating tests in particular
examination suites – a development of particular interest when it came to the
revision of the BEC suite.

The title of a presentation made by Weir (2002) at the annual IATEFL
conference in York sums up the commitment of Cambridge ESOL to an ongoing
programme of review and revision. The title (The History of the CPE,
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1913–2013) demonstrates that that particular test, which had just undergone a
major revision, was already being reviewed, at the item, sub-test, and paper
level, so that any future revision is based on an accurate longitudinal picture of
both how it performs and how it is perceived throughout the life of this current
version. In the same way, the BEC suite is also under constant scrutiny. This
process of ongoing revision is also to be found in a number of the tests described
in Chapter 1 – indeed a number were revised during the writing of this book.
Sadly, there are still tests out there that have not changed since their introduction
(e.g. the TOEIC is still essentially the same test as was introduced a quarter of a
century ago – even though the way in which we understand and engage with
language and communication has changed radically in the intervening period).

Some of the five elements are related to what we might call ‘core’ values of
the Cambridge ESOL organisation – the testing of multiple skills has been a
defining feature of Cambridge ESOL examinations since the introduction of the
CPE in 1913 (Weir 2002, 2003a), while the commitment to the creation of test
instruments and systems for use in a variety of contexts and for a variety of
purposes is also long established. Since this book is meant to focus primarily on
the BEC revision, it would be more interesting to look at the process in terms of
how things like criterion levels and ongoing validation/revision are dealt with
and how the developers ensure that the reported grades are accurate and
consistent.

A system of criterion levels
As mentioned above, the individual tests in the Cambridge ESOL examinations
and test systems are designed to be seen not in the context of a single level, but
within a wider multi-level context. This concept was realised through the
Cambridge ESOL Framework Project (see Jones 2000, 2001b) which resulted
in a practical and useful instrument which has been used by the organisation to
classify its examinations within a common system of levels.

With the formation of the Association of Language Testers in Europe
(ALTE) in 1990, the work on the framework project expanded to involve collab-
oration with other international organisations (such as the Council of Europe
and the European Association for Quality Language Services or EAQUALS)
and fellow ALTE members. This expansion also broadened the aims to include
some of the following key areas of activity: 

• ALTE and Common European Framework 
• ALTE CAN DO project 

– Development of CAN DO scales 
– Validation of the scales 

• Linking learner-responses to their performance on examinations 
• Linking ALTE Can Do Statements to the CEF

• production of Multilingual Glossary of Testing Terms in 10 languages



• production of guidelines for training item writers, including the Council
of Europe Users Guide for Examiners as supplement to the Common
European Framework 

• development of Content analysis checklists for analysing and comparing
examinations

• an evaluation of the Council of Europe’s Vantage Level (UCLES
2000:2).

One aim of this expanded view of the project was to promote what Jones referred
to as ‘the transnational recognition of certification in Europe’ (2000:11). The
project also identifies a series of distinct levels of language ability and as such is
ideal as a benchmark against which individual tests are measured. This facili-
tated the other aim of the project, which was to link levels of language ability
across European national boundaries to a common proficiency scale.

While a complete description of the project is clearly beyond the scope of this
book, it may be useful at this juncture to briefly overview its central elements.
Figure 2.2 outlines the project, though does not do justice to the complexity or to
the range of different sub-projects that contributed to the overall design.

Figure 2.2  The Cambridge ESOL/ALTE framework project (outline)

Though this volume is dedicated to the BEC revision, and not to the framework
project, it is clear that all parts of the project have had a direct impact on the BEC
revision process.

The impact of the 5-level system/Common European
Framework

The ‘Can Do’ project – see Jones (2000, 2001b) for an introduction – was
devised with the principal aim of providing a comprehensive description of
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what language users can typically do with the language at a number of distinct
levels, in the various language skills and in a range of contexts. The project was
created with the purposes of:

• helping end users to understand the meaning of exam certificates at
particular levels, and

• contributing to the development of the Framework itself by providing a
cross-language frame of reference.

Basically, the ‘Can Do’ project was meant to offer a practical guide to the appli-
cation of the framework in test development. This is summarised neatly in the
following figure (Figure 2.3) from Jones (2001a). Here, we can see that the
project aimed to provide a framework through which examinations for different
languages and contexts could be compared.

Figure 2.3  The aims of the ‘Can Do’ project

Figure 2.4 shows where the three BEC examinations are designed to fit within
this system of criterion definition. In order to ensure that this relationship is
more than just at a superficial level, a series of research studies was carried out.
These focused on the exploration of the nature of the relationship from a quali-
tative perspective by using expert judgements to establish links between each of
the three BEC tests and a relevant ALTE level. In addition to this qualitative
data, quantitative data generated by the ALTE ‘Can Do’ project provided
additional support for the equivalence claims implicit in Figure 2.4.
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Figure 2.4  Benchmarking the BEC suite to the CEF and ALTE
framework

This process was made somewhat more complex due to the fact that the original
BEC tests were not benchmarked to individual levels within the ALTE
framework. One design feature of the original BEC suite was that BEC1 (the
lowest of the three levels) was created to straddle the Waystage and Threshold
levels – accounting for at least some of the perceived difficulties with the test.
Since the decision to address this represents one of the major changes to the BEC
suite it will be dealt with in Chapter 3.

The ‘Can Do’ scales currently consist of approximately four hundred state-
ments (translated into thirteen languages – Catalan, French, Portuguese, Danish,
German, Spanish, Dutch, Greek, Swedish, English, Italian, Finnish, Norwe-
gian) which are organised into three general areas (social and tourist, work and
study). Obviously, for this validation project the work-related scales were used.
Each of the three areas are further sub-divided into a series of more specific
areas, each of which in turn includes up to three scales (listening/ speaking,
reading, writing). Figure 2.5 is a graphical representation of the organisation of
the ‘work-related’ statements. As can be seen in Figure 2.5, each of the three
areas has been sub-divided into a number of more specific situations; these are
seen as being related to a particular aspect of the work environment and as
drawing from a range of language skills. In the example shown, only the
listening/speaking and writing language skills are identified as being required
for the meetings and seminars situation. The ‘Can Do’ statements for the work-
related section are therefore built around each element of Figure 2.5, so there
will be statements at up to five levels related to the two language skills’ areas
identified here within the context of meetings and seminars. The reason that
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there are ‘up to’ five levels is in recognition of the fact that in some instances
even a relatively basic level of proficiency is sufficient to successfully deal with
a situation.

Another advantage to the linking of each test in the BEC suite to a single scale
is related to the way in which we think about the reliability of the judgements
made in score/grade awarding. While the area of reliability as it relates to the
BEC tests (and potentially to all tests which are designed to work only at a
limited range of ability) will be discussed in the following section when the
qualities of test usefulness are examined, it is useful to make a connection at this
point between the ALTE framework and the notion of reliability. 

Figure 2.6 shows how results on one examination can be situated in relation
to the much wider continuum of ability – so the proficiency level of a candidate
who achieves a Grade C for BEC Vantage can be seen beyond the specific test to
the whole range of proficiency as described in the ALTE/CEF framework. In
this example a Grade C on BEC Vantage can be seen in terms of BEC Vantage
(1), the BEC suite as a unit (2), and the whole range of ability as described by the
CEF/ALTE frameworks (3). Reliability, therefore, becomes a matter of the
accuracy of level assignment within the overall continuum, and implies a very
different perspective on how evidence of this ‘reliability’ should be reported.

Defining the construct of business English
The construct of business English as operationalised in the BEC suite of tests is
based on the clear specification of the concept from a number of perspectives:

• test taker
• theory-based validity
• context-based validity
• scoring validity.

Figure 2.5  The ALTE ‘Can Do’ work-related statements
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The test taker

Cambridge ESOL routinely collects information about test takers by asking
them to complete a Candidate Information Sheet (CIS). This is done primarily to
ensure that there are no tasks or items that result in uncharacteristically low test
performance from a particular sub-group of the population. Another reason for
gathering this information is to better understand the population so that appro-
priate tasks and items are included in the test.

The candidate information collected reflects two of the three groups of test
taker characteristics’ categories suggested by O’Sullivan (2000a), namely,
physical and experiential characteristics – the third group of characteristics is
psychological, which is seen as more of a research issue related to test design,
see for example O’Sullivan (2000a), who investigated among other variables,
the effect on performance of candidate perceptions of the personality of peer
candidates in the FCE test of speaking. By collecting data on the physical
characteristics of the candidates, validation officers can carry out bias studies (to
ensure that there is no gender bias for example, or no bias that may be related in
some way to the age of the candidate), while developers can ensure that accom-
modations are set in place which can allow students with special needs an equal

Figure 2.6  Viewing an estimate of attainment at one level in terms of all
levels
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opportunity to sit for their tests, see Gutteridge (2003) and Taylor and
Gutteridge (2003) for a description of the approach taken by Cambridge ESOL. 

By knowing more about the background of each candidate, the test developer
can also investigate the degree to which particular background variables might
impact on test performance, a particularly relevant area of research in a specific
purpose test.

Theory-based validity

In their response to the criticisms voiced by Foot (1999), Saville and Hargreaves
(1999) presented a model of communicative ability, grounded in the work of
Bachman (1990) and upon which the UCLES Main Suite Speaking examina-
tions are based. This model also forms the basis of the BEC suite tests. It takes
account of the executive resources available to the candidate in terms of their
communicative language ability and also the metacognitive strategies they will
need to deploy for effective communication in the spoken mode.

The model, see Figure 1.1, is itself based on the earlier models of Bachman
(1990) and Canale and Swain (1980), as well as on the Council of Europe
specifications for the Waystage and Threshold levels of competence (Saville
and Hargreaves 1999:46). Though this model deals adequately with the
cognitive aspects of language as communication, or what Weir (2004) refers to
as theory-based validity, it does not satisfactorily address the importance of
the context of language use on performance (Weir’s context validity). Recent
developments in the socio-cognitive approach to defining language proficiency
for testing purposes (Chalhoub-Deville 2003, McNamara 1996, O’Sullivan
2000a, Weir 2004) stress the necessity of looking at both the context- and
theory-based validity of tests and the interaction between these. In other words,
defining the construct involves at its core a description of the test taker (in which
theory-based validity is embedded) in the context of a particular language
domain as mirrored in a test. In order to complete the definition, some evidence
of the scoring validity of the test is required, so that decisions or inferences based
on test scores can be shown to share the same theoretical rationale as the other
elements of the construct. 

In line with this socio-cognitive development, Cambridge ESOL defines the
construct from these multiple-validity perspectives of which communicative
language ability is only one aspect. These are discussed briefly below and then
in more detail in Chapter 5.

Context-based validity

The handbooks for the BEC suite provide sets of specifications for the tests
that are freely available in the public domain. These specifications outline
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the language demands of the tasks and items included in the test, while also
identifying the conditions under which the tests are administered. More detailed
specifications are prepared for use by test writers within Cambridge ESOL in
order to ensure the compatibility of different versions of the same test in terms
of what is being tested, how it is to be tested, and how the tests are to be adminis-
tered.

As can be seen from the earlier sections in this chapter, the language of the
BEC suite of tests has been closely linked (or benchmarked) to the Common
European Framework (CEF). This ensures that the content and levels of each
test version can be seen in terms not only of the BEC suite, but also of the range
of ability as defined by the CEF. In addition, Ball (2002) described how the
wordlists for the three BEC levels were revised based on extensive corpus-based
research further grounding the context validity of these tests.

In addition to looking at the language of the tasks (input and expected output),
the performance conditions are designed, as far as is practicable, to reflect those
of the business language domain – both in terms of the physical replication of the
domain and of the replication of the conditions in which aspects of language
ability which can be used to define the domain are potentially present (in the
linguistic responses of successful candidates). In order to complement these
areas, Cambridge ESOL also ensures that all tests are administered in a
systematic and fair way according to pre-set guidelines. These guidelines –
which again attempt to reflect the business domain where possible – add to the
situational authenticity of the test event, while setting the foundations for fair
and reliable scoring and interpretation of scores.

Figure 2.7  Defining the construct 

Source: based on Weir (2004)
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Scoring validity

The final element of the definition relates to the transformation of the candidate
response into a meaningful score. In the past, test developers (and users) were
most interested in the area of reliability in all its guises (stability, consistency
etc.). However, it is now believed that this represents just one aspect of what
Weir (2004) calls scoring validity.

While this area is discussed in greater detail in Chapter 5 of this book, it is
useful at this juncture, to look at the relevance of scoring validity in the
definition of the construct. 

Since scoring validity is concerned with all aspects of the score awarding
procedures, all decisions made here should reflect the developer’s view of
language ability and approach to testing. In the BEC suite, this means that the
model of language ability should be reflected in both theory- and context-based
validity evidences as well as in the scoring procedures. This can be shown for the
BEC suite Speaking tests for example, by linking the tasks and the rating scale to
the Saville and Hargreaves model (Figure 2.8). Each element of the model is
reflected initially in the expected response by a test taker to a particular speaking
task (context-based) and in the predicted language knowledge of the test taker
(theory-based). The elements are then reflected in the rating scale used to make
judgements related to the actual response on the task. This triangulation is a
basic requirement for meaningful scoring of any test event.

Figure 2.8  Linking the Model to the Rating Scale

In the very brief overview offered in this section, I have attempted to give the
reader some idea of the complexity of construct definition. While suggesting a
model of language ability on which tests are based is an important element of
this definition, on its own it is clearly not enough. The approach taken by
Cambridge ESOL described above marks an attempt to ensure that the construct
is defined from the multiple perspectives suggested by Weir (2004) which are
described in more detail in the final chapter of this book. 
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An ongoing programme of validation and test
revision
This section will focus on a number of issues central to the Cambridge ESOL
test development methodology. These are related to the qualities of test
usefulness as identified in the Validity, Reliability, Impact and Practicality
(VRIP) system.

Examination qualities VRIP

As mentioned by Saville (2003: 65) all Cambridge ESOL examinations are built
around four ‘essential’ qualities:

• validity
• reliability
• impact
• practicality.

These four qualities were abbreviated by Saville to VRIP, a convention I will
also follow here. Also similar to the approach of Weir (2004) will be my consid-
eration of the four qualities as being of central importance to the overall
usefulness of any test. I would argue, however, that the former pair, validity and
reliability, are actually two aspects of the unitary concept of validity – and that
this view may provide us with a more useful model of test development than a
model in which the pair are separated, but more of that later. 

Before discussing the impact of VRIP on the BEC revision process, I will first
briefly summarise the concept of VRIP as outlined by Saville (2003), and
summarised in Figure 2.9.

Validity
The view of validity, as seen by Saville (2003), is best described as ‘mainstream’
in that it propounds the by now widely supported ‘unitary’ model suggested by
Messick, which sees multiple sources of evidence as adding different levels of
support to the central issue of validity. This view places construct-related
validity at the core of validation. For this reason, it is considered imperative that
a test should be based on a model of communicative language ability that can be
empirically supported. According to Saville and Hargreaves (1999), the model
which drives the Cambridge ESOL test development and revision practice (see
Figure 1.1) has been influenced by the work of Bachman (1990) and the Council
of Europe, among others.

The rationale behind collecting evidence of content-related validity has to do
with the need to demonstrate ‘the degree to which the sample of items, tasks, or
questions on an examination are representative of a defined domain of content.
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It is concerned with both relevance and coverage’ Saville (2003:67). This repre-
sentativeness can be specified through a model (as the model suggested by
Saville and Hargreaves 1999 is used to specify the Cambridge ESOL tests) in
addition to judgements made by experts in the field. Expert judgements may also
be used when making decisions on the relative importance of various samples.

The relevance of content validation becomes apparent when we consider one
particular feature of a test – a feature often associated with Cambridge ESOL
Main Suite examinations and of particular relevance in the BEC series – that of
authenticity. Weir (2002) argues that ‘the relationship between the “input” and
the expected response or “output” is an important feature of content validation’.
He goes on to suggest that: 

The examination content must be designed to provide sufficient evidence of
the underlying abilities (i.e. construct) through the way the test taker
responds to this input. The responses to the test input (tasks, items, etc.)
occur as a result of an interaction between the test taker and the test content.
The authenticity of test content and the authenticity of the candidate’s inter-
action with that content are important considerations for the examination
developer in achieving high validity (ibid).

This can be seen as offering evidence in support of Messick’s view of validity, in
that it is difficult, if not impossible, to draw a clear distinction between the
concepts of construct- and content-related evidence of a test’s validity.

More evidence in support of Messick can be found in the way in which the
BEC series (in the same way as the other Cambridge ESOL examinations) are

Figure 2.9  The four qualities of test usefulness
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benchmarked to an external criterion – in this case the ALTE framework. This
benchmarking is an important aspect of the design of the tests, and also has
implications for test content. We can therefore see that all three aspects of
validity are interlinked to form a ‘unitary’ conceptualisation of validity.

Reliability
The view of reliability within the Cambridge ESOL test development frame-
work is that it ‘concerns the extent to which test results are stable, consistent,
and free from bias and random error’ (Saville 2003:69). The need to develop
instruments that conform to this view is, of course, paramount. However, the
fact that no practical consideration of how reliability decisions impact on a test
can be made without also considering the implications that these decisions
might have on the validity of the inferences we can draw from performances on
that test means that there is a limit to the lengths to which it is possible to go in
order to achieve maximum reliability. This last statement, apparently obvious
though it is, actually highlights a real concern with the way in which we estimate
the reliability of our tests.

Problems with the existing measures
The most critical error in the perception of reliability of many test developers
and test users is the assumption that estimates of internal consistency that are
based on item variance are measures of test reliability. I would argue that these
estimates are particularly useful for certain types of test (e.g. multi-item
standardised tests where there is clear evidence that the items are deliberately
chosen because they test a single construct) but are not suitable for a criterion-
referenced test, particularly where there is a truncated test population (i.e. a
limited range of proficiency is represented in the population). 

The attenuation paradox, first identified by Loevinger (1954), identifies a
critical deficiency in the way we measure reliability. While writers such as
Brown (1996:192) and Hughes (1989:31) suggest that 1.0 represents a ‘perfect’
reliability coefficient, the attenuation paradox means that, for a test to achieve
this ‘perfection’ the only possible response patterns are a perfect full score or a
perfect zero score. So the data set represented in Table 2.1, will result in a
‘perfectly’ reliable test (i.e. it will have a reliability coefficient of 1.0).

Table 2.1  Example of the response patterns in a ‘perfectly’ reliable test
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The other difficulty with the way in which we estimate reliability lies in the fact
that it is not even necessary that the response patterns should be neatly divided
into two equal groups of candidates. In fact, if only a single candidate achieves a
perfect full score while all others score zero, the test will still appear to have a
‘perfect’ reliability. 

One problem with this feature of how ‘reliability’ has come to be seen is that
it is very much dependent on the test population. Where a population contains
examples of extreme behaviour the likelihood is that the ‘reliability’ estimate
will be high. The implications for any test that is benchmarked to a particular
level of performance, as is the case with the BEC suite (as well as the Cambridge
ESOL Main Suite examination and the Pitman and LCCIEB tests referred to in
Chapter 1), is quite clear. Where a test is drawing on a truncated population, in
that the ability range of the test takers is confined to a relatively narrow range of
ability, the estimates of internal consistency will always be low. This type of
measure is therefore unsuitable for analysing the type of tests referred to here,
that is level-based tests (though it may be used as a practical measure of
comparing the internal consistency of different administrations of the same test
which have been proven to have similar truncated candidate populations). To
put it another way, and perhaps more accurately, it is not reasonable to expect
that these tests will result in the very high measures of variance-based internal
consistency that can be achieved by tests which test across a wide range of
ability.

The real difficulty lies in the fact that we have come to accept that estimates
based on internal consistency (KR20, Chronbach’s alpha) are accurate
indicators of the reliability of a test. They are not.

Saville also argues that ‘in the case of the Cambridge ESOL examinations,
which employ a wide variety of task-based materials and item types . . . very
high internal consistency may not be an appropriate aim’ (2003:70). He goes on
to suggest that the replacement of discrete point multiple-choice items by task-
based exercises (which provide far greater context and authenticity, both situa-
tional and interactional) means a reduction in the number of items and also of the
estimated reliability using an internal consistency estimate.

Cronbach’s alpha does not divide the test according to tasks, but items, so
that both halves of the test may contain items from one task. Items from one
task are not independent of each other to the same degree as discrete items.
That is to say, if a candidate has correctly answered the first item of a multi-
item task they are more likely to answer the next item correctly because of
their response to the first item. In this case Cronbach’s alpha would exaggerate
the reliability of such a test in much the same way as if the candidate’s
response to the same item was placed in both halves of the split test (Anastasi
1988).

A solution to the above would appear to be if the internal consistency of a test
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is calculated by splitting the test according to task, not item. However, as we can
expect candidates to perform differently according to task type, the reliability
coefficient calculated in this way would be lower than for a discrete item test
even if the discrete item test contained a variety of (single item) tasks and is
therefore not, strictly, comparable.

The problem is compounded for tests such as BEC. Not only is the test
population truncated, but also the task types tend to result in reliability measure-
ments that are not comparable to those values calculated on a fully discrete item
test. What is clear from the above is that these estimates do not tell the whole
story about a test’s reliability.

However, internal measurements of reliability, such as Cronbach’s alpha, are
useful in the test development process in providing convenient conventionalised
measurements of reliability between different parallel forms of the same test.
This occurs in different administrations of the same test at different sessions
throughout the year. Here the error noted above in what may be termed the
‘absolute’ reliability is not as important as the insight the measurements give in
maintaining standards across different administrations.

Estimates have been systematically calculated for BEC suite tests over the
years. Based on the information contained in Tables 2.2–2.4, it is possible to
make reference to the kind of cross-administration comparisons mentioned
above. It is possible to see, for example, that the internal consistency of the
Reading and Listening papers varies very little over the different sessions
reported in a 2-year period. It is interesting to note also that the estimates are
high enough to be considered acceptable in a norm referenced test for a
population where there is a full range of ability.

Table 2.2  Reliability (Cronbach’s alpha) for BEC Preliminary, Reading
and Listening components, selected sessions 2002–2003

Table 2.3  Reliability (Cronbach’s alpha) for BEC Vantage, Reading and
Listening components, selected sessions 2002–2003

Session Reliability Reading Reliability Listening Sample Size

May–02
Nov–02
May–03
Dec–03

0.85
0.85
0.86
0.86

0.84
0.82
0.87
0.83

1087
905
1064
1873

Session Reliability Reading Reliability Listening Sample Size

May–02
Nov–02
May–03
Nov–03

0.82
0.86
0.84
0.85

0.83
0.78
0.80
0.81

1458
754
1084
998
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Table 2.4  Reliability (Cronbach’s alpha) for BEC Higher, Reading and
Listening components, selected sessions 2002–2003

As with the Cambridge ESOL Main Suite examinations, reliability of the BEC
suite tests of Speaking and Writing should be seen from the perspectives of the
accuracy and consistency of the ratings which are awarded, as dictated by the
current American Psychological Association Standards (APA 1999).

Cambridge ESOL tests have included the pair format as the standard format
for all Main Suite speaking papers since the early 1990s and all BEC levels are
based on the format (with two candidates and two examiners, one in the role of
interlocutor/assessor and the other in the role of observer/assessor). Since both
examiners use slightly different scales (the interlocutor uses a holistic scale
which is derived from the four criteria analytic scale used by the observer), there
are some problems with any simple correlations between the scores they award.
However, there are similar difficulties with any correlation procedure, as the
outcomes are affected by the nature of the scale used and by the range of ability
of the test population 

In addition to calculating the correlation of scores awarded by raters, it may
also be fruitful to compare the grades each individual examiner’s score might
lead to – in other words, an examination of classification accuracy. Multi-
faceted Rasch (MFR) analysis has been suggested as a possible solution to
the inter-rater reliability problem. This process produces output tables for the
different variables (or facets) included in the analysis. Each output table
includes a ‘separation reliability’ estimate. Where the output table for candi-
dates is concerned we would hope that the separation reliability is high
(indicating that the candidates have a range of significantly different ability). As
far as raters are concerned, we want the separation reliability to be low
(indicating that they have the same severity).

Since Rasch is a probabilistic model, the expectation is that the raters will be
locally independent (they will demonstrate some amount of disagreement).
This suggests that MFR offers an interesting solution, though the different
scales will represent a practical (though not insurmountable) concern in
designing a study. The other difficulty with MFR is that it is ideal for experi-
mental studies, whereas little work has been done to date in expanding 
the method into a large-scale ‘real world’ test, mainly due to the problem of
establishing connectivity issues among the raters – though initial groundwork
has been undertaken by Myford and Wolfe (2000) in their study of minimal

Session Reliability Reading Reliability Listening Sample Size

Mar–02
Nov–02
May–03
Nov–03

0.85
0.85
0.81
0.85

0.85
0.86
0.78
0.80

511
271
581
359
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connectivity requirements for a large-scale test administration. Weir (2004) also
suggests that generalisability theory may offer another direction of exploration.
It would appear that for any performance test (of writing or speaking) it would
be safer to report reliability from a number of perspectives rather than rely on
any single estimate. 

The above discussion essentially argues that the notion of ‘reliability’ as it
exists is not useful for the type of tests I am writing about here, except as a
convenient and conventionalised means of comparing similar tests with similar
truncated populations (e.g. in different administrations of the same test) as noted
by Saville (2003:71). Instead, it would be more beneficial to see the true relia-
bility of a test as being centred on the degree to which, to repeat Saville ‘the
results are stable, consistent, and free from bias and random error’ (2003:69).
This definition essentially brings us back to the perspective suggested by
Bachman who sees reliability as being associated with ‘sources of error in a
given measure of communicative language ability’ (1990:160). The sources of
threat to reliability are suggested in Figure 2.10.

Bachman (1990) argues that test method facets should be seen as being
related to the testing environment, the test rubric, input and expected response,
and the relationship between input and response (1990:118–152) and as being
‘systematic to the extent that they are uniform from one test administration to
another’ (1990:164). This notion of systematicity is also applied to the definition

Figure 2.10  Factors that affect language test scores

Source: Bachman (1990:165)
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of ‘personal attributes’ (1990:164); random factors are seen by Bachman
(1990:164–5) as being unsystematic variables associated with:

• the candidates (such as mental alertness, emotional state) 
• the test facets (such as changes in test performance conditions)
• the test administrators (‘idiosyncratic differences in the way different test

administrators carry out their responsibilities’)
• incomplete language sample
• scale imprecision.

When this view of reliability is considered, we can really see the limitations
in the ‘reliability as internal consistency’ perspective that currently dominates
language testing – certainly if we are to take what we read in journal articles and
test reports as reflecting current practice. We can also include among these
‘random’ factors sources of variance implied in the Milanovic and Saville
(1996) framework, see Figure 2.11. When we consider the likelihood that the
variables included in this framework are potential sources of systematic and/or
unsystematic or random variance, we get some notion of the difficulties
involved in establishing the conditions for truly reliable testing to take place,
and of the necessity of seeing true reliability as being a function of what I would
call test quality.

Figure 2.11  A conceptual framework for performance testing

Source: Milanovic and Saville (1996)
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This then raises the question of how we demonstrate true reliability. I would
argue that the true reliability of any test is a unitary concept, much like the way
we look at test validity, but with multiple perspectives, again much like with
validity. Therefore, to demonstrate it we need to provide evidence of test quality
across a whole range of perspectives, and as far as the BEC suite is concerned,
one major source of evidence is the way in which the overall approach to test
development, construction and administration outlined above is applied to the
suite.

Impact
Saville suggests that:

‘From a validation perspective, it is important to be able to monitor and
investigate the educational impact that examinations have within the
contexts they are used.  As a point of principle, examination developers like
Cambridge ESOL should operate with the aim that their examinations will
not have a negative impact and, as far as possible, strive to achieve positive
impact’ (2003:74).

He identifies the following issues as central to any test organisation’s validation
procedures, this in reference to an a priori perspective on Messick’s notion of
Consequential Validity:

• the development and presentation of examination specifications and
detailed syllabus designs;

• provision of professional support programmes for institutions and
individual teachers/students who use the examinations

• the identification of suitable experts within the field to work on all
aspects of examination development

• the training and employment of suitable experts within the field to act as
question/item writers in examination production

• the training and employment of suitable experts within the field to act as
examiners’ (op. cit.).

Within the context of the BEC revision, these issues have been approached in a
number of ways (Table 2.5).

In addition to the above issues, Saville argues for a similar concern with an a
posteriori perspective on test impact when he suggests that procedures also need
to be put into place after an examination becomes operational to collect infor-
mation which allows impact to be estimated. This should involve collecting data
on the following:

• who is taking the examination (i.e. a profile of the candidates)
• who is using the examination results and for what purpose
• who is teaching towards the examination and under what circumstances
• what kinds of courses and materials are being designed and used to prepare

candidates
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• what effect the examination has on public perceptions generally (e.g.
regarding educational standards)

• how the examination is viewed by those directly involved in educational
processes (e.g. by students, examination takers, teachers, parents,  etc.)

• how the examination is viewed by members of society outside education
(e.g. by politicians, businessmen etc.) (Saville 2003:75).

These issues have been addressed in the BEC suite examinations as outlined
in Table 2.6.

Practicality
Though its importance is often neglected in the language testing literature,
practicality is ‘an integral part of the concept of test usefulness and affects many
different aspects of an examination’ (Saville 2003:76).

The section above, in which the project structure was described, is particu-
larly important here as we can see that it includes many of the aspects of practi-
cality suggested by Saville as being of relevance to any test:

• ‘the management structure for the development project
• a clear and integrated assignment of roles and responsibilities
• a means of monitoring progress in terms of development schedules and

resources
• a methodology for managing the examination production process when

Issue Action

development and presentation of
examination specifications and
detailed syllabus designs

through the dissemination of information through the
BEC website (www.cambridge-
efl.org/exam/business/bg_bec.htm) and the latest BEC
handbooks (downloadable from the website)

provision of professional support
programmes for institutions and
individual teachers/students who use
the examinations

through the professional seminar programme

identification of suitable experts
within the field to work on all aspects
of examination development

through the appointment of leading researchers and
academics to act as consultants in all aspects of the
revision process

training and employment of suitable
experts within the field to act as
question/item writers in examination
production

through the provision of detailed training manuals (e.g.
CAMBRIDGE ESOL’s involvement in the ALTE Item
Writers Guidelines’ Project ) and the recognition of
expertise within the organisation

training and employment of suitable
experts within the field to act as
examiners

through detailed Minimum Professional Requirements’
(MPR) documents, and the setting of rigorous selection
and accreditation standards

Table 2.5  Impact issues in the BEC tests (a priori)
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the examination becomes operational (item writing, vetting, moderation,
pre-testing, item banking, question paper construction)’ (Saville
2003:77).

For the BEC examinations (as with other Cambridge ESOL tests), practicality is
a major concern, impacting on a whole range of areas of test production, admin-
istration and evaluation. The areas concerned have been identified in Weir and
Milanovic’s work on the CPE revision, though clearly the list is equally valid for
the BEC examination:

• design features related to format and content of the four skills approach
e.g. length of papers – number of items and time allowed, type of tasks

• test production features
e.g. number of items required, replicability of tasks

• availability of the examination in terms of: 
examinations dates and the frequency of administration
location and number of centres

• level of fees to be paid by test takers
• central costs in terms of:

production of question papers
marking and scoring
validation

• local costs in relation to administration at centres
e.g. hire of venues, training and deployment of oral examiners, etc.

Issue Action

who is taking the examination data related to the candidates is
routinely collected through the
Candidate Information Sheet (CIS)
and used in test, task and item level
analyses

who is using the examination results and for what
purpose

These are monitored through routine
surveys of stakeholders (both
formally and informally). The data
collected are used in all major
decisions regarding the tests in
question – particularly in making
decisions related to review and
revision.
In the BEC revision two revision
questionnaires were developed:
• general (primarily aimed at

teachers)
• key contacts (for principal

stakeholders).

who is teaching towards the examination and under what
circumstance

what kinds of courses and materials are being designed
and used to prepare candidates

what effect the examination has on public perceptions
generally

how the examination is viewed by those directly
involved in educational processes

how the examination is viewed by members of society
outside education

Table 2.6  Impact issues in the BEC tests (a posteriori)
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• central administration 
entry procedures – exchange of data with centres
collection of fees
despatch of materials
marking and grading procedures
issue of results

• local administration at centres
• security
• special circumstances 

e.g. arrangements for candidates with special needs.

Recruitment, Induction, Training, Co-ordination, Monitoring,
Evaluation (RITCME)
One aspect of ‘test usefulness’ that has an impact on a number of the above areas
of concern is that of the structure and maintenance of what is known as the Team
Leader system for examiners (this is particularly relevant to the examiners who
are involved with the assessment of the productive skills).

As the reader can imagine, the logistics of administering a test on an interna-
tional level are beyond the experience of most organisations, let alone
individuals. In tests of speaking, for example, there is evidence of an ‘inter-
locutor effect’ (Lumley and O’Sullivan 2001, O’Sullivan 1995, 2000a, 2000b,
2002a), an ‘observer/assessor effect’ (McNamara and Lumley, 1997 – where
the assessors were apparently systematic in taking into account what they
perceived as the adequacy of the performance of the examiner in awarding a
score to the individual candidates), and a ‘candidate by task effect’, for example
Berry (1997) demonstrated how candidates of different psychological make up
performed more or less well depending on the task. While the latter effect is
more related to test design (suggesting that any performance test would benefit
from a variety of tasks), the former pair of effects highlight the need for the
careful recruitment, induction, training, co-ordination, monitoring, and evalu-
ation of all examiners. 

As with the other Cambridge ESOL examinations (in which over 10,000
examiners participate on a regular basis worldwide), there are a number of
levels of professional responsibility within the BEC examiner system, in
addition to the Cambridge ESOL staff. These levels are summarised in Figure
2.12.

At the operational level are the Examiners (both oral and written). In
countries where there are sufficient numbers of examiners to merit it, there are
Team Leaders who have responsibility for the professional supervision of
examiners. Team Leaders typically work with anywhere from 5–30 examiners.
Where there is an ample number of Team Leaders in a country, they will be
supervised by a Senior Team Leader, the average ratio being 15:1. It should be
noted that all of the above are actually practising examiners, so while there is a



hierarchical structure, its principal rationale is to ensure that there is a clear two-
way channel of communication through the test administration system.

The set of procedures which regulates the activities of these three profes-
sional levels is summarised by the acronym RITCME – Recruitment, Induction,
Training, Co-ordination, Monitoring, Evaluation. Each procedure is defined by
a list of minimum professional requirements, which sets down the minimum
levels and standards (for recruitment, induction, training programmes, etc.) that
must be achieved in order to meet the professional requirements of adminis-
tering the Speaking tests and sustain a fully effective Team Leader System
(Taylor 2000) .

The great advantage to this set of guidelines is that it allows local exami-
nation secretaries outside of the UK to ensure that their practices mirror that of
the UK-based parent group. Cambridge ESOL itself ‘has the primary responsi-
bility for the supervision and deployment’ of examiners in the UK (UCLES
1999:1) .

Ensuring accuracy and consistency of grades
An important aspect of the Cambridge ESOL approach is the concern with
ensuring that the final grades awarded to candidates are a consistent, accurate
and a fair reflection of the levels defined in the ALTE/CEF frameworks and that
scores and grades reflect a consistent language ability over time. 

A number of key areas, related to the work of the research and validation unit
within Cambridge ESOL, are briefly discussed below but the process of
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Figure 2.12  The Team Leader system
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ensuring construct and content validity permeates the test construction process
at each stage. For example, items are commissioned from experienced ESOL
professionals who receive ongoing training. Similarly, at the pre-editing stage
items are examined by experts for any obvious biased or culturally inappropriate
material.

Pretesting and test construction

The construction of tests to specified content and difficulty targets is achieved by
the item-banking process employed for BEC as for other Cambridge ESOL
exams. Reading and Listening items are pretested under exam conditions, on a
suitably large and diverse group of learners at an appropriate level. Wherever
possible these are BEC candidates who will be taking an exam in the near future.
Pretests include so-called anchor items. These are items of known difficulty
taken from previous live administrations that have been selected for their
adequate facility, discrimination and difficulty and perceived lack of bias
towards or against one or more groups of test takers.

Writing and Speaking tasks are trialled on a smaller but representative group
of candidates to ensure that they elicit the desired responses and that the tasks do
not contain lexical items or phrases within the instructions that would be
problematic to candidates at that level.

When the response data are analysed the anchor enables the difficulties of the
pretested tasks to be located on the measurement scale which underlies the
Cambridge/ALTE levels’ system.

Item banking 

The calibrated tasks are then stored in a sophisticated item bank: LIBS (Local
Item Banking System). This is a computer-based management and analysis tool
developed by UCLES, not only to store calibrated items but to handle the entire
production process. LIBS contains a large bank of materials for use in the
examinations, which have been fully edited and pretested according to the
procedures described in some detail by Saville (2003:90–95). LIBS enables
complete test versions to be constructed to quite precise targets in terms of
content and difficulty. However, versions may still vary slightly in mean
difficulty, because most items are embedded within tasks and thus cannot
individually be juggled to achieve an exact mean difficulty.

Item banking exploits latent trait (item response theory) techniques. The
particular latent trait model used by Cambridge ESOL is the Rasch model,
which has proved to be well-suited to the construction of a broad measurement 
framework capable of accommodating a suite of communicative language
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proficiency exams at different levels and covering a range of skills.

Administration

The conditions under which the exam is administered are also important for
ensuring that all candidates are given an equal chance to perform to their best.
The assessment of the Speaking component is particularly important in this
regard, and depends on the professional skills of the oral examiners, so that the
training, standardisation and monitoring of this cadre can be seen as a vital
element in the achievement of a common standard.

Marking, scaling, weighting

Following the administration and before grading can take place, candidates’
responses must be captured and marked. 

Three kinds of marking are employed: 

1. Automatic, in the case of Reading and Listening multiple-choice tasks,
where the candidate indicates a choice on an optically markable answer
sheet.

2. Clerical, in the case of short free-text responses which allow a strictly
limited set of correct answers, and which can be marked to a high degree of
reliability by clerical staff under the supervision of a co-ordinating examiner
who has analysed live responses to ensure that the key is complete and
understood by clerical markers.

3. Examiner marking, as in the case of Writing, where trained and standardised
examiners apply a mark scheme and their knowledge of the level to assign a
mark.

The next step is scaling, where the distribution of marks for the Writing
component is adjusted to compensate for differences in the marking patterns of
Writing examiners. Scaling is designed to ensure that markers who are more
lenient or severe compared to all other markers have their individual marks for
candidates adjusted to compensate for these tendencies. In scaling the distri-
bution of marks for all candidates in writing is compared to the distribution of
marks for candidates of a particular marker. Adjustments are made to the marks
of candidates at a number of points on the markers’ candidate writing score
distribution to bring this in line with all candidates’ writing score distribution.
Allowances are made for the difference in mean and standard deviation of the
markers and all candidates as observed in the Reading and Listening compo-
nents.

Next marks for each component are weighted. For BEC as for other
Cambridge ESOL exams the general principle is adopted that each component
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should contribute an equal proportion of marks to the total available for the
exam. Thus in the case of BEC each of the four components contributes 30
marks to the exam total of 120.  In fact the number of raw marks in the Reading
paper is greater than 30. A candidate’s Reading mark is thus weighted by multi-
plying it by 30/45 (for Preliminary and Vantage) or 30/52 (for Higher). 

A candidate’s total mark in the exam is a simple sum of the marks gained in
each component, after the processes described above.

Grading

A passing grade at BEC locates a candidate within a broad proficiency
framework: Passes at BEC Preliminary, Vantage and Higher correspond to
ALTE Levels 2, 3 and 4, or to Council of Europe Levels B1, B2 and C1 respec-
tively.  Thus BEC can be broadly compared with other exams at the same level.

For such interpretations to be valid it is of course necessary that BEC be
graded to a consistent standard.  Every stage of the exam administration cycle,
from test design through exam conduct to marking and grading, is relevant to
ensuring this consistency.

The grade thresholds should reflect a constant standard across sessions, but
the precise number of marks needed to achieve each grade will vary within a
narrow range, reflecting a judgement about the difficulty of the components in a
particular session.  This judgement is based on several types of quantitative and
qualitative information:

1. The difficulty of each objective component. The estimate of this depends on
the calibration of items at pretesting and another, independent, calibration
given by live anchor tests. These are short tests of items with known
difficulty and suitable facility and discrimination levels, administered to a
proportion of candidates at the same time or shortly before the adminis-
tration of the exam itself. In BEC all candidates are requested to complete
anchor tests. This ensures that a representative sample of candidates sits the
anchor tests and that the estimate of difficulty for items and components
calculated using anchor tests can be checked for the effect of first language
and ability on performance in the anchor tests. The difficulty of Reading and
Listening components are arrived at then by examining and weighing three,
independent, sources; pretest statistics, live anchor statistics, and compar-
isons with performance of live candidates in the criteria-based components
Speaking and Writing. 

2. The performance of particular ‘cohorts’ i.e. major groups of candidates,
compared with their historical trends. While it is clear that cohorts may
follow upward or downward trends, reflecting changes in the size or make-

2 The revision of BEC

110



up of the group, it is expected that these trends will be steady, and that
grading should not result in abrupt shifts in the pass rate for many cohorts.

3. A judgement about the standard applied to the performance components
(Speaking and Writing). The mark schemes for these are criterion refer-
enced, and thus the marks awarded should directly reflect the standard.
Mean scores at task level and feedback from chief examiners are noted to
indicate whether individual tasks in writing have proved difficult. If so some
correction will be made for this in the grading.

Estimating the internal consistency of each
administration
While acknowledging the potential difficulties associated with reporting
internal consistency estimates for each BEC examination, Cambridge ESOL
reports the estimates for each BEC level for Reading and Listening (see Tables
2.2 to 2.4). The overall consistency of an exam such as BEC, i.e. it is comprised
of several component papers, is known as its composite reliability. 

Using the Feldt and Brennan (1989) approach, the composite reliability for
the BEC suite tests has been reported by Cambridge ESOL as lying in the range
of 0.88 to 0.91 for all sessions in 2003 (see Table 2.7). When viewed with all of
the other procedures that are in place to ensure the accuracy of the final grades
awarded to candidates, these figures can be seen as adding significantly to the
overall reliability evidence.
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Table 2.7  Composite reliability and SEM for all BEC Levels 2003

*R= Reliability
**SEM= Standard Error of Measurement
*** No administration

Level Session Mar 03 May 03 June 03 July 03 Nov 03 Dec 03

BEC P Comp R*
Comp SEM**
Sample Size

0.90
4.89
2008

0.90
5.33
1064

0.90
4.99
1956

0.90
5.30
885

0.89
5.06
982

0.90
5.28
1873

BEC V Comp R
Comp SEM
Sample Size

0.90
4.92
1819

0.89
4.84
1084

0.89
4.89
2926

0.91
4.31
791

0.90
4.85
998

0.89
4.61
1760

BEC H Comp R
Comp SEM
Sample Size

0.90
3.83
482

0.88
4.08
581

0.88
3.94
1565

*** 0.89
4.20
359

0.89
4.01
952



Additional procedures
Several additional procedures are followed to ensure that as far as possible
candidates’ final grades reflect their true ability.

Grade review is a process which follows grading in which the Writing scripts
of candidates just below the passing grade are reviewed, and if necessary the
Writing mark is amended. 

Examination centres may ask for ‘special consideration’ on behalf of candi-
dates because of personal circumstances surrounding the exam, or because they
believe the administration of the exam was such as to disadvantage them – for
example, that the Listening component was disrupted by noise outside the exam
room. Where appropriate these cases are evaluated by a panel which follows
guidelines and is informed by relevant statistical information on the
performance of the candidates. This statistical information examines the
discrepancy between the marks achieved in the administration of the component
under question and the performance of the candidates in their other components
(allowing for differences in mean score and standard deviation between compo-
nents) to observe if there is a significant difference between the two.

Cases of alleged malpractice are also investigated, and where proven results
are withheld.

All the procedures outlined above are not specific to BEC but rather are
standard practice across Cambridge ESOL examinations, and are dealt with in
more detail in Weir and Milanovic (2003:88–109).

The context for the revision of BEC
Since the early 1990s there have been major documented revisions to a number
of the Cambridge ESOL Main Suite examinations, most notably the Certificate
of Proficiency in English (CPE), see Weir (2003a). In this excellent overview of
the (CPE) revision project, Weir outlines in great detail the development cycle
devised by the organisation for these revision/development projects that
informs the Cambridge ESOL language testing systems. In his review, Weir
looks not only at the latest revision to the CPE and the methodology that
supported that process, but demonstrates the connections between the revision
practice and its outcomes over the long history of the CPE (it was first adminis-
tered in 1913). While such a historical perspective is clearly beyond this book,
after all the testing of language for business purposes is a very new
phenomenon, as can be seen in the previous chapter, it is worthwhile revisiting
the revision methodology in order to better understand how the present BEC
suite has come to reflect the Cambridge ESOL language testing philosophy both
of test quality and content.

The development cycle has been outlined in detail by Saville (2003) and will
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be summarised in the remainder of this chapter only in relation to the impact it
has had on the BEC revision project. 

The revision process
The Planning and Design phases for the BEC revision project took place
between 1999 and 2000 and included the production of preliminary revised
specifications, consultation with stakeholder groups as well as some experi-
mental trialling – though the lessons learned from the recent FCE and CPE
revision projects were also influential.

The development phase, which included trialling and analysis of proposed
changes took place in 2000. The specifications for internal use were approved in
2000 and a revised specifications’ booklet was published in early 2001.

Groups involved in the revision process

The review/revision process was, as in other Cambridge ESOL revision
projects, initiated within a project review group at one of its regular meetings.
For a very detailed and informative overview of how this process was applied in
a formal revision project, see the chapters by Ashton (Chapter 3); Weighill and
Shaw (Chapter 4); Barratt (Chapter 5); Boroughs (Chapter 6) and ffrench
(Chapter 7) in Weir and Milanovic (2003). The rationale for the BEC revision
was less related to actual or perceived dissatisfaction with the tests, but to an
awareness of the various changes (detailed above) which resulted in an
expanded and more culturally diverse candidature.

As with the CPE revision, the first stage was to set up the necessary
management structures to oversee the review or revision project. This meant the
creation of a Management Steering Group chaired by the Director or Deputy
Director EFL and consisting of Cambridge ESOL senior management (e.g.
group managers and the project co-ordinator). This group was empowered with
the oversight of the whole process and the management of resource allocation.
Among the specific duties of the group were:

• to define parameters
• to initiate research and development
• to make judgements
• to ratify the revised specification
• to allocate appropriate level of staff time for co-ordination of the project and

participation in an Internal Working Group
• to create a number of Consultants’ Working Groups (one group per skill

area, each group was headed by a member of the internal working group).

The revision process
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The internal working groups were made up of Cambridge ESOL specialist staff
(including research and validation staff). 

These groups were asked to:

• co-ordinate external groups
• act on recommendations from the steering group
• trial revised specifications
• develop and propose final specifications to the steering group
• report on the revision project to the steering group.

Finally, the Consultant Working Groups, which consisted of Cambridge ESOL
consultants (typically senior researchers and academics at key British univer-
sities), specialist internal staff and research and validation staff were charged
with devising revised specifications for each component of the tests.

The plan for the revision project was similar to that designed for the CPE
project, in that it focused on the main areas shown in Table 2.8.

Table 2.8  BEC revision project plan

While many of these areas are of little interest to the reader in that they are
relatively mundane and an ‘everyday’ part of any test development project, the
first area is of particular interest in the BEC revision process as it was clearly
influential in all later decisions. It is therefore to this aspect of the process that we
now turn.

The consultative exercises

The internal working group first established a Project Plan, starting with a
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Number Item Focus

1
2

Consultation exercise
Identify areas for revision

Consultation exercises
Identify priority areas for revision

3
4

Redraft specifications and item writer guidelines
Trialling

Draft specifications
Trialling

5
6

Wordlists
Validation work

Validation projects

7
8
9
10
11

Information seminars
Publication of revised specifications
Item writer guidelines and training
Sample materials
Release information to the public and centres

Finalised specifications
Release of information

12
13

Live test material production
Training of oral examiners Training

14 Live administration



Situational Analysis. The key aim of this phase of the project was to establish a
project timeline with an anticipated end point.

The situational analysis began with a review of validation evidence, which
had been routinely gathered since the earliest administration of the BEC tests.
This evidence was related to the qualities of test usefulness identified in the
Cambridge ESOL approach, and discussed in the relevant section above (i.e.
validity, reliability, impact and practicality). 

In order to gain insights into the impact of the existing BEC tests, a survey of
the views and attitudes of major stakeholders was conducted. There also existed
an amount of formal and informal feedback collected over the years, though this
was not considered sufficient on its own to allow for major decisions to be made.
The stakeholders consulted included:

• Local Secretaries who administer the exam
• the language schools/teachers preparing candidates
• the senior consultants and other professionals who are employed to work on

the materials and assessment procedures (Senior Team Leaders, Team
Leaders, chairs of item writing teams, Principal Examiners etc.). 

Two main groups were surveyed using a pair of questionnaires designed by the
working groups for the project.  These groups were BEC centres (the question-
naires were expected to be completed with teachers involved in preparing candi-
dates for the existing BEC tests) and people with detailed knowledge of the BEC
tests (who were also experts in language testing). These two questionnaires are
outlined briefly below, while the results are reported in the relevant chapters
related to the different skills.

One of the questionnaires was called the Key Contacts Questionnaire (KCQ),
and was designed to elicit information from major stakeholders around the
world, including local secretaries of major markets. The KCQ consisted of a
total of 60 statements in a series of sub-sections which looked at overall or
general comments as well as at the papers within each level (see Table 2.9).

All items offered a 5-point scale ranging from ‘strongly agree’ to ‘strongly
disagree’, with an additional ‘no knowledge’ option.

A total of 40 KCQs were distributed in early 1999 of which 21 were returned.
In the resulting interim report, presented in May 1999, a number of points were
highlighted as being problematic. These were:

• the speaking paper in general
• the reporting of the speaking paper (as a separate mark)
• the level of BEC1
• one section of the BEC1 Reading and Writing (Part 5).

At the same time as the KCQ, a second instrument, called the General
Questionnaire (GQ), was distributed to 300 test centres around the world, of
which a total of 67 responded. The GQ consisted of a set of seven items related
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to BEC1, seven more for BEC2, eight for BEC3 and three items devoted to
overall impressions of the suite. The results of the GQ are summarised in Table
2.10.

As can be seen from this table, there was a clearly positive feeling for the tests
though there was a suggestion that the Speaking paper at each level (with the
possible exception of BEC3) was less than satisfactory – with over 13%
expressing a high degree of dissatisfaction with the paper in BEC1 and BEC2
(just short of 8% expressed a similar level of dissatisfaction with the speaking
paper in BEC3).

Table 2.10  General Questionnaire – results summary
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Test Paper % Satisfaction

BEC1 Reading
Writing
Listening
Speaking
General

95% positive
95%
90%
59%
86%

BEC2 Reading
Writing
Listening
Speaking
General

92%
85%
89%
65%
85%

BEC3 Reading
Writing
Listening
Speaking
General

93%
85%
100%
85%
88%

Table 2.9  Key Contacts Questionnaire – design

Focus Number of Items

General Comments 7

BEC1 Reading and Writing
Listening
Speaking
General

10
6
4
3

BEC2 Reading and Writing
Listening
Speaking

6
5
4

BEC3 Reading and Writing
Listening
Speaking

9
4
2



In addition to the questions about the BEC papers, respondents were asked to
comment on the proposal to amalgamate the CEIBT (see Chapter 1) with BEC3
– as both tests were essentially aimed at the same candidature. The response to
this item indicated that a clear majority (76%) of the respondents believed it was
a good idea.

The various consultative exercises resulted in the identification of a number
of areas which were potentially in need of revision. These were:

1. Changes to the overall structure of the tests:
• more transparent names 
• BEC Preliminary to be refocused to the Main Suite PET level
• speaking to have a stronger business focus 
• one overall grade (this included the issue of weighting of component

papers)
• more explicit benchmarking for each level.

2. Other changes to specific test papers:
• more time for Reading and Writing
• Reading and Writing separate in Vantage and Higher
• choice of tasks in Higher Writing (Part 2)
• more attractive presentation
• Speaking tests improved to generate greater range of language.

Summary
In this chapter I reviewed the context for the revision of BEC, focusing on the
test development and revision methodology currently employed by Cambridge
ESOL. The revision was seen to have taken place through the setting up of task
specific groups who were initially guided by the outcomes of an extensive
consultative exercise – in which the impressions and observations of a range of
stakeholders were elicited.

The actual approach taken was guided by Cambridge ESOL’s five pronged
approach, which is designed to show a commitment to the assessment of a wide
variety of language skills; assessment for a variety of purposes; a system of
criterion levels; quality and fairness; and finally to an ongoing programme of
validation and test revision.

Another key element in the Cambridge ESOL approach is the focus on the
VRIP (Validity, Reliability, Impact and Practicality) system of identifying
examination qualities. While all of these were discussed, the focus on how relia-
bility of language tests is viewed and reported was highlighted – with the
suggestion that what was called true reliability is not simply a measurement
issue, but is related to all aspects of test and test system quality.

The design of the revision project was highlighted through the impact on the 
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decision-making process of the consultation exercises. The main findings of
these exercises were described in terms of the changes suggested both within the
different levels and within each test. In the following chapter, these changes will
be described.

2 The revision of BEC
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Major changes to the suite

Before looking at the changes to the individual papers in the BEC suite, it would
be useful to first identify and briefly describe some of the more significant
changes that have been made. Copies of sample papers at all three levels for the
original BEC suite can be found in Appendices 3.1 to 3.3, while past exami-
nation papers for all three levels of the revised suits are included as Appendices
4.1 to 4.3, and are published by Cambridge ESOL (2002a, 2002b, 2002c).

Reporting of results as one overall grade 
In the original BEC design, performance on the Speaking paper was reported
as a separate grade. This was because the original construct design did not
include a speaking component, partially due to the perception in the market
for which the test was originally designed that speaking was not as relevant to
business needs as the other skills, and partially to practical constraints. The main
constraint was the lack of the considerable resources required to effectively
operate a Team Leader (TL) system (see Chapter 2). However, a Speaking paper
was made available to those candidates who had successfully completed the
other papers as it was felt that the inclusion of a separate grade for these candi-
dates gave a useful indication of the candidate’s language profile in the days
before graphical profiling was introduced. 

By 1996, the TL system was in place in China and from that time all candi-
dates were offered a Speaking paper. When the BEC suite came up for review in
1999 graphical profiling was an established part of the Cambridge ESOL
approach to test performance reporting (i.e. in the Main Suite tests). This meant
that the conditions were in place for these innovations to be introduced.

The original system of reporting meant that each candidate received an
overall grade for performance on the three skills (Reading, Writing and
Listening). In addition, for those candidates who had passed at this point, a
Speaking paper was offered, performance on which was reported as:

• 1 – Higher
• 2 – Minimum satisfactory
• No Grade – less than satisfactory or absent.

Since the revised BEC suite examinations are designed to mirror the Main Suite
tests at similar levels (see Figure 2.4), the reporting procedures reflect this. For
BEC Preliminary, results are reported as two passing grades (Pass with Merit

3
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and Pass) and two failing grades (Narrow Fail and Fail). This follows the model
used by the Cambridge ESOL Main Suite test at the equivalent level (PET).

Again following the model of the equivalent level Main Suite tests (FCE and
CAE), in the BEC Vantage and BEC Higher, results are reported as three
passing grades (A, B and C) and two failing grades (D and E).

For all levels of BEC, candidates receive statements of results which, in
addition to their grades, show a graphical profile of their performance in each
skill. These are shown against the scale Exceptional – Good – Borderline –
Weak, and indicate the candidate’s performance in each skill (see Figure 3.1).
This scale takes account of relative differences in candidates’ performances
across components and also if candidates have met fixed criteria in the
Speaking and Writing components. It is solely designed to provide feedback
to candidates to allow them to make considered judgements on their strengths
and weaknesses and so to allow them to adjust the focus of their language
learning in the future.

Figure 3.1  The BEC statement of results

An additional impact of reporting performance as a single overall grade was the
notion of how the individual components were to be weighted.

Weighting of components
One change that has been made is the weighting of the different components of
the tests, both within each paper, and within each BEC level. This weighting
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system was designed both for improved measurement characteristics and to
encourage a positive washback effect.

Within each paper
The system of scoring within each of the Reading papers is outlined in Tables
3.1 – 3.3. As can be seen from these tables, there have been very minor changes
to the internal weighting of the papers. The greatest single changes are to be
found at the initial level, where there are an additional five items in the general
comprehension and grammar sections.

Table 3.1  Internal weighting – Reading BEC1/BEC Preliminary

Table 3.2  Internal weighting – Reading BEC2/BEC Vantage

Table 3.3  Internal weighting – Reading BEC3/BEC Higher

Within the Writing paper the changes in weighting are to be found in Tables
3.4 – 3.6. From these tables, we can see that it is at the initial level that the most
significant change has been made. These have the effect of making the three

Main Skill Focus BEC1 BEC Preliminary

Reading and vocabulary
Reading interpreting visual information
Reading comprehension
Grammar

10
5
15
10

10
5
18
12

40 45

Main Skill Focus BEC2 BEC Vantage

Reading (scanning and gist)
Reading comprehension
Reading (gist and scanning for detail)
Vocabulary
Reading and grammar

7
5
8
15
10

7
5
6
15
12

45 45

Main Skill Focus BEC3 BEC Higher

Reading (gist and main idea)
Reading (details and structure)
Reading (gist and scanning for detail)
Vocabulary
Reading and grammar
Grammar

8
6
6
10
10
10

8
6
6
10
10
12

50 52
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levels more similar in terms of how the tasks are presented and weighted – with
each level now consisting of a pair of tasks, the first of which is worth one-third
of the available marks and the other worth the remaining two-thirds.

Table 3.4  Internal weighting – Writing BEC1/BEC Preliminary

Table 3.5  Internal weighting – BEC2/BEC Vantage

Table 3.6  Internal weighting – Writing BEC3/BEC Higher

Tables 3.7 – 3.9 indicate that the changes in internal weighting within the
Listening papers are again quite small. It is only at the earliest level that there is
any change to be found. Here, there is an increase in the number of items in the
initial set of tasks – where the focus is on listening for detail, with the emphasis
on the second set of items reduced.

Table 3.7  Internal weighting – Listening BEC1/BEC Preliminary

Main Skill Focus BEC1 BEC Preliminary

Reading of written input
Note, message, memo or e-mail writing
Letter writing

5
5
10

Now a reading task
10
20

20 30

Main Skill Focus BEC2 BEC Vantage

Note, message or memo writing
Correspondence, report or proposal writing

10
15

10
20

25 30

Main Skill Focus BEC3 BEC Higher

Report writing – describing, comparing, inferring
Report or proposal or correspondence writing

10
20

10
20

30 30

Main Skill Focus BEC1 BEC
Preliminary

Main Skill Focus

Listening for detail 
Listening for detail (numbers)
Listening for specific information
Listening for detail

8
4
10
8

8
7
7
8

Listening for specific information
Listening for specific information
Listening for specific information
Listening for gist/specific
information

30 30
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Table 3.8  Internal weighting – Listening BEC2/BEC Vantage

Table 3.9  Internal Weighting – BEC3/BEC Higher

Finally, while there have been major changes within the Speaking paper there
has been no change in the internal weighting. This is because the Speaking
paper, like other Cambridge ESOL Speaking papers, is scored by the awarding
of a single score or set of scores (by the interlocutor and observer respectively)
at the end of the test event – i.e. no distinction is made of performance on the
different tasks.

Within each level
In the original BEC suite, the Reading paper was seen by the developers as being
the most relevant skill for the candidates likely to sit the tests. For this reason the
Reading paper was the most heavily weighted. However, changes in the test
population, both within the original market and in the emerging BEC markets,
meant that this situation could no longer be supported. Each paper in the revised
BEC tests is equally weighted, meaning that each skill now contributes 25% of
the total marks available to the candidate. The effect of this is very clear. In the
original tests, there was a very heavy weighting on the receptive skills (over
70% of the available marks not including the Speaking test). The new weighting
means that there is a far greater emphasis on the productive skills, even at the
lowest level. This change in emphasis is designed to bring the BEC tests into line
with the Cambridge ESOL approach (outlined in Chapter 2) and to promote
what is perceived as positive washback. There was a slight difference in the
weighting profile of the BEC2 papers when these are compared with BEC1.
Again, the more heavily weighted components were related to the receptive
skills, with 45% of the available marks awarded for reading. A similar picture
was found in BEC3.

Main Skill Focus BEC2 BEC Vantage

Listening for detail
Listening to identify topic, context, function etc.
Listening for specific information

12
10
8

12
10
8

30 30

Main Skill Focus BEC3 BEC Higher

Listening for detail
Listening to identify topic, context, function, opinion etc.
Listening for specific information

10
20

10
20

30 30
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Table 3.11  Weighting at BEC2/BEC Vantage

Table 3.12  Weighting at BEC3/BEC Higher

These tables show how the weighting process has been used to radically alter the
overall distribution of focus within the BEC suite. In the original versions, 
the Reading paper was apparently seen as the most important, with 45% of the
available marks available at each of the three levels. The Writing paper was least
heavily weighted at BEC1 with a systematic increase in weighting as the level of
the test increased. This system was designed to show the greater importance of
writing as overall proficiency level increased.

Speaking to have a stronger business focus
The original BEC Speaking papers were criticised during the consultation
exercises for being too general in nature and for not really having a strong
‘business’ orientation. The example of Task 2 from BEC1 (Task 1 was based on
personal information exchange during a one-to-one interview) highlights the
perceived problem, see Figure 4.16 in the next chapter. While we can see from
the task that the topic of the information exchange task is business-related, the
expected output is at a very basic level (with little meaningful interaction or even
language required to complete the task).

The revised test at this level (BEC Preliminary) has been radically changed.
While the opening task remains focused on personal information exchange, the
time allowed has been much reduced. The old Task 2 has now been replaced
with a pair of tasks designed to elicit a broader range of language (see the section
on the Speaking papers in the next chapter). In the new Task 2, candidates make

Table 3.10  Weighting at BEC1/BEC Preliminary

Level 1 Reading Writing Listening Speaking

Old system 40 (45%) 20 (22%) 30 (33%) Optional – reported on different scale

New system 45 (25%) 30 (25%) 30 (25%) 40 (25%)

Level 2 Reading Writing Listening Speaking

Old system 45 (45%) 25 (25%) 30 (30%) Optional – reported on different scale

New system 45 (25%) 30 (25%) 30 (25%) 40 (25%)

Level Reading Writing Listening Speaking

Old system 50 (45%) 30 (27%) 30 (27%) Optional – reported on different scale

New system 52 (25%) 30 (25%) 30 (25%) 40 (25%)
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a mini-presentation on a business-related topic (see the example in Figure 4.17
in the next chapter). In this task, there is clearly a greater emphasis on production
of language (the candidates may choose one of the two options, take one minute
for preparation, and then speak for a further minute on the topic).

In Task 3, the examiner outlines a scenario (see Figure 3.2), which the candi-
dates discuss for two minutes before being asked further questions.

These examples from BEC Preliminary demonstrate how the paper at this
level has changed, with a broader range of language potentially elicited, and
more relevantly for this section, a clearer focus on the business context. The
tasks shown here can claim a far greater degree of specificity (in terms of task
content and focus) and authenticity (both situational and interactional) than the
original BEC speaking task at the same level.

Figure 3.2  Discussion task – BEC Preliminary

Source: Cambridge ESOL BEC Handbook (2001:40)
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Other major changes
In addition to the changes described above, there are a number of related
changes to the BEC suite which at first sight appear cosmetic, but upon further
inspection reveal something of how the benchmarking process (mentioned
before in Chapter 2) impacted on the way in which the three individual tests
were situated in terms of the Common European Framework.

Names

One criticism of the original BEC suite was the suggestion that the names of the
tests were less than helpful to the stakeholders who either had to decide at which
level the tests were aimed or what performance they were based on, for example
what BEC2 might mean in terms of language ability.

The revised BEC exams have been renamed, partly in order to answer this
criticism, but also to comply with the accreditation requirements of the
Qualifications and Curriculum Authority (QCA) in the United Kingdom – all
tests in all subjects must submit documentation to the QCA in order to be
accredited for use in the UK. The exams were also renamed in order to reflect the
growing influence of the Common European Framework (CEF) and Associ-
ation of Language Testers in Europe (ALTE) framework.

Table 3.13  Changes to the BEC names

As can be seen in Table 3.13, the names of the revised exams have been changed
from the original numbered system to one that more clearly reflects the level of
each of the three. The most obvious of the names is BEC Vantage, named after
the CEF level at which it is benchmarked (B2 or Vantage). The others are
possibly more obvious to the stakeholder who may be unfamiliar with the
CEF/ALTE frameworks.

Another area of potential confusion with the original system was the fact
that the numbers of the BEC tests did not correspond with the ALTE or CEF
levels they were designed to reflect, i.e. BEC1 was benchmarked to ALTE
Levels 1 and 2, BEC2 was benchmarked to ALTE Level 3 and BEC3 to ALTE
Level 4.

The renamed exams were, with the exception of BEC1/BEC Preliminary,
designed to replace the existing levels with an exam at the same level – though as
we shall see in the coming chapter, there were changes in the papers making up

Original name Name after revision process

BEC3
BEC2
BEC1

BEC Higher
BEC Vantage
BEC Preliminary
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the tests. Therefore we can say that the new BEC Preliminary represents the
more challenging end of BEC1 (see the following section where this is explored
in more detail).

Level of BEC1/Preliminary

The results of the consultative exercise (see Chapter 2) indicated that, with the
exception of the Speaking tests, the most noticeable area of concern was with
BEC1. This concern was based on the fact that it essentially straddled two levels
of the CEF/ALTE framework and was dealt with in the original test by giving
four passing grades (with two each designed to reflect performance at each of the
two levels tested within the test). Though this system was accepted and used by
the BEC stakeholders, the difficulty of adequately sampling from the broad
language domain covered by the test, given the constraints of test time and
administration, made the system difficult to operationalise in the longer term.

Table 3.14  Level of BEC1 and BEC Preliminary

The re-focusing of this level was achieved through the dual process of a detailed
reference to the CEF/ALTE frameworks, and by making cross-comparisons
with the Main Suite tests which were representative of the same level CEF/
ALTE levels. 

An outline of the perceived level criteria for the revised examinations
was presented at a revision group meeting in October 1999. This document
contained the data from which Table 3.15 has been created. In the table we can
see again that all three of the revised exams have been more deliberately bench-
marked, with level descriptions, outlines of both formal language knowledge
and language use that more clearly identify the level at which each exam has
been aimed.

Summary
In this short chapter I have outlined the major changes to the BEC suite. These
changes have been in the areas of:

• how results are reported – with a graphical representation of a performance
profile, designed to have a diagnostic use for the candidate

• the weighting of the components both within papers and levels – this has the

Original Business
English Certificates

National Qualifications
Framework Level

Council of Europe
(ALTE) Level

Revised Business
English Certificates

BEC1 Entry 3
Entry 2

B1 (ALTE Level 2)
A2 (ALTE Level 1)

BEC Preliminary
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advantage of ensuring that the different elements of the papers and sub-
skills within levels are seen as contributing equally to the candidate’s
competence

• a stronger business focus for the Speaking papers – this will be seen more
clearly in the coming chapter in which the changes to the individual papers
are exemplified, and where it is clear that the major changes have come in
the BEC Speaking papers

• the naming of the papers – while these name changes are in one way

BEC Preliminary BEC Vantage BEC Higher

Level
Description

This is a test for
candidates at
Cambridge/ALTE 
Level 2 [CEF B1]

This is a test for
candidates at
Cambridge/ALTE 
Level 3 [CEF B2]

This is a test for
candidates at
Cambridge/ALTE 
Level 4 [CEF C1]

Formal
Language
Knowledge

Learners at this level are
expected to deal with a
specified grammatical
inventory and understand
and produce a restricted
variety of structures.
They should demonstrate
knowledge of certain
vocabulary items.

Learners at this level are
expected to be able to
handle the main
structures of the language
and demonstrate
knowledge of a wide
range of vocabulary.

Learners at this level are
expected to be able to
handle complex
structures and
demonstrate knowledge
of a wide range of
vocabulary.

Language
Use

Learners at this level can:
• extract specific

information from short
spoken exchanges
without necessarily
understanding every
word

• give and receive
personal information
in a conversational
context

• take down information
in order to complete a
form or memo

• read and understand a
variety of business-
related texts

• interpret charts and
diagrams

• produce a variety of
written texts in order
to convey specific
information or feeling.

Learners at this level can:
• understand the overall

meaning and key
points of a non-
specialist presentation
or discussion

• participate in a
conversation giving
personal information,
exchanging
information and
expressing opinions

• take down information
from phone
conversations and
public announcements

• read and understand
general business
letters, reports, articles
and leaflets

• produce letters,
memos and simple
reports.

Learners at this level can:
• engage in extended

conversation
• contribute effectively

to meetings and
seminars

• take accurate notes
during meetings

• write reports and draft
instructions

• understand most
correspondence,
articles and reports
where information is
overtly stated

• use the telephone for
most purposes

• negotiate successfully
in most situations.

Table 3.15  Revised BEC level criteria
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superficial, they do have a role to play in the way the different levels are seen
both within the British education system, and in the way they are seen within
the context of the ALTE/CEF levels

• the level of BEC1/Preliminary – where the original paper was not clearly
benchmarked to any definite level; the revised BEC Preliminary is now
more obviously representative of the ALTE/CEF B1 level, where the
original attempted to straddle the A2 and B1 levels.
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Changes in the BEC papers

In Chapter 4, I will describe the way in which the revision process has led to
changes in the BEC suite of examination, and since the four skills of Reading,
Writing, Listening and Speaking are tested in the suite (in that order) this will be
reflected in the organisation of the chapter. Sample copies of the three tests in the
revised BEC Suite can be found in Appendices 4.1 to 4.3.

Changes in the Reading papers
In the following section of the BEC revision overview the changes made to the
Reading papers at the three levels are presented. The changes are described in
terms of the outline of the Cambridge ESOL approach outlined in the previous

4

Part Items Main Skill Focus Focus Format Marks

1 1–5 Reading and
vocabulary

Understanding
intended meaning
(short texts, e.g. signs)

3 option MCQ 5

2 6–10 Reading and
vocabulary

Understanding basic
vocabulary (from
business signs,
adverts)

Matching (5 from 8) 5

3 11–15 Reading interpreting
visual information

Interpreting
information from
input (e.g. charts)

Matching (5 from 8) 5

4 16–22 Reading
comprehension

Comprehension of
written input (e.g.
report)

T/F/not included 7

5 23–26 Reading
comprehension

Comprehension of
written input (e.g.
information sheet)

3 option MCQ and
matching

4

27–30 Reading
comprehension

Same input Select correct
options (4 from 7)

4

6 31–40 Grammar Grammar use in
context (rational
deletion cloze)

3 option MCQ 10

Total marks 40

Table 4.1  BEC1 Reading paper outline

Total time allowed 70 minutes (40 Reading items + 3 Writing tasks)
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chapter. As will be seen throughout the chapter, there are occasions when no
major changes were made to individual papers; this is particularly true of the
Reading papers, where the review process suggested that there were no major
changes needed.

BEC1 and BEC Preliminary

At BEC level 1, the Reading paper was originally designed to test a range of
reading-related skills including both vocabulary and grammar in context,
general comprehension and scanning for detail (see Table 4.1). 

As can be seen from the outline of the revised paper at this level the construct
remains very much the same. The changes that have been made include the
addition of five items in the latter half of the test and the provision of additional
time. However, as the Reading and Writing papers are presented as a single unit
at this level it is not clear exactly how the candidates will use this additional
time, see the chapter relating to the changes in the Writing paper for some
additional comments on this. The additional items have had the effect of adding
to the internal consistency of the paper.

The single most important change in the BEC1/BEC Preliminary Reading

Part Items Main Skill Focus Focus Format Marks

1 1–5 Reading and
vocabulary

Understanding
intended meaning
(short texts, e.g. signs)

3 option MCQ 5

2 6–10 Reading and
vocabulary

Understanding basic
vocabulary (from
short input)

Matching (5 from 8) 5

3 11–15 Reading interpreting
visual information

Interpreting
information from
input (e.g. charts)

Matching
statements to chart
data

5

4 16–22 Reading
comprehension

Comprehension of
report

T/F/not included 7

5 23–28 Reading
comprehension

Comprehension of
written text

3 option MCQ 6

6 29–40 Grammar (in context
of reading text)

Grammar use in
context (rational
deletion cloze)

Cloze (3 option
MCQ)

12

7 41–45 Reading and
information transfer

Reading for speciflc
detail from two
written inputs

Form completion 5

Total marks 45

Table 4.2  BEC Preliminary Reading paper outline

Total time allowed 90 minutes (45 Reading items + 2 Writing tasks)
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paper was a tightening up of Part 5, and the introduction of a new form
completion task as Part 7 – actually, it was originally part of the Writing paper
but was moved here to reflect more accurately the construct being tested in both
papers. Other important changes to this paper included the addition of alter-
native input sources to Part 2 – where the candidate now identifies specific
elements within more ‘realistic’ sources.

In the original version of Part 5 (Figure 4.1), we can see that there is a single
text (either divided into four paragraphs or presented as four sub-texts). Based

Figure 4.1  BEC1 Part 5 Reading
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on this reading input there are four comprehension items (three option, MCQ
format) that ask the reader to read for specific details from individual sub-texts,
and a further four items focusing on reading for detail, but this time using a
matching format. The task seems to have been intended to provide the reader

Source: Cambridge ESOL BEC Handbook (2000:21)
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Figure 4.2  BEC Preliminary Task 5 Reading

Source: Cambridge ESOL BEC Preliminary, Examination Report and Past Examination Papers
(2002:28–29)
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with a dual focus (reading for comprehension and detail), but ultimately appears
to test the same thing within both parts – task developers also reported that it was
very difficult to find suitable texts, a problem which ultimately led to the failure
of the task as the text requirements of the different formats in the two parts were
different – comprehension items can quite successfully be based on short
cohesive texts while items that focus on reading for detail require longer
relatively ‘shapeless’ texts.

In the revised version of Part 5, this problem has been addressed through the
decision to create a task with a single focus (see Figure 4.2). Here we can see that
there is a single reading text of approximately 350 words. This input is accom-
panied by a series of six comprehension items, each related to a separate
paragraph in the input text.

The effect of this change is to simplify the section, giving a single clear focus
on how the text is to be exploited. This is in marked contrast to the original
design, in which the task purpose was not really made clear to the candidate or
the test observer/evaluator.

BEC2 and BEC Vantage

At BEC2, the Reading paper was again designed to test a range of reading-
related skills. At this level, the reading and writing skills were, as with BEC1,
tested using a single paper. The situation was changed with the revision and two
separate papers were offered. This complicates any comparisons of the Reading
papers, though really only in that it was never clear how candidates used the time
allowed for the Reading and Writing papers at BEC2 while with the BEC
Vantage (the revised title for the examination) the time for each paper is set. It
was also a concern that candidates could take information from the Reading and
use it in their Writing in an inappropriate manner.

In the same way that Task 5 on BEC1 was found to be problematic, the fact
that Task 5 in BEC2 (See Figure 4.3) was based on two sets of items related to
two different texts meant that it too was in need of change – more related to
simplifying the task writing process than to changing the actual content of the
task. The actual change to the overall task is small, as the activity engaged in for
both the original version and the revised version (Figure 4.4) is the same – both
involve identifying problematic or non-problematic lines in a short text. In
BEC2 the task had two parts, with the first focusing on a possible extra word in
any line and Part 2 on a possible incorrect word which had to be corrected (it was
possible in both cases that there was no error in a line). 

Another problem with the task was related to the format of the second section.
Here the candidate was first meant to identify a possible error and then write the
correct word in the response boxes in their answer book. The difficulty is that the
candidate might see a problem where none exists and offer a correction, missing
the real problem. Where the correction offered actually matched the expected
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response the candidate would be seen by the examiner to have answered
correctly – this is because the candidate did not have to identify the position of
the error. This meant that the task was very difficult to write and it was not
always certain that the candidates’ responses matched the expectations of the
task writer.

The BEC Vantage version of the task has a single text of 14 lines (the first two
of which are examples) in which the offending word is said to be ‘either

Part Items Main Skill Focus Focus Format Marks

1 1–7 Reading (scanning
and gist)

Understanding intended
meaning (short texts,
e.g. signs)

Matching
(7 sentences to
4 texts)

7

2 8–12 Reading Understanding text
structure

Matching (sentence
level gaps)

5

3 13–20 Reading (gist and
scanning for detail)

Interpreting overall
meaning and identifying
specific details

MCQ (4 option) 6

4 21–35 Vocabulary Recognising vocabulary
use in context

MCQ cloze
(4 option)

15

5 36–45 Reading and
grammar

Proof-reading task Identify additional
unnecessary words

12

Total marks 45

Table 4.4  BEC Vantage Reading paper outline

Table 4.3  BEC 2 Reading paper outline

Total time allowed 60 minutes (45 Reading items)

Total time allowed 90 minutes (45 Reading items + 2 Writing tasks)

Part Items Main Skill Focus Focus Format Marks

1 1–7 Reading (scanning
and gist)

Understanding overall
meaning (short texts)

Matching (7
sentences to 4 texts)

7

2 8–12 Reading Understanding text
structure

Text completion (5
gaps with 9 options)

5

3 13–20 Reading (gist and
scanning for detail)

Interpreting overall
meaning and identifying
specific details

Matching (each part
4 from 7)

4
4

4 21–35 Vocabulary Recognising vocabulary
use in context

MCQ cloze 15

5 36–40 Reading and
grammar

Proof-reading task Identify and correct
error

5

41–45 Reading and
grammar

Proof-reading task Identify and correct
error

5

Total marks 45
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grammatically incorrect or does not fit in with the meaning of the text’. While
this version may not mimic a genuine proof-reading task, it does offer the tester
more control over the output, making for a potentially more reliable set of items,
while at the same time offering a somewhat more viable proof-reading task
where the candidates are required to access a wider range of linguistic
knowledge in order to respond. There is, of course some question as to whether
a proof-reading task represents a test of reading ability, or a test of linguistic
knowledge set in a reading context.

Figure 4.3  BEC2 Task 5 Reading

Source: Cambridge ESOL BEC Handbook (2000:49)
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Figure 4.4  BEC Vantage Task 5 Reading

*Note: some questions have not been included here

Source: Cambridge ESOL BEC Vantage, Examination Report and Past Examination Papers (2002:28)

It is clear from the two tables (Tables 4.3 and 4.4) and the two figures (Figures
4.3 and 4.4) that there are no other major changes to the Reading paper. Both the
number of items and the general focus of the items remain the same. A review of
the actual tasks shows that the setting of tasks in a business context remains the
same in the two versions, with the only change being that to Task 5, described
above. (See Appendix 4.1 for examples of the Reading papers from the three
examinations on the revised BEC suite.)
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BEC3 and BEC Higher

Tables 4.5 and 4.6 contain the outlines of the Reading papers at the highest of the
three BEC levels (BEC3 and BEC Higher respectively). There are no real
changes here, with the exception of a slight increase in the number of items for
the proof-reading section. Like the change to BEC2, BEC Higher splits the
Reading and Writing papers.

Table 4.5  BEC3 Reading paper outline

Total time allowed 100 minutes (50 Reading items + Writing tasks)

From this brief review of the Reading papers at the three BEC levels, we can see
that there were very few substantial changes made in the revision process. The
feedback from the consultation exercise (reported in Chapter 2) suggested that
the only real area of concern with the BEC papers lay in Part 5 of BEC1. This
problem was dealt with by eliminating the double-focus of the part so that there
was a single clear area of interest. In general, the changes, though slight, appear
to have made the construct clearer. The papers are more consistent in the way
they approach the testing of reading, with the emphasis on careful reading for
gist and for detail, with an additional focus on testing vocabulary and grammar
in the context of reading.

Changes in the Writing papers
As we saw in the review of the changes to the Reading papers, there were
changes to the way in which the Reading and Writing papers are presented. In

Part Items Main Skill Focus Focus Format Marks

1 1–8 Reading (gist and
main idea)

Understanding intended
meaning (short texts,
e.g. signs)

Matching
(8 sentences to
5 texts)

8

2 9–14 Reading (details
and structure)

Understanding of
specific details and
structure of ‘authentic’
business text

Text completion
(6 gaps with
8 options)

6

3 15–20 Reading (gist and
scanning for detail)

Interpreting overall
meaning and identifying
specific details

MCQ (4 options) 6

4 21–30 Vocabulary Recognising vocabulary
use in context

MCQ cloze
(4 option)

10

5 31–40 Reading and
grammar

Rational deletion cloze
completion

Cloze 10

6 41–50 Reading and
grammar

Proof-reading task Identify additional
unnecessary words

10

Total marks 50
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the original format, the two papers were presented as a single unit, with a total
time given to the candidates. This may have had an unintended negative effect in
terms of time management (and a potentially negative washback effect, where
writing is seen as being of lesser importance than reading) on the way in which
the Writing paper was seen by candidates, as there was a clear difference in the
scores awarded for the two sections (the Writing paper offered half the marks of
the Reading paper at BEC1, one third at BEC2 and two fifths at BEC3).

BEC1 and BEC Preliminary

Table 4.7 shows that for BEC1 there were three different tasks included in the
paper. One criticism of the paper focused on the first five items, built around
what was essentially a reading and information transfer task. The latter pair of
free writing tasks were rated using a relatively simple set of scales. For the first
of these tasks, candidates’ work was rated on a 5-point scale which was focused
on task completion. For the second task, a pair of scores was awarded, one for
task completion and the other for language. The latter pair of tasks were both
scaffolded using a series of bullet pointed suggestions.

In BEC Preliminary, the first task has been altered and the expected output for
the two remaining tasks has been lengthened, each by 10 words. Both of these
tasks are scored using a General Impression Mark Scheme (GIMS). In fact, the
two tasks use somewhat different versions of the scale, the first containing a set
of very basic descriptors, while the second contains a more complex set which
focuses both on task completion and language. Both versions are 6-level (0–5)

Items Main Skill Focus Focus Format Marks

1–8 Reading (gist and
main idea)

Understanding based on
‘authentic’ business text

Matching (8 sentences
to 5 texts)

8

9–14 Reading (details
and structure)

Understanding of specific
details and structure of
‘authentic’ business text

Text completion
(6 gaps with 8 options)

6

15–20 Reading (gist and
scanning for detail)

Interpreting overall meaning
and identifying specific details

MCQ (4 options) 6

21–30 Vocabulary Recognising vocabulary use in
context

MCQ cloze (4 option) 10

31–40 Reading and
grammar

Rational deletion cloze
completion

Cloze 10

41–52 Reading and
grammar

Proof-reading task Identify additional
unnecessary words

10

Total marks 52

Table 4.6  BEC Higher Reading paper outline

Total time allowed 60 minutes (52 Reading items)
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scales. The scores for the tasks are weighted, with the second task worth twice
the number of marks as the first task. The overall weighting of the Writing paper
has been increased, making it worth 25% of the total score for the test (all four
papers are now equally weighted at the three BEC levels). This makes the
revised paper a clearer reflection of Cambridge ESOL’s stated commitment to
the inclusion of all four skills in their language tests (Saville 2003:62). 

In order to ensure that the Writing paper accurately reflects the amended
level of the test, both General Impression Mark Schemes are interpreted at
Cambridge/ALTE level 2.

Table 4.8  BEC Preliminary Writing paper outline

Total time allowed 90 minutes (45 Reading items + 2 Writing tasks)

Figure 4.5 shows the original information transfer task from BEC1. As we can
see from this task, the output required of the candidate was simply to retrieve the
relevant information from the input (in the form of a very brief memo and
receipt) and complete the simple form. The amount of writing was minimal, in
fact the task was based on information transfer and all responses could be found
in the reading input. For this reason the task was perceived to be more related to
reading and as such it was moved from its original position in the writing section
(BEC1 Part 7) to the revised reading section (BEC Preliminary Part 7). In
addition to the move, the amount of reading input has been increased – one of the
variables that has been hypothesised by Norris et al (1998), O’Sullivan & Weir
(2000) and Skehan (1998) to impact on task difficulty as it relates to ‘code
complexity’ (number and amount of linguistic input). The revised version of this
task can be seen in Figure 4.6.

Table 4.7  BEC1 Writing paper outline

Total time allowed 70 minutes (40 Reading items + 3 Writing tasks)

Part Items Main Skill Focus Focus Format Marks

7 41–45 Reading of written input Information transfer Form completion 5

8 46 Memo writing Short written output
(some scaffolding)

Free writing 5

9 47 Letter writing Short written output
(some scaffolding)

Free writing 10

Part Items Main Skill Focus Focus Format Marks

1 46 Note, message, memo
or e-mail writing

Short written output
(some scaffolding)

Free writing 10

2 47 Letter writing Short written output in
response to written input
(some scaffolding)

Free writing 20
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Figure 4.5  BEC1 Part 6 Writing

Source: Cambridge ESOL, BEC Handbook (2000:23)
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Figure 4.6  BEC Preliminary Task 7 Reading

Source: Cambridge ESOL BEC Preliminary, Examination Report and Past Examination Papers
(2002:32–33)
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BEC2 and BEC Vantage

Tables 4.9 and 4.10 show the way in which the Writing paper has been changed
at the next level (BEC2 and BEC Vantage).

Table 4.9  BEC 2 Writing paper outline

Total time allowed 90 minutes (45 Reading items + 2 Writing tasks)

One of the major changes to the structure of the test (described in Chapter 3) is
the decision to place more emphasis on writing. It is at BEC Vantage that this
decision is first manifested. At this level, we see that there are now separate
papers for Reading and Writing – and the weighting system (as with BEC
Preliminary) now means that the Writing paper is similar to the other three
papers, in that all are worth 25% of the total score for the test.

The first of the two tasks is quite similar in terms of input and expected
response, though there is a nod in the direction of contemporary business
communication with the inclusion in the specifications of written e-mail
communication to the existing list of response formats used in BEC2; the other
options are note, message or memo. The other change to this first task is that the
response is expected to be slightly longer.

The second writing task is quite different in terms of length of expected
response, type of input and output format. The candidate is expected to write a
significantly longer text (120–140 words as opposed to 100–120 words at BEC
2), and the input can either be written or presented as tables/graphics/charts.
This change in the nature of the input may have an impact on the difficulty of the
task, though any impact is lessened by the inclusion of written notes on the
graphics in order to make interpreting them less of an issue. The potential
problem here is the nature of the information transfer. In the original task, the
letter was based on a very basic transfer of information – the fact that the input
was read meant that language was provided, for example. The new version asks
the candidate to transform information from a chart (which must be interpreted)
to a written format. While the written notes may act to negate any significant
effect on task difficulty, there is no empirical evidence that the different input
types result in significantly different responses. The change from a letter to a
report may also be a complicating factor with this task.

Items Main Skill Focus Focus Format Marks

46 Note, message or
memo writing

Short written output (30–40
words – very basic scaffolding)

Free writing 5

47 Letter writing Letter (100–120 words –
respond to written inputs)

Free writing 10
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Table 4.10  BEC Vantage Writing paper outline

Total time allowed 45 minutes (2 Writing tasks)

BEC3 and BEC Higher

The Writing paper at BEC Higher has also been separated from the Reading/
Writing structure of BEC3 (see Tables 4.11 and 4.12). It is at this level that the
most clearly defined changes have been made to the paper. 

The major changes are:

• output for task 1 has been lengthened to 120–140 words (up from
100 words)

• a choice has been offered in Task 2.

The impact of increasing the required output for the first task is to make the task
somewhat more realistic – it being unusual to find a report in the business
context that is just 100 words long. While the report might, in an ideal situation,
be even longer than the new range, the practical limitations of the test event
make writing a longer text impossible unless the test is reduced to a single task.
In addition to anecdotal evidence in support of using multiple tasks, Bachman,
Lynch and Mason (1995) have presented empirical evidence that having
additional tasks has a greater impact on test reliability than having additional
raters, so it would be unwise to reduce the number from the present two to a
single task.

Table 4.11  BEC3 Writing paper outline

Total time allowed 100 minutes (50 Reading items + 2 Writing tasks)

The additional time allowed for the Writing paper means that the amount of
written output expected of the candidate is now slightly greater than in the

Items Main Skill Focus Focus Format Marks

1 Note, message, e-mail
or memo writing

Short written output (40–50
words – very basic scaffolding)

Free writing 5

2 Correspondence, report
or proposal writing

Written output (120–140 words
– respond to written inputs)

Free writing 10

Items Main Skill Focus Focus Format Marks

51 Report writing Short written output (100 words
– input from simple graphs)

Free writing 10

52 Report writing Letter (200–250 words – based
on limited written input and
some scaffolding)

Free writing 20
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original. The other change relates to the fact that by offering a choice of tasks in
the second part of the Writing paper, the developers are also offering a choice of
output type. Candidates are asked to write on one of the three options, these
being a report, a proposal and a piece of business correspondence. The input for
all three options is very similar in terms of length and degree of scaffolding (all
provide four bullet-pointed guiding points), and all three ask for the same
amount of written output. As with any situation where a choice is offered, there
is a danger that the different tasks will result in different levels of performance.
However, the fact that the input for each choice is so similar suggests that any
gains will be attributable to candidate ability – thus the choice can be seen as
‘testing for best’ – in that a candidate will, it is hoped, opt for the output type
which they perceive as offering the best chance for an acceptable performance.
As mentioned above, this aspect of the task should be monitored over time to
ensure that no unintended bias occurs.

Table 4.12  BEC Higher Writing paper outline

Total time allowed 70 minutes (2 Writing tasks)

Figures 4.7 and 4.8 show the original version of the task and the revised
version from BEC Higher respectively. From these two examples we can see
that the actual task has not altered, in that the format of the input remains the
same in the two test versions. However, in the revised version of the task candi-
dates are offered a choice of writing one of three options, a report (as in the
original BEC), a proposal or a letter. The decision to offer candidates a choice is
not without problems, and care must be taken to ensure that candidates are not
negatively affected by their choice of task. Analysis of trial and test data shows
that there has been no negative impact to date – with no significant differences in
the scores achieved for the different options across the test population. Of
course, this situation must be monitored at each administration.

Changes to the rating procedure
One change that has had an effect on all of the BEC levels except BEC Higher
(where the rating procedure has not changed) is the fact that writing
performance is now rated using a different scale. 

Items Main Skill Focus Focus Format Marks

1 Report writing –
describing, comparing,
inferring

Short written output (120–140
words – input from simple
graphic)

Free writing 10

2 Report or proposal or
correspondence writing

Written output (200–250 words
– based on limited written input
and some scaffolding)

Free writing
(choice from 3)

20
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For all tasks and levels, two mark schemes are used:

1. General Mark Scheme: this included six criteria, each with detailed
descriptors at five levels or bands: 
These were
i) content
ii) vocabulary and structure range
iii) accuracy
iv) organisation of information and text
v) appropriacy of register and format
vi) effect on target reader.

2. Task Specific Mark Scheme: this gave guidance to the rater on the features of
an appropriate response at the different levels.

With the revised BEC papers, the situation differs depending on the test level.
While all tasks at all levels are rated using two separate scales (General and Task
Specific), at BEC Preliminary level the first of the two tasks is scored using a
version of the General Mark Scheme in which task achievement only is
addressed. 

One of the advantages to using a simplified scale such as this is that the
descriptors are easily kept in mind as they are so short. The fact that this scale is
used in conjunction with a task specific scale (i.e. the specific ‘content points’
referred to above are outlined in detail) makes the rating of this task very reliable
– as it is relatively easy for raters to make consistent estimates of performance
level.

Figure 4.7  BEC3 Part 2 Writing

Source: Cambridge ESOL BEC Handbook (2000:77)
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Figure 4.8  BEC Higher Part 2 Writing

Source: Cambridge ESOL BEC Higher, Examination Report and Past Examination Papers (2002:35)
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For the second task at BEC Preliminary and all tasks at BEC Vantage and
Higher, a different type of General Impression Mark Scheme is used (see
Figure 4.9, which shows the BEC Preliminary version of the new GIMS).

This scheme is far more detailed and includes reference to the criteria used in
the original BEC suite, e.g. content, range and accuracy of vocabulary and

Band 5 Full realisation of the task set:
• all four content points achieved
• confident use of language; errors are minor, due to ambition and non-

impeding
• good range of structure and vocabulary
• effectively organised, with appropriate use of simple linking devices
• register and format consistently appropriate.
Very positive effect on the reader

Band 4 Good realisation of the task set:
• three or four content points achieved
• ambitious use of language; some non-impeding errors
• more than adequate range of structure and vocabulary
• generally well-organised, with attention paid to cohesion
• register and format on the whole appropriate.
Positive effect on the reader

Band 3 Reasonable achievement of the task set:
• three or four content points achieved
• a number of errors may be present, but are mostly non-impeding
• adequate range of structure and vocabulary
• organisation and cohesion is satisfactory, on the whole
• register and format reasonable, although not entirely successful.
Satisfactory effect on the reader

Band 2 Inadequate attempt at the task set:
• two or three content points achieved
• numerous errors, which sometimes impede communication
• limited range of structure and vocabulary
• content is not clearly organised or linked, causing some confusion
• inappropriate register and format. 
Negative effect on the reader

Band 1 Poor attempt at the task set:
• one or two content points achieved
• serious lack of control; frequent basic errors
• little evidence of structure and vocabulary required by task
• lack of organisation, causing breakdown in communication
• little attempt at appropriate register and forma 
Very negative effect on the reader

Band 0 Achieves nothing. Either fewer than 25% of the required number of words or totally
illegible or totally irrelevant.

Figure 4.9  BEC Preliminary revised General Impression Mark Scheme
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grammar, organisation, register, and effect on the reader. The raters award a
single impression score based on the descriptors.

The fact that a separate task specific scheme is used for each task and that
examiners are familiar with the interpretation levels for the BEC suite, means
that the system can result in reliable and consistent rating. 

The GMS is interpreted at the following levels:

BEC Preliminary Cambridge/ALTE Level 2
BEC Vantage Cambridge/ALTE Level 3
BEC Higher Cambridge/ALTE Level 4

The great value of this method is that it reinforces the link to the Cambridge/
ALTE levels (and therefore to the Common European Framework). While we
have seen that the BEC suite examinations have been developed with these
external performance criteria in mind, the fact that the rating of an individual’s
test performance is based directly on the criteria reinforces the link to those
criteria and as such offers evidence of test validity.

As can be seen from this section, there have been a number of quite
significant changes to the Writing papers, particularly with the choice now
offered at BEC Higher for the second writing task. The other changes include an
increase in the length of the required output for the initial writing task at all
levels, and for Task 2 at BEC Preliminary and BEC Vantage, the separation of
the Reading and Writing papers at BEC Vantage and the use of a common
General Impression Mark Scheme, but interpreted at different performance
levels and tied to the Cambridge/ALTE levels. These changes combine to make
the revised Writing papers more reliable and valid – in that they represent a
clearer business orientation – in terms of context, output text type and length.

Changes in the Listening papers
From the following description of the old and revised BEC Listening papers, we
can see that there have been few changes made. This is because there was a
general satisfaction with the Listening papers on the part of the developers and
those people who were asked to comment on the test during the review stage.

BEC1 and BEC Preliminary

We can see from Tables 4.13 and 4.14 that there have been few substantive
changes to the Listening paper. While the sections remain essentially the same,
there has been an attempt made to spread out the items more evenly over the four
sub-tests. The revised paper continues to test a variety of sub-skills using a range
of test formats, again in keeping with the Cambridge ESOL approach outlined in
Chapter 2.
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It is at the lowest level that the only substantial change has occurred. In BEC1
Part 2 (see Figure 4.10) the listener is required to identify a series of four
numbers from a short listening text and then use these to complete a simple form.

Table 4.13  BEC 1 Listening paper outline

Total time allowed 40 minutes (30 items)

Table 4.14  BEC Preliminary Listening paper outline

Total time allowed 40 minutes (30 items)

BEC1 Part 3 (Figure 4.11), then asks the candidates to listen to a conversation
for specific ‘words or a number’. In a second conversation, the listener
completes a form while listening to non-number based details. Between the two
parts there are a total of 14 items, though there appears to be an overlap in focus
between Parts 2 and 3. This overlap is both confusing (what are the items trying
to test?) and at best potentially redundant (if the items are testing the same
thing).

Items Main Skill Focus Focus Format Marks

1–8 Listening for detail Information transfer (short
conversations/monologues)

MCQ (3 option) 8

9–12 Listening for detail Information transfer (short
conversations/monologues)

Gap filling (numbers) 4

13–22 Listening and
writing

Form completion Gap filling (words and
numbers)

10

23–30 Listening for
specific information

General comprehension and
detailed listening

MCQ (3 option) 8

Items Main Skill Focus Focus Format Marks

1–8 Listening for detail Information transfer (short
conversations/monologues)

MCQ (3 option) 8

9–15 Listening for detail Information transfer (short
conversations/monologues)

Gap filling (words,
numbers, letters)

7

16–22 Listening and
writing

Form/note completion Gap filling (1 or 2
words)

7

23–30 Listening for
specific information

General comprehension and
detailed listening

MCQ (3 option) 8
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Figure 4.10  BEC1 Listening Part 2

Source: Cambridge ESOL BEC Handbook (2000:30)

Figure 4.11  BEC1 Listening Part 3
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Source: Cambridge ESOL 2000: BEC Handbook (2000:31)
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The revised paper deals with this problem by expanding Part 2 to include seven
items involving listening for specific detail in the form of a ‘word, numbers or
letters’ (see Figure 4.12). As with the original version, there was some support
offered to the listener as some of the details in the form were included.

Figure 4.12  BEC Preliminary Listening Part 2

Source: Cambridge ESOL BEC Preliminary, Examination Report and Past Examination Papers
(2002:41)

BEC Preliminary Part 3 (Figure 4.13) then focuses on completing a set of notes
with seven items which focus on using ‘one or two words’. This task is therefore
somewhat different from Part 2, in that the focus is now clearly on words only.
The result of these changes is to maintain the same number of items, while
making the two parts more clearly distinct.



Figure 4.13  BEC Preliminary Listening Part 3

Source: Cambridge ESOL BEC Preliminary, Examination Report and Past Examination Papers
(2002:42)

BEC2 and BEC Vantage

At the next levels (BEC2/BEC Vantage; BEC3/BEC Higher), we can see that
there have been no changes made to the Listening papers (Tables 4.15 to 4.18).
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Table 4.15  BEC2 Listening paper outline

Total time allowed 40 minutes (30 items)

Table 4.16  BEC Vantage Listening paper outline

Total time allowed 40 minutes (30 items)

BEC3 and BEC Higher

Table 4.17  BEC3 Listening paper outline

Total time allowed 40 minutes (30 items)
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Items Main Skill Focus Focus Format Marks

1–12 Listening for detail Information transfer (short
conversations/monologues)

Form/note completion 12

13–22 Listening to identify
topic, context,
function etc.

Listening for specific
information from 2 short
monologues/dialogues

Matching extract to
statement (5 items to 8
options)

10

23–30 Listening for
specific information

General comprehension and
detailed listening

MCQ (3 option) 8

Items Main Skill Focus Focus Format Marks

1–12 Listening for detail Information transfer (short
conversations/monologues)

Note completion 12

13–22 Listening to identify
topic, context,
function, opinion
etc.

Information transfer (short
conversations/monologues)

Matching extract to
statement (reasons
and reactions)

10

23–30 Listening for
specific information

General comprehension and
detailed listening

MCQ (3 option) 8

Items Main Skill Focus Focus Format Marks

1–12 Listening for detail Information transfer (short
conversations/monologues)

Form/note completion 12

13–22 Listening to identify
topic, context,
function etc.

Listening for specific
information from 2 short
monologues/dialogues

Matching extract to
statement (5 items to 8
options)

10

23–30 Listening for
specific information

General comprehension and
detailed listening

MCQ (3 option) 8



Table 4.18  BEC Higher Listening paper outline

Total time allowed 40 minutes (30 items)

The Listening papers reviewed here represent the least altered papers of the BEC
suite. The changes that were made were based on feedback from the consul-
tation exercise. The Listening papers of the suite have not been seen, either by
the developers or by the stakeholders, as being problematic over the years. They
represent a practically effective set of papers that offer a view of listening for
specific purposes where the tasks and the language are both set in a business
context.

Changes in the Speaking papers
It is in the Speaking papers that the most obvious changes have been made.
Criticism of the BEC1 Speaking paper tended to focus on the lack of specificity
of the task topics – with half of the test devoted to a personal information
exchange task and the other to an information transfer task, which, although it
was set in a business context, did not really reflect the type of speaking task
typical of the domain (see Table 4.19 and Figure 4.14). In the revised version,
the number of tasks has been increased to three (Table 4.20), with the intro-
ductory task greatly reduced in scope – the task still operates as a sort of ‘low
impact’ introduction to the test event, in terms of cognitive demand and
candidate anxiety. 

In terms of the tasks included in the revised version of the test, the second task
marks the singular most important change. The introduction of the individual
long turn with follow-up questions/comments by another candidate adds an
important dimension to the test event, namely that of broadening the potential
for the test as a whole to elicit a greater range of language functions. This
potential has been demonstrated by O’Sullivan, Weir and Saville (2002) in their
report on the development of a set of ‘Observation Checklists’, used by task
writers to predict the linguistic outcomes of Speaking test tasks in terms of infor-
mational, interactional and discourse management functions, and again by
validation researchers to establish empirically that the predictions could be
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Items Main Skill Focus Focus Format Marks

1–12 Listening for detail Information transfer (short
monologues)

Gap fill, note completion
(up to three words or a
number)

12

13–22 Listening to identify
topic, context,
function etc.

Information transfer (short
conversations/monologues)

Matching extract to
statement (reasons and
reactions)

10

23–30 Listening for
specific information

General comprehension
and detailed listening

MCQ (3 option) 8



supported. Essentially, the checklists allow the researcher/validator to generate
a profile of a test task in use. This profile, based on the elicitation of language
functions, can be used to make working descriptions of the tasks through which
meaningful comparisons can then be made. Figure 4.14 represents a mapping of
the probable function pattern (or profiles) elicited by the three different tasks
used in the revised BEC suite. 

The profiles, based on data reported by O’Sullivan, Weir and Saville (2002)
and modified to predict the outcome of the tasks in the BEC suite, show how the
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Task 1 Task 2 Task 3

Informational Functions

Provide personal information

Present

Past

Future

Expressing opinions

Elaborating

Justifying opinions

Comparing

Speculating

Staging

Describing a scene

Expressing preferences

Interactional Functions

Agreeing

Disagreeing

Modifying

Asking for opinions

Negotiating of meaning 
understanding

respond to req. clarification

Managing Interaction

Initiating

Changing

Reciprocating

Figure 4.14  Profile of language elicited by tasks used in the revised BEC
suite Speaking paper

Key: Task 1 – one-to-one interview
Task 2 – Individual Long Turn (with follow-up comments etc.)
Task 3 – Two-way interaction (candidate-to-candidate)



three different interaction types tend to generate radically different profiles.
They also offer some evidence in favour of including as wide a variety of task
structures as possible in this type of test of speaking as it clearly results in a wider
range of language functions and offers the candidates an opportunity to display
their linguistic range to a greater degree.

The final major changes to the Speaking papers are the introduction of an
interlocutor frame and a change in the way in which the scores were awarded (a
different rating scale was used) and reported. This change will be discussed after
the papers at the different levels are reviewed.

BEC1 and BEC Preliminary

The first part of the BEC1 Speaking paper (Table 4.19) involved a brief (approx.
two minute) informal one-to-one interview between the examiner and each of
the candidates in turn. This task did not feature input material but was unscripted
and based on personal information exchange. As such, it was problematic from
the perspective of equivalence (each test was essentially a unique event), lack of
specificity (there was no obvious ‘business’ context) and an associated absence
of authenticity. In the revised paper, this first part has been shortened to approx-
imately one minute per candidate and is seen as an opener, designed to settle the
candidates.

Table 4.19  BEC1 Speaking paper outline

Total time allowed 10 minutes (two tasks/parts)

The second task in the BEC1 Speaking paper involved information exchange
between the two candidates. Figure 4.15 shows an example of one of the two sets
of task cards used by the candidates.

This set of cards shows clearly where the criticism of the BEC1 Speaking
paper originated. The main focus of the criticism was the lack of real interaction
in performing the task. Basically, the candidates were simply asked to create a
series of three questions based on the prompts contained on the ‘Your
Questions’ card. From the example shown we can see that it would be quite easy
to complete the task by converting the prompts into simple questions and for
one’s interlocutor (the other candidate) to respond to these questions with
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Structure Task Format Input Output Time Marks

1   interlocutor
1   assessor
2   candidates

(possible
3 at end of
session)

1 One-to-one
interview

Oral
questions

Personal information

Agreeing, disagreeing,
preferences, opinions

4–5
minutes

1 – Higher

2 – Minimum
satisfactory

No Grade – less
than satisfactory

2 Two-way
collaborative
task

Written
prompt
and spoken
rubric

Interactional 

Eliciting and giving
information

4
minutes



language taken primarily (or even only) from the text of the card, for example:

Question: [What] [is the] title of [the] magazine?
Response: [It is called] Commercial Life.

Another worry about this type of item is the unlikelihood of any extended
discourse resulting from the questions asked, certainly if the candidates are
expected to stick to the information provided in their prompt cards. This intro-
duces the possibility that the task can only be performed well if the individual
candidate is able to create both language and context from the prompt. In other
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Figure 4.15  BEC1 Speaking Part 2

Source: Cambridge ESOL BEC Handbook (2000:36–37)



words, successful performance is, to a large extent, dependent on non-language
ability such as imagination/creativity or background knowledge. 

Table 4.20  BEC Preliminary Speaking paper outline

Total time allowed 12 minutes (three tasks/parts)

In the revised version of the paper (outlined in Table 4.20), we can see that the
second task is based around an individual long turn (see Figure 4.16). The profile
of this task in Figure 4.14 implies that it is quite similar to the first task, though it
should be remembered that the profile only tells part of the story – these
darkened areas simply show the expected functions in the candidate response;
they are not meant to quantify the number of functions. The task involves the
candidate in a single long turn, in which they are first given one minute to
prepare and then expected to produce at least one minute of continuous output.
Finally, there is an opportunity for the candidate who is not speaking to ask a
question or make a point related to what has been said and for the speaker to then
respond. This will obviously involve the use of a broader variety of linguistic
and strategic language use. The final advantage to this type of task is that it is
more clearly related to the business context than the information exchange task.
Figure 4.16 also indicates that a choice of topic is available to the candidate.

Task 3 in the revised BEC Preliminary (see Figure 4.17) is a two-way (or
three-way where there are three candidates tested during one session) inter-
action task, in which the candidates are introduced to the task by the interlocutor
(see the interlocutor frame in Figure 4.20) and given an additional bullet-pointed
prompt card (see Figure 4.17). In this task, the candidates are asked to speak
for approximately two minutes, with the interlocutor supporting the presen-
tation where he or she deems it appropriate. Finally, the interlocutor may ask
additional questions (again scripted) that are related to the theme of the presen-
tation.

While this task type tends to lead to a broadening of the range of language
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Structure Task Format Input Output Time Marks

1   examiner
1   observer
2   candidates

(possible
3 at end of
session)

1 One-to-one
interview

Oral
questions

Personal information

Agreeing, 
disagreeing,
preferences, opinions

2 minutes 1 mark awarded 
by interlocutor
using holistic 
scale

4 marks 
awarded by
observer using
analytic scale
(grammar and
vocabulary;
discourse
management;
pronunciation;
interactive
communication)

2 Individual
long turn

Written
prompt
with
bulleted
suggestions

Mini presentation 5 minutes
(includes
1 minute
preparation
time)

3 Two-way
collaborative
task

Written
prompt and
spoken
rubric

Interactional 

Eliciting and giving
information

5 minutes



functions elicited (see the discussion above), there is always a danger that the
intervention of the interlocutor will reduce the interactive or conversational
nature of the event to that of an interview (with the interlocutor engaging in
what is essentially a series of individual question-and-answer based interac-
tions with each candidate in turn). This presents the developer with something
of a conundrum; if the interlocutor is instructed not to intervene there may be a
complete breakdown in the interaction, particularly at this level. On the other
hand, this very intervention can alter the nature of the communication! As with
almost any other such decision, there is no perfect answer, and the decision here
to allow for interventions is based on the only really pragmatic solution – if the
interaction breaks down totally there is no language to base a judgement on.
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Figure 4.16  BEC Preliminary Speaking Part 2

Source: Cambridge ESOL BEC Preliminary, Examination Report and Past Examination Papers (2002)



BEC2 and BEC Vantage

Tables 4.21 and 4.22 show that the format has been changed at this level in the
same way. 

Table 4.21  BEC 2 Speaking paper outline

Total time allowed 12 minutes (two tasks/parts)
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Figure 4.17  BEC Preliminary Speaking Part 3

Source: Cambridge ESOL, BEC Preliminary, Examination Report and Past Examination Papers (2002)

Structure Task Format Input Language Time Marks

1   examiner
1   observer
2   candidates

(possible
3 at end of
session)

1 One-to-one
interview

Oral
questions

Personal Information
exchange

Agreeing, disagreeing,
preferences, opinions

3–4
minutes

1 – Higher

2 – Minimum
satisfactory

No Grade – less
than satisfactory

2 Paired task Written
prompt and
spoken
rubric

Non-personal
information transfer

Eliciting and giving
information

7–8
minutes



The task shown in Figure 4.18 (Task 2) shows that the candidate is offered a
choice from a set of three semi-scaffolded task variations. These are semi-
scaffolded in that there are just two bulleted suggestions included in the prompt,
with an indication that other points can be added. The prompts are all designed
to elicit a single long turn on one of a range of business-related topics. One
potential problem with offering a choice, such as has been done here, is that
there may be some options that are more difficult for candidates to achieve high
scores on. While this can be addressed to a large extent in the design of the task,
and in the writing of the different versions of the task through a checklist type
framework such as that suggested by O’Sullivan and Weir (2000), it is also
necessary to empirically test for bias in the test data. 
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Structure Task Format Input Output Time Marks

1   examiner
1   observer
2   candidates

(possible
3 at end of
session)

1 One-to-one
interview

Oral
questions

Personal
information

Giving opinions,
speculating etc.

3 minutes 1 mark awarded
by interlocutor
using holistic
scale

4 marks awarded
by observer
using analytic
scale (grammar
and vocabulary;
discourse
management;
pronunciation;
interactive
communication)

2 Individual
long turn

Written
prompt with
bulleted
suggestions

Mini presentation

Giving information
and justifying
opinions

5 minutes
(includes
1 minute
preparation
time)

3 Two-way
collaborative
task 
+ 
follow-up
discussion

Written
prompt and
spoken rubric

Oral prompt
for follow-up
discussion

Interactional 

Eliciting and
giving information,
justifying opinions,
making
comparisons,
agreeing and
disagreeing etc.

5 minutes

Table 4.22  BEC Vantage Speaking paper outline

Total time allowed 14 minutes (three tasks/parts)



Figure 4.18  BEC Vantage Speaking Part 2

Source: Cambridge ESOL BEC Vantage, Examination Report and Past Examination Papers (2002:42)
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A: WHAT IS IMPORTANT WHEN...?

Entertaining clients

• Types of activities

• Cost

•

•

B: WHAT IS IMPORTANT WHEN...?

Choosing retail premises to rent

• Location

• Length of contract

•

•

C: WHAT IS IMPORTANT WHEN...?

Deciding on packaging for products

• Image

• Production process

•

•

Task Card 17



BEC 3 and BEC Higher

Table 4.23  BEC 3 Speaking paper outline

Total time allowed 14 minutes (three tasks/parts)

Table 4.24  BEC Higher Speaking paper outline

Total time allowed 14 minutes (three tasks/parts)

Figure 4.19 shows the task cards for Part 3 of the BEC Higher. In this task, which
is designed to elicit a sample of interaction-based language, candidates are
allowed thirty seconds to read the task card and are then expected to speak for
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Structure Task Format Input Output Time Marks

1   examiner
1   observer
2   candidates

(possible
3 at end of
session)

1 One-to-one
interview

Oral
questions

Personal
Information
exchange
Expressing opinions

3 minutes 1 mark awarded
by interlocutor
using holistic
scale

4 marks awarded
by observer
using analytic
scale (grammar
and vocabulary;
discourse
management;
pronunciation;
interactive
communication)

2 Individual
long turn

Written
prompt with
bulleted
suggestions

Mini presentation

Giving information
and justifying
opinions

6 minutes
(includes
1 minute
preparation
time)

3 Two-way
collaborative
task 
+ 
follow-up
discussion

Written
prompt and
spoken rubric

Oral prompt
for follow-up
discussion

Interactional 

Eliciting and giving
information,
justifying opinions,
making
comparisons,
agreeing and
disagreeing etc.

7 minutes

Structure Task Format Input Language Time Marks

1   examiner
1   observer
2   candidates

(possible
3 at end of
session)

1 One-to-
one
interview

Oral
questions

Personal Information
exchange

Expressing opinions

3–4
minutes

1 – Higher

2 – Minimum
satisfactory

No Grade – less
than satisfactory2 Paired

task
Written
prompt and
spoken rubric

Non-personal
information exchange

Explaining, persuading,
justifying, etc.

4 minutes

3 Individual
long turn

Written
prompt and
spoken rubric

Monologue (based on
written input)

Describing, explaining
giving and justifying
opinions, etc.

6 minutes



approximately three minutes. The topics are clearly business-focused, and can
be realistically expected to elicit the sort of profile outlined in Figure 4.14 – with
a range of language functions across the three types.

In order to deal with the situation where there are three candidates present, the
task has been added to slightly – with an additional element in the expected
outcome, see Task 26 in Figure 4.19. There is a potential danger here that the
language elicited under the two conditions may be different, as the two condi-
tions involve both different numbers of candidates and different expected
outcomes. However, there is no evidence that candidates involved in paired or
three-way interactions are biased either towards or against – the format has been
successfully used for almost a decade in the Cambridge ESOL Main Suite
examinations and has been adopted in other tests around the world. It is certainly
an area in which further research is required in order to ensure that there is no
unintentional bias present in the Speaking papers of the revised BEC.

Figure 4.19  BEC Higher Speaking Part 3

Source: Cambridge ESOL BEC Higher, Examination Report and Past Examination Papers (2002:47–48)
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There are obvious advantages to the inclusion of the different task types in the
BEC suite. These can be summarised as adding to the test in terms of:

• authenticity – since presentations and peer discussion and decision-
making are seen as being of particular relevance to the
area of business 

• specificity – the inclusion of these tasks has the effect of making the
paper more clearly specific to the language use domain

• generalisability – as the task introduces the potential for a wider variety
of language function use (see O’Sullivan, Weir and
Saville 2002).

Other changes to the Speaking paper
The other major changes to the Speaking papers are the use of an ‘interlocutor
frame’ and the way in which the performances are scored. 

The introduction of an interlocutor frame

In the earlier versions of the BEC examinations, the interlocutor frame as we
now know it was not used. However, work carried out in the early 1990s, partic-
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Figure 4.20  BEC Higher Speaking Part 3 – interlocutor frame



ularly that of Lazaraton (1992, 1996), suggested that the lack of control over the
language input was having a measurable impact on the performance of candi-
dates in oral interview type tests. 

The introduction of the scripted interlocutor frame allows the test developer
to more fully control what is happening in the test event. The frame is a scripted
text which guides the examiner through the event, limits the examiner in terms
of input (ensuring that all candidates receive the same directions) and timing
(guaranteeing that all candidates will have an opportunity to perform all of the
tasks provided in the test) – see Figure 4.20 for a copy of the frame that goes with
the two candidate version of the task described in Figure 4.19.

We can see from this example that there are times in which clarification may
be offered at the discretion of the examiner. Clearly, it would be unwise not to
allow for some flexibility as all test events will be in some way different, and
candidates of different ability will require more or less help from the examiner.
The advantage of allowing the examiner a choice in the follow up questions
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Figure 4.20  BEC Higher Speaking Part 3 – interlocutor frame (continued)

Source: Cambridge ESOL BEC Vantage, Examination Report and Past Examination Papers
(2002:53–54)



means that the questions can be chosen to engage with the candidates’ output,
while still allowing for the control over the event vital to reliability.

Of interest here are the findings of a research study undertaken by O’Sullivan
and Lu (2003), who investigated the impact on candidates’ linguistic
performance of deviations from the interlocutor frame by examiners in the
IELTS Speaking test. By making comparisons between transcribed segments of
the output of learners taken before and after the deviation, they found that there
was no significant impact on a number of measures (discourse features,
linguistic accuracy and complexity or fluency). The indication is that as long as
the interlocutor maintains the integrity of the test through a systematic, though
not dogmatic, use of the interlocutor frame, there will be little perceptible impact
on the output of the candidates, thus supporting the decision not to make the
interlocutor frame so tight as to eliminate any individual expression on the part
of the examiner.

While the Cambridge ESOL move to the paired format has been criticised
(Foot 1999) the anecdotal nature of the criticism when coupled with the failure
to make a realistic critique of the limitations of the one-to-one interview format
limit the value of this criticism. The other major limitation of the criticism was
the lack of awareness of the model of language competence which lay behind the
move, a problem possibly caused or certainly exacerbated by the lack of
published information on the construct at that time. In their response to the
criticism, Saville and Hargreaves (1999) provided a well argued rationale for the
format, demonstrating the essential weakness in any test design that did not
encourage interactive communication – though it should also be pointed out that
this strength may also be a weakness, as it is now accepted that the nature of any
language of the interaction is co-constructed.

The introduction of a new rating and reporting scale

This original rating procedure has been replaced with a scale which is more
typical of the Cambridge ESOL examinations. While the focus is still on the
same criteria as were used in the pre-revision tests (grammar and vocabulary,
discourse management, pronunciation and interactive communication), the
descriptors have been revised and rewritten to reflect the descriptors used in the
equivalent Main Suite tests. Using the rating scales in the same way as they are
used in the Main Suite, also minimises any negative effect that using a very
different type of scale might have on the examiners. Where examiners use a
familiar scale, and are making judgements at a level with which they are
familiar, there is a far greater likelihood that they will be consistent than if they
are asked to use very different scales for each examination they are asked to rate.
On the negative side of this is the argument that the rating scales lack any
specific business domain orientation. This means that the aspects of language
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which distinguish the business domain (for example appropriacy of lexis,
register, format, and rhetorical structure) are not taken into account, thus
questioning the potential of this aspect of the test to tell us about the candidates’
ability to perform linguistically in the business domain.

Since the arrangement of the Speaking test now more closely resembles that
of the Main Suite examinations in terms of task type and assessment type, more
accurate and meaningful comparisons between the Main Suite examinations
and external criteria such as the Common European Framework and the three
BEC levels can be made (see Figure 4.21 – which represents a schematic
diagram of the format of the Main Suite and BEC Speaking tests).

Figure 4.21  Structure of the revised BEC Speaking paper

Summary
In this chapter I have tried to outline briefly the changes made to the individual
papers in the BEC suite. As you can see from the above, the most significant
changes have come as a response to criticisms of the Speaking paper, while the
other papers that were considered to be working well were left relatively
untouched. This is in line with the ‘continuity and change’ dimensions referred
to in Weir and Milanovic (2003).

Before concluding the chapter, it might be useful to review the BEC exami-
nations in terms of the criteria used to review the other tests in Chapter 1. This
will allow the reader to make comparative judgements on the different tests and
will, I hope, demonstrate how the value or usefulness of the BEC suite has been
increased with this revision.

As the first two of the criteria (a brief introduction to and description of the
test) have been dealt with in this chapter, I will focus on the remaining criteria in
the brief review contained in Table 4.25. As can be seen from this overview, the
changes to BEC have resulted in some areas of significant improvement, and in
other areas of similar performance. Even these areas of relatively little or no
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Performance

Performance

INTERLOCUTOR

OBSERVER

CANDIDATE B

CANDIDATE A

Holistic Score

Analytical Scores

Grammar & Vocabulary
Discourse Management
Pronunciation
Interactive Communication



Table 4.25  Brief overview of the old and revised BEC suite

change are relevant however, as the lack of change is not due to any inertia, but
is based on a thorough review of the entire test system. In fact, this suggests a
further criterion for test evaluation, that of systematic self-monitoring. In the
case of the BEC suite (as in other Cambridge ESOL examinations) this constant
monitoring and revising of tests is a feature which seems to ensure that the tests

4 Changes in the BEC papers

172

Original BEC Revised BEC

3. An outline of
the construct
upon which
the test
focuses

Not clearly defined, though appears
to have been based on a
communicative, four skills’
definition of the construct.

Now more explicitly designed to reflect the
multi-componential approach to competence as
typified in Bachman’s (1990) model.

4. The test
method

A variety of task and item formats
are used throughout the different
papers.

A variety of task and item formats are used
throughout the different papers.

5. Skills’
coverage

Listening, Speaking, Reading and
Writing

Listening, Speaking, Reading and Writing

6. Measurement
qualities

Not available in the public domain. Reported here in Chapter 2.

7. Degree of
specificity/
Authenticity

Relatively specific, though in the
case of the Speaking paper,
criticised for being too general.

In general meets any ‘authenticity’
criticism, with the exception of the
Speaking paper.

Retains former degree of specificity, though
revised Speaking paper is much more specific.

Tasks across the different papers attempt to
engage concepts of both situational and
interactional authenticity.

8. Impact of
non-language
factors

Seem to be unproblematic, though
the use of a single interlocutor in the
Speaking paper may heighten the
impact of any ‘interlocutor’ effect.

Likelihood that background
knowledge of the business language
domain might impact to some
degree on performance in some
papers.

Seems to be unproblematic – potential problem
in Speaking paper rectified through the
introduction of interaction (with peer and
examiner) and monologic discourse.

The additional specificity in the Speaking paper
suggests that background knowledge may
impact on performance.

9. Reporting
of test
performance

Candidates received one grade for
Reading, Writing and Listening (A,
B or C at levels BEC2 and 3, and A,
B, C or D at BEC1). As the
Speaking paper was considered a
separate entity a separate grade was
awarded (1 or 2).

All candidates receive an overall estimate of
their ability based on their performance on each
of the four papers (each is worth 25% of the total
available marks).

For BEC Preliminary, results are reported as a
Pass with Merit or a Pass or as one of two failing
grades – Narrow Fail or Fail. At the other levels
there are three passing grades (A, B or C) and
two failing grades (D or E).

The certificates for all three levels also include a
graphical profile (see Figure 3.1). This profile is
of particular diagnostic value to the candidate –
indicating areas of strength and/or weakness.



are continuously being brought up-to-date to reflect changing views of what
language ability really consists of, and of how it might best be assessed. It also
allows for a test to be constantly monitored for appropriacy as the candidate base
changes over time or where the uses of the test evolve.
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Conclusions and the way
forward

Summary
In the first chapter of this book, I reviewed the brief history of the testing of
language for business purposes (TLBP). This review demonstrated the relative
‘newness’ of the area and highlighted the tendency for these tests to be
‘industry-driven’ with a more pragmatic than theoretical foundation. The only
theoretical perspective that has gained recognition is that of Douglas
(2000:281), who sees language for specific purpose (LSP) tests as being
premised on the fact that language performance varies between specific contexts
and that the language of these specific contexts is precise, that it is distin-
guishable from other language use contexts or domains. Criticism of this
definition (Elder 2001) focused on the fact that there were three areas in which
LSP tests were problematic. These were:

• specificity 
• authenticity 
• impact of non-language factors. 

Before going on to look at current practice in the area of business language
testing, I offered a somewhat different perspective on LSP tests and the above
criticism. In this perspective, I suggested that there were four key points that
should be taken into account when theorising on LSP testing in general. These
were

1. As all tests are in some way ‘specific’, it is best to think of language tests as
being placed somewhere on a continuum of specificity, from the broad
general purpose test (such as CPE) to the highly specific test.

2. Very highly specific tests tend to be very poor in terms of generalisability,
while the opposite can be said of non-specific (or general proficiency) tests,
though this is not a binary choice if we accept that tests can be developed
along a specificity continuum.

3. Where a test is situated closer and closer to the more highly specified end of
the continuum, the focus on authenticity also changes.

4. The more highly specific a language test is the more it entails a focus on the
event rather than on the language of the event. The degree to which non-

5



Summary

175

language factors impact on a candidate’s test performance will reflect the
degree of specificity of that test. Therefore, in a highly specific language test
it may not be possible to separate the language from the specific event.

Following this, a review of currently available small and large scale tests (in
terms of test-taking population) was undertaken. The tests reviewed were
looked at from a 9-point perspective based on an overview of the theoretical and
practical issues, these were:

1. A brief introduction to the test.
2. A brief description of the test.
3. An outline of the construct upon which the test is based.
4. The test method.
5. Skills’ coverage.
6. Measurement qualities.
7. Degree of specificity/authenticity.
8. Impact of non-language factors.
9. Reporting of test performance.

From these reviews it became clear that the practical operationalisation of the
TLBP concept appears to be quite uneven in some regards, certainly in terms of
the availability of research and/or support material. 

Some interesting points can be taken from these reviews

• Large-scale tests tend to have originally been produced at the behest of
government agencies (though the trend is that international tests are being
produced more and more to meet either perceived or established market
needs – in other words the TLBPs are more and more market driven).

• As the markets (and the test-taking population) change there is little sign
that the tests have been revised to meet the change, and where change has
come, there has been no information on that change made available in the
public domain.

• There has not really been a tendency for changes in proficiency language
testing practice to be reflected in TLBP practice with regards to context-
based, theory-based and scoring validity.

• Few TLBPs include papers related to the four skills of speaking, writing,
reading and listening.

• There appears to be a relatively low level of support material available,
though the UK-based tests tend to offer practice or past papers at no charge
to test takers – these can usually be downloaded from the web (see the
References section at the end of this book).

• There is a clear tendency against very highly specific tests, for example a
test of language for chartered accountants. Instead, the tests on the market
appear to be more general in nature, context-oriented rather than context-
focused.
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The overview then showed how the review of the Cambridge ESOL Business
English Certificate (BEC) suite offered an interesting insight into how such
a large scale test system might be revised. The main points highlighted by
these chapters are the complexity of the process, for example in demonstrating
how different stakeholders’ views were taken into account (in different ways),
the need for tests to take into account changes in language testing theories
and the reinforcement of an all-skills approach.

The implications of this work are twofold, theoretical and practical. The
former, is of interest to LSP testing in general, while the latter will focus
primarily on the BEC suite of tests though will identify areas of LSP in general
that might benefit.

Theoretical implications
Douglas essentially sees authenticity as the central issue in his definition of LSP
tests:

. . . a specific purpose language test is one in which test content and methods
are derived from an analysis of a specific purpose language use situation, so
that test tasks allow for an interaction between the test taker’s language
ability, on the one hand, and the test tasks on the other (2000:90).

In the first chapter of this book I suggested that it may be better to see this
as just one aspect of LSP tests, and instead argue that other central issues were
the potential for distinguishing language use in a specific situation and, from
the operational perspective, the assessment or evaluation of the performance.
Of the points made in Chapter 1, and reiterated above, I would now like to revisit
the notion of degree of specificity, because it appears to me to be at the heart
of the issue.

In Figures 1.5 and 1.31, I suggested that all tests lie on a ‘degree of specificity’
continuum. Reflecting now on that suggestion, having reviewed both the liter-
ature and current practice in business language testing, I see that it seems to
oversimplify the situation. In actual fact, there are a number of elements 
which combine to help us draw inferences as to the degree of specificity of an
LSP test. These elements are related to such concepts as authenticity as well as
generalisability and distinguishability.

In order to explain what I mean by this we need to go back to the criticism
made by Davies (2001) of the lack of a theoretical basis for LSP testing. In his
paper, Davies argues that it is not possible to fully distinguish specific language
use domains. The point to be made here is that, by its very nature, language is not
easily defined, and the language of a specific use domain is no different. Within
any such situation there will be a specific ‘core’ language, which may refer to a
specific use of language or a specific lexicon – see for example the work of Ball
(2002) in using a corpus linguistics approach to producing a series of updated
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wordlists for the BEC suite. As Davies and Elder argue, there is no distinct
boundary between this core and what I have labelled here the general language
use domain. Instead, there is an area of transition, in which language use is
shared with other domains. Figure 5.1 attempts to graphically represent this
notion, though it is limited to two dimensions, while the actual situation should
be visualised as being multi-dimensional.

Figure 5.1  The notion of core and general language use domains

Taking this idea a step further, Figure 5.2, we can now see that the notion of
degree of specificity brings with it the related notions of generalisability and
situational authenticity. Where a test is seen to be positioned towards the
specific end of the continuum, the potential for generalisation from test
performance beyond the specific situation is reduced – it is difficult to imagine a
test that could be placed at the extreme end of the continuum as this would be
focused only on a very limited ‘core’ language. In the same way, that test would
be seen as being more situationally authentic were it manipulated to move it ever
closer to the specific end of the continuum. A completely specific language test
would therefore be focused only on language unique to a specific use domain
and would be tested in use within that domain. Performance on the test could
then be related only to that domain. This is clearly neither practical nor
desirable.

Figure 5.2 is again limited by my ability to represent the notion of general and
core in anything but a two dimensional diagram. In reality, once we move
beyond the distinguishable core we are in the domain of general language use –
the figure implies that only a part of this domain can be represented in the test
sample. What is successfully represented in the figure is the idea that when a test
is more ‘specific’ in its focus, the greater will be the importance of the core and
when as the test is more ‘general’ in focus, a less important role will be played by
language from a specific core. The question we must again ask is how do we
know that a test is either specific or general in focus?

General Language Use Domain

CORE
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Figure 5.2  Extension of the ‘specificity continuum’ concept

Locating specificity

The notion of specificity, if it is to be of practical use to the test developer, must
be tied to an understanding of test validity. One such perception of test
validation is suggested by the socio-cognitive spoken language framework
discussed by O’Sullivan and Weir (2002) and developed as a series of frame-
works for all four skills by Weir (2004). In these frameworks, validity is seen
from a socio-cognitive perspective – a perspective which appears similar to that
suggested by Chalhoub-Deville (2003) and Chapelle (1998). In the following
example, I will refer to the framework developed for validating tests of
speaking, though any of the other three frameworks would obviously work
equally well.

Figure 5.3 gives an idea of what the entire framework looks like. In this
outline, we can see that there are a number of elements, each of which should be
attended to by the test developer. Evidence is required at each level, in order to
make validity claims for a test. I have added to the framework by highlighting
the fact that the test taker can be described in terms of a number of characteristics
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(physical/physiological; psychological and experiential) and by the internal
processing (unique to the individual) which takes place during test performance.
The test can be described in terms of its context validity and in terms of the
potential for successful test tasks to result in appropriate processing. It is this
notion of what Weir (2004) calls theory-based validity that forms the link
between the test and the test taker.

Figure 5.3  Format of validation frames

Source: based on Weir (2004)

Since I am hoping to provide a theoretical basis for LSP tests in general and
business language tests in particular, I will now demonstrate how I feel the
above framework can be shown to be related to the two aspects of authenticity.

Context validity (see Figure 5.4), is concerned with aspects of the demands of
the task and text, as well as detailing the test setting. In terms of the view of LSP
tests offered here, it should become clear that when we are talking about test
specificity, we are actually referring to test context, and this is expressed in the
framework as being comprised of task and text demands. 

When we consider the difficulty in defining language proficiency and use (for
example the ‘boundary’ issue raised by Davies 2001 and Elder 2001) we can see
that context validation is always going to be problematic. The operations and
conditions suggested in the framework presented here are based on Weir (1993)
and have been used with some success in test development projects for a decade,
though they remain tentative in that there is no empirical evidence that these are
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the only operations and conditions applicable to a test of speaking (see Weir
2004 for a more detailed and updated version of the frameworks).

Figure 5.4  Aspects of context validity for speaking

Source: Weir (2004)

Test specificity might therefore be expressed as the degree to which the opera-
tionalisation of each of these demands can be considered to be uniquely related
to a specific language use domain. In practice, this entails making value judge-
ments of the degree of specificity along a continuum for each aspect of both task
demands and text demands (see Figure 5.5). This may be seen as being too
subjective a task to be of practical use. However, the real value of the exercise is
in the breadth of the exercise. Specificity is now seen as a multi-dimensional
perspective of a test, and judgements are at least being made on a systematic
basis; a criticism of my early reviews of the various tests is that the judgements
were essentially intuitive and, as no systematic approach was taken, this
intuition may not always have been based on similar criteria (the same criticism
can be made of almost all multiple-test reviews).

In order to demonstrate this, I undertook a small experiment in which a group
of language specialists was asked to take two test papers (of Reading) and to
make judgements on the papers based on a simple Likert scales’-based
instrument. The instructions to the specialists asked that they should try to
decide where on the scales (one scale for each of the aspects of context validity
shown in Figure 5.6) each of the two papers might hypothetically lie, with
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1 meaning ‘very specific’ and 7 ‘general’ – where an aspect was considered
‘neutral’ it was decided that a rating of 4 should be awarded. The papers were
taken from an LSP test, BEC Vantage, and a general proficiency test, the FCE, as
these two tests are designed to allow for inferences to be made at the same CEF
level – Level B2. Figure 5.6 shows that there were clear differences seen by the
specialists in terms of the task demands. This clearly different profile can be
taken as empirical evidence of the distinguishability of LSP and general tests.

Figure 5.6  Differences in task demands between LSP and general
proficiency test papers

Figure 5.5  A multi-componential view of specificity
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When the participants were asked to repeat the exercise for the same papers but
this time with a focus on text demands, the differences are even more obvious
(Figure 5.7).

Figure 5.7  Differences in text demands between LSP and general
proficiency test papers

The evidence from this admittedly very small study, suggests that judgements
on the degree of specificity of an LSP test can be made in a systematic way. It
also suggests that the notion of test specificity is closely linked to that of situa-
tional authenticity. Of course it could be argued that even a supposedly
‘specific’ test such as BEC, or even a ‘highly specific’ test, such as the one for air
traffic controllers described by Teasdale (1994), can never reach a position
where the shaded area in the figures is minimised – indicating that the test has
achieved a high degree of specificity from all perspectives. The evidence here
supports the view that tests can never hope to do more than simulate authen-
ticity, and intuition suggests that this same evidence will be found where other
tests are analysed using the methodology suggested here – however highly
specific the test developer claims it to be.

The second aspect of validity I will look at is that of theory-based validity (see
Weir 2004:Chapter 1), which is concerned with the cognitive processing during
test task performance. Test validity, from this perspective, is therefore
concerned with the degree to which the processing in the test situation reflects
that of the language use domain. While this perspective on test validity is
relatively new (though see both Chapelle 1998 and Douglas 2000 for arguments
that lend support to this view of validity) there is encouraging evidence from
ongoing research in China and Malaysia that evidence can be elicited to support
the making of comparative judgements between different test task types.

The symbiotic nature of the relationship between content and theory-based
validity can be illustrated by showing how decisions taken with regard to
elements of context validity have significant effects on the cognitive processing
of test takers who must perform the tasks in the test situation. An example of this
can be found in Porter and O’Sullivan (1999) who demonstrated that by
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changing the description of the addressee of letters written by Japanese EFL
learners, significant changes were observed in terms of both orthography and
language use, suggesting that there had been a significant impact on the goal-
setting part of the executive processing dimension of written production.

If we show that the cognitive processes involved in an LSP test task
performance reflect those of the specific language use domain they are designed
to reflect, then we can claim with some confidence that our test task demon-
strates interactional authenticity. It is quite possible that such processing may
well differ in important respects from general purpose task performance, for
example in the recourse to different areas of executive resources. By demon-
strating differences in internal processing between LSP and general purpose
tasks we are offering an additional argument in favour of the distinguishability
of language use domains. 

This is obviously pertinent to all areas of language testing, supporting, for
example Bachman and Palmer (1996:23) who see authenticity as ‘the degree of
correspondence of a given language test to the features of the TLU (target
language use) task’. The argument here is that we need to go beyond the notion
of content validity and situational authenticity to include a working perspective
on the interactional aspect of authenticity. This way of looking at validity offers
just that perspective.

While it is relatively straightforward to establish the situational authenticity
of a test task, it is only by an a posteriori empirical exploration of test
performance that evidence of the interactional authenticity of any test can be
established.

In a way, this brings us back full circle to the definition of LSP tests offered by
Douglas, and quoted above. When I quoted Douglas’s definition, I suggested
that there were limitations to it; however, when these limitations are seen in the

Figure 5.8  Aspects of theory-based validity for speaking
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light of the twin perspectives of authenticity, we can see that my arguments
actually support the definition – though, I hope, adding to it so that the criticisms
voiced by Davies, Elder and Douglas himself can be, to some considerable
extent, rejected.

Practical implications
Before concluding, I would like to first suggest a series of practical implications
for the BEC tests (and other tests of language for specific purposes). There are
some implications that are relevant to all papers and others that are specific to
each of the four.

Reliability

The issue of reliability is of great importance to all test developers. As we saw in
Chapter 2 of this book, there are problems associated with the way in which
internal consistency is estimated for tests with truncated populations (existing
procedures can result in low estimates as there tends to be restricted variation
within the population), and also with the way in which reliability is estimated for
tests based on performance such as writing and speaking. Weir (2003b:475)
suggests a number of alternatives to the current practice in estimating reliability
where a truncated population is involved, as does Luoma (2004:183) who
argues that the Standard Error of Measurement (SEM) should be routinely
reported ‘as a useful quality check’. SEM may serve as a practical device when
it comes to dichotomously scored test items, and the internal consistency
estimates and SEM reported earlier for the BEC suite are quite satisfactory.
However, the fact that SEM is premised on being able to accurately estimate
internal consistency means that there is an even greater difficulty with applying
the formula to a speaking or writing test. One reason for this is that the most
common reported procedure for estimating inter-rater reliability, correlation, is
problematic for a number of reasons:

• There is some concern that the intervals represented in rating scales are not
equal. This suggests that the researcher/tester should use the Spearman
Rank Order Correlation statistic – a less powerful non-parametric estimate
of association than Pearson’s Rho. 

• Correlation statistics can only tell us about the association between the
pattern of scoring of raters, not between their level of agreement. So the
correlation between the scores awarded by a very harsh rater and a very
lenient rater will still be very high if for example the scores they award place
the test takers in the same order.

• The correlation between two variables may be due to the impact of other,
unobserved variables.
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• Even if there are two raters who agree totally, it is possible that they are
both either very harsh or lenient – or both inconsistent, but in a similar
way.

While I agree that alternatives should be sought, I feel, as does Weir, that those
offered to date are simply a short term solution. In the longer term we really need
to look more closely at the whole area of reliability. Until recently, it was
considered acceptable to discuss test validity in somewhat simplistic terms and
it was generally considered acceptable that evidence need only be gathered in
relation to a single aspect of validity. Indeed, in the psychology literature it is
still common to find a single numerical estimate of test validity. The same view
of reliability is common today – with the reporting of a single internal consis-
tency coefficient considered adequate evidence of the reliability of a test.

The format of the validation frames (Figure 5.3), offers, I believe, the basis
for a more viable alternative to existing practice. Here, we can see that the notion
of reliability has been replaced with the more helpful concept of ‘scoring
validity’. 

Bachman (1990:163–166) argues that test scores are affected by a number
of factors: the communicative language ability of the candidate; test method
facets (systematic aspects of test delivery for example); personal attributes
of the candidate (both individual and group characteristics); and finally
random factors (unpredictable and unsystematic factors that impact on test
performance). Consideration of the reliability of a test would be greatly
improved by conceptualising reliability in terms of these different factors. Weir
(2004) suggests that, for tests of reading comprehension, for example, the
framework should consist of those elements contained in Figure 5.9.

Figure 5.9  Aspects of scoring validity in tests of reading

Source: Weir (2004)

While this figure is very similar to the suggestions made by Bachman (1990),
when we look at the possible aspects of scoring validity for a test of speaking
(Figure 5.10) the situation is now quite a lot more complex with the inclusion of
a number of new elements in the equation, in particular the rating scale, the
rating process and the rater. When we consider the discussion of rating scale
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development and use in Chapter 1, we can see that this is an area of some
interest. In addition, the whole rating process is still relatively unexplored; we
continue to know far too little about the effects of rater training (though see
Weigle 1994, and Rethinasamy in progress), or of the value of standardisation
(see O’Sullivan and Rignall 2001, 2002) or of what happens in the minds of the
raters when they are awarding scores (see Lumley 2000).

As for the other areas referred to in Figure 5.10, there is little or no empirical
evidence of how they impact on rating performance. O’Sullivan (2002b) argued
that the test taker should be described in terms of a series of characteristics
(physical, psychological, experiential) and that research should be carried out
into the effect on performance of the interaction between these variables and the
test event. In the same way that characteristics of the test taker will influence test
task performance, it is clear that similar characteristics of the examiner or rater
will affect their performance in awarding scores for those performances. There
is evidence of how performances can achieve very different scores depending
on the examiner (see for example Congdon and McQueen 2000, Engelhard
1994, Fisher 1994, Lamprianou and Pillas 2003, Longford 1994, Lumley,
Lynch and McNamara 1994, Lunz and Stahl 1990, Lunz, Wright and Linacre
1990, Myford and Wolfe 2002) but relatively little that I could find on how
characteristics of the rater might have some impact on rating performance
(though see Lumley 2000, Lumley and McNamara 1995, McNamara and
Lumley 1997, O’Sullivan 1999, 2000a, 2002). 

Figure 5.10  Aspects of reliability or measurement validity for speaking

Source: Weir (2004)

Computers

Another area in which there has been a great amount of interest over the past
decade in particular is in the delivery of tests using computers. There are a
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number of issues here that remain somewhat unexplored. In a debate on the use
of computers in language testing at the IATEFL conference in Brighton (O’Sul-
livan 2003) I talked about the fact that computers are used as part of the devel-
opmental process, as a delivery mechanism, and as an analysis tool. The
potential of computers to positively impact on test development has been
referred to elsewhere (for example Chalhoub-Deville 1999, 2001, Brown 1997),
while the growing importance of complex statistical analysis tools (such as G-
Theory, Multi-faceted Rasch and other IRT-based procedures) would be incon-
ceivable without computers and the programs that make their application a
practical consideration. 

It is in the area of test delivery that the impact of computers has been most
disappointing. While tests such as BULATS, described in Chapter 1, are at the
cutting edge of computer-delivery of language tests, even here there is a
tendency to limit the test to items that are reminiscent of the old 
psychometric–structuralist era, that is the test items tend to focus on discrete
decontextualised aspects of language use. In fact, there are very few, if any,
examples in the literature of really new or innovative item types. One example
of how computer delivery of tests of reading comprehension could add to our
understanding of the reading construct is the relative ease of designing delivery
platforms that allow for an element of timing of tasks, thus allowing the
developer to introduce the concept of expeditious reading (see the following
section).

In my conclusion to the IATEFL debate I suggested that as language testers
we should not be overly dazzled by the technology and look beneath the delivery
mechanisms to the underlying tests. I also argued, perhaps a little unkindly, that
the tests delivered using computers represented a step backwards in terms of the
approach to testing they typically represent. While many tests clearly fall into
this category, there are a small number in which efforts have been made to come
to terms with the new technology, though the great leap forward first promised
by the introduction of computers has not happened.

In the case of testing language for business purposes, for example, we have
seen how technology has had a profound impact on the revision of the test –
through the impact of the ALTE ‘Can Do’ statements’ projects (in helping to
define the levels of the tests) and in the project undertaken to update the
business-related wordlists which help define the language use domain which is
tested in the BEC suite (Ball 2002).

However, when we consider the notion of theory-based validity it is obvious
that there is a great deal of research needed into the degree to which different test
delivery mechanisms (e.g. pencil and paper and computer) impact on the
cognitive and meta-cognitive processing of test candidates. In other words, does
the platform affect the interactional authenticity of the task? This work has only
just begun, with O’Sullivan and Weir (2003) investigating this area in terms of
delivering a writing test on computer as compared with the more traditional
pencil and paper.
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Suggestions for future research in specific skills’ testing

In the following section I will outline some of the possible areas for research in
the testing of the different skills in the area of business language. In this section
I will be referring to the BEC suite. However, I believe that the suggestions will
be equally applicable to other test systems.

Reading
While there were relatively few changes made to the Reading papers in this
revision, this is not to say that there is no additional work needed in the area.
Weir (2004) argues for research into the impact of (and need for) expeditious
reading (skimming for gist, search reading or scanning for specifics) on
candidate performance and though he was looking at the situation from the
perspective of general proficiency testing in the revision of the Cambridge
ESOL Certificate of Proficiency in English (CPE), the same argument can be
made for LSP tests such as BEC. Before this can begin, it is first necessary to
look again at the kind of reading undertaken in the domain of business language
through continued investigation using needs’ analysis techniques such as obser-
vation and interviews. The indications from this book are that we should
additionally attempt to investigate the cognitive processing associated with
these different activities in order to help us gain evidence of the interactional
authenticity of future test versions.

Writing
As we saw in Chapter 4, the section related to the changes in the Writing papers
indicated that there have been a number of quite significant changes. These
changes include the decision to separate the reading and writing skills in BEC
Vantage and Higher, and the choice now offered at BEC Higher for the second
writing task. There is also an increase in the length of the required output for the
initial writing task at all levels and the use of a common General Impression
Mark Scheme (GIMS). This GIMS is interpreted at different performance levels
and tied to the Cambridge/ALTE levels. 

Obviously all of these changes require monitoring and evaluation. For
example, in offering a choice of task to the candidates at BEC Higher it is
necessary to establish a systematic framework for ensuring that the choices are
likely to be equivalent, to routinely trial these different choices, and to establish
monitoring systems to ensure that candidates are not negatively affected by their
choice – it is possible, for example, that some choices may be inherently more
problematic than others. There is also a clear need to ensure that raters see each
task as being equal (through training, monitoring of performance and research).
There is evidence from speaking test research (McNamara and Lumley 1997)
that raters compensate candidates for what they see as poor performance by
examiners where they feel that the candidate has been negatively affected; it is
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also very much worthwhile exploring the impact on scores of raters’ perception
of the different writing tasks.

The use of the GIMS at the different test levels is also an interesting devel-
opment. The difficulty with devising and applying rating scales within a test
suite which tests at different levels was briefly discussed above. The solution
adapted by Cambridge ESOL for the BEC suite marks an effort to standardise
the way in which raters come to decisions at the different levels (a vital element
of internal consistency – intra-rater reliability) and moves the focus away from
the individual rater to the training and standardisation procedures. There are
worries about this approach, however. The argument that a specific purpose test
will, by its very definition, involve elements of both language ability and
domain ability, implies that any rating scale devised for use in this type of test
must include some reference to performance in the domain. The ‘strong’ view of
this argument calls for the sort of indigenous scale developed by Abdul-Raof
(2002), and while the BEC tests reviewed here would not appear to justify such
a scale (as the test is context-oriented rather than context-focused) it may well be
that the existing scale does not capture important elements of the performance in
context (i.e. of the business language domain). It is a matter for future research
to investigate this aspect of scoring validity.

Another effect of using this type of scale (the GIMS) is that the importance of
rater training and standardisation becomes even greater than in the past – as it is
vital in this system that raters fully understand the process of applying the same
scale at different levels and that they are aware of what constitutes acceptable
performance at each level. Since there is evidence that systematic feedback
during a rating exercise can have a negative effect on rating performance
(O’Sullivan and Rignall 2001, 2002) it might be useful to investigate methods of
self-retraining (see Kenyon 1997), using the web. For example the kit developed
by the Center for Applied Linguistics (CAL) (CAL 2001) offers an opportunity
for raters, working in their own time and place, to gain a detailed understanding
of a test and its scoring procedures. Raters can also gain certification from CAL
on completion of the training programme through an accreditation procedure
where their ratings of a set of test performances are compared to those of a set of
‘expert raters’. Since this whole area of rater training is relatively unexplored
(though see Weigle 1994, 1998) a systematic agenda for research is clearly
needed. This agenda should take into account some or all of the following:

• the rater – Are there identifiable characteristics which typify the
(un)successful rater? (physical, psychological, experi-
ential, individual)
Are there identifiable behaviours or strategies which
typify the (un)successful rater?

• the scale – Are there substantive differences in how different
scales are applied? (indigenous vs. linguistic for
example)
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• the tasks – Are there particular task types that are susceptible to
bias on the part of raters? If so, how is this manifested?

• rater training – In what ways do raters benefit from training?
What kind of training is most beneficial? (this refers to
mode, format and content)

• rating conditions – In what ways can manipulation of rating conditions
affect rating performance?

• standardisation – Does standardisation of raters work?
How long should we claim its effects last?
Is there a best method – or are different methods
suitable for different types of test?

These are just a few of the many possible questions that could be asked of the
whole rating process – I have not included any questions related to the inter-
action of some or all of these variables, though obviously this is relevant to any
research design.

Listening
Though the Listening papers in the BEC suite were basically unaltered in the
revision process, there are some issues that might be investigated.

Weir (2003b:477) refers to an internal report from Cambridge ESOL (Field
2000) in which an argument is made for the use of more explicitly authentic texts
in the Cambridge Proficiency in English (CPE). Authenticity appears to be seen
by Field as being related to both content and delivery. While authenticity of
content is dealt with in the BEC suite in terms of the task types and topics that are
designed to reflect the business language use domain, the area of delivery has
not really been explored in any depth. Aspects of authenticity such as accent,
speed of delivery, ‘reality’ (the degree to which differences between recorded
‘real world’ texts and purposefully recorded texts affect the listening process)
are all in need of exploration. Listening comprehension tests typically involve
both aural and read input. Where alternative visual input is included (drawings,
charts, still photographs, moving images) listening will be affected. The issue is
how and to what extent. While Coniam (2001) suggests that there is evidence
that visuals may detract listeners, in general, there has been very little research
into the effect on performance of different types of input or of the effects of
involving the listener in dealing with a number of different types of input. 

Recent advances in neural science have included the development of brain
imaging, a procedure that allow us to see what is actually happening in the brain
(in terms of neural activity) when people are engaged in high level cognitive
tasks. Just et al (2001) used functional magnetic resonance images of brain
activity to investigate how trying to perform two non-related tasks affected
performance on the two tasks (sentence comprehension, and the mental rotation
of three-dimensional objects). Just et al found that when participants attempted
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to perform the two tasks simultaneously, they did neither task well. In a similar
vein, Rubenstein, Meyer and Evans (2001) found that as the difficulty of tasks
increased so did the related time costs (where time is lost in switching from one
task to another).

The implication here is that the inclusion of additional input to a listening task
essentially adds an element to the task which results in test candidates failing to
perform that task to the best of their ability (i.e. where a secondary element is not
added). Where this additional input is visual (i.e. it is quite different in nature to
the original aural input) the difference may well be exaggerated. This would
appear to add support to Skehan’s (1998) ‘code complexity’ idea – where
manipulation of input will impact on the difficulty of a task – and also the
findings of Coniam (2001).

Buck (2001) suggests that other areas of interest to the researcher might
include collaborative listening and the identification of the sub-skills of
listening. The former presents particular difficulties for the tester, with the
problems of identification of the contribution of individual candidates (always
problematic with collaborative tasks), though in the area of business language,
there may be an argument for including such a task because this type of listening
is quite typical of the area. It may well be that such a task could be positioned
within the context of the Speaking paper. There appears to be a danger that tests
which are made up of a single type of listening task or item may be focusing on
too limited an aspect of an individual’s listening ability and as such may not
allow us to draw broad inferences on candidates’ listening ability. Looking back
over the BEC suite Listening papers (Chapter 4) we can see that an attempt has
been made to identify different focuses for the different elements of the papers.
However, the central focus still appears to be on listening for specific details or
for information in a text.

Speaking
This was the most changed section of the BEC suite of examinations and still
represents a great challenge to language testers, despite some quite major
advances during the past decade. As far back as 1972, a major needs analysis
undertaken by the LCCIEB identified speaking as an area of particular interest in
business English. This is reflected in the general profusion of Speaking papers or
separate tests among the examinations reviewed in Chapter 1 – with the
exception of the TOEIC tests. However, many of the Speaking papers reviewed
suffer from the same non-business orientation as the original BEC Speaking
papers.

We saw in Chapter 4 (Figure 4.15) that different types of task tend to result in
quite unique profiles of language functions (O’Sullivan, Weir and Saville 2002).
This lends support to the inclusion in a test of speaking of tasks that require the
candidate to perform under different conditions, in the case of the revised BEC
papers these are one-to-one with the examiner, alone in an individual long turn
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and in interaction with a second (or third) candidate. A score is awarded to each
candidate immediately following the test by both the examiner/interlocutor and
the examiner/observer. The fact that a single score is awarded by each examiner
means that all tasks are treated as one. This may act to reduce the reliability of
the scores and at the same time limit the amount of information available to the
test developer. The evidence that there are differences between the tasks could
be supported by evidence from examiner scores, at present we cannot distin-
guish between performance on the different tasks in any post examination
review. This is certainly an area in which research is required – into the practi-
cality of awarding scores for individual tasks in operational conditions, into the
degree to which each task adds to the overall test performance, and into the
perception of task importance by the examiners.

It has been argued (McNamara, 1997) that where candidates interact linguis-
tically in order to perform a test task, the resulting language is a reflection of the
ability of all concerned in the interaction, that is, the language is co-constructed
by the interacting candidates. The difficulty then is in separating the individual
from the group or even in identifying unique contributions to the group, since
even these apparently unique contributions will have been influenced by the
other group members. There is evidence (O’Sullivan 1999, 2000a, 2000b,
2002a) that the affective reaction of an individual candidate to characteristics
associated with their interlocutor can have a systematic and significant impact
on subsequent performance. However, the number of potential characteristics,
and the interactions between these characteristics, means that the whole area is
too complex to be dealt with without a programme of extensive research in
which the major characteristics are identified and interactions between these
characteristics observed. O’Sullivan (2000a) represents a beginning of this
process.

In terms of practicality, we seem to be caught between including tasks which
require interaction (and both the candidate-to-candidate discussion and the one-
to-one interview are such tasks) or limiting speaking tests to individual
monologues – though even here I would argue that there is still an audience
(perceived in an audio or video recorded format, actual in a ‘live’ event) so the
potential for impact on performance is still a factor. Clearly then, it is necessary
to investigate the impact on performance of factors such as interlocutor
variables (e.g. sex or age) and candidate perceptions of the interlocutor/
audience (e.g. relative language level, age, personality, status etc.). There is also
evidence that the effects on candidate performance may be group or culture
specific, for example Porter (1991a) reports that Arabic learners and European
learners demonstrate very different behaviours depending on particular charac-
teristics associated with their interviewer. A similar phenomenon was noted
also by O’Sullivan (2000a, 2000b, 2002a). This implies that the culture of
business language may need to be investigated as a separate entity. Ignoring the
impact of audience is simply not an option.
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Other immediate concerns include monitoring the new interlocutor frames
(or scripts) at the different levels and the output language for the different tasks.
In terms of the first of these areas, O’Sullivan and Lu (2003) have analysed
deviations from the interlocutor frame in the IELTS and shown that there is little
impact on the candidate when pre- and post-deviation language is analysed. This
type of research is clearly relevant to the BEC Speaking papers as is the work of
O’Sullivan, Weir and Saville (2002) in identifying the language functions
elicited by speaking test tasks. Brooks (2003) is demonstrating how the check-
lists can be adapted for use with a specific test, a process that could quite easily
be employed in monitoring the BEC Speaking papers.

Apart from these concerns, there are still many other questions to be
answered about tests of speaking. O’Sullivan and Weir (2002) have outlined a
broad research agenda based on a socio-cultural perspective on language testing
based very much on the type of validation framework outlined in Figure 5.3.

Conclusion
I have tried to demonstrate in this book that tests of language for business
purposes are different, in their theoretical basis, their content and their intended
audience. I do not believe that I have suggested anything that is completely
new about the subject, but hope that I have offered a perspective on business
language testing (and LSP testing in general) that is supportable from both
practical and theoretical perspectives. The book has added support to a
definition of LSP tests presented in terms of authenticity (Douglas 2000),
though it has suggested that the way we look at authenticity should be with a
greater degree of complexity than hitherto conceived.

All tests can be seen as lying on a specificity continuum, between the highly
specific and the general purpose. This continuum is multi-componential and
includes the twin aspects of authenticity – situational and interactional. A
specific purpose test will be distinguishable from other tests (both specific and
general purpose) in terms of the domain represented by the demands of its tasks
and texts, and in terms of the cognitive processing it elicits.

The book has presented a broad outline of current theory and practice in the
testing of language for business purposes. The description of the test devel-
opment and revision framework which drives the work of Cambridge ESOL and
how this led to particular changes in the BEC suite of examinations demon-
strates the necessity for a set of clear and unambiguous developmental proce-
dures. Any LSP, or in this case business language, test development or revision
project is dependent on having an understanding of the language use domain to
be tested, an awareness of the degree to which authenticity decisions impact on
the specificity of the test and the ability to deliver instruments of a high quality.
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APPENDIX 1.1

JOCT Evaluation Criteria

A+ Superior Japanese communication skills for a wide variety of business situations:
In addition to Level A abilities, Level A+ speakers can skilfully summarize their ideas,
speak convincingly, pick out essential facts, recognize nuances and generally
communicate on superior Levels from both technical and cultural perspectives

A Thorough Japanese communication skills for normal business situations:
Level A speakers correctly use the special terms and expressions of business. Speech is
fluid and any mistake in pronunciation or grammar does not create problems. Their skills
for handling unfamiliar situations are sufficient, although not complete. Overall, however,
they have thorough skills for normal communication using business Japanese.

B+ Require improvement in selected areas to reach Level A:
Level B+ speakers can use the special vocabulary and expressions of business, but not as
well as Level A speakers and sometimes with inadequacies. Speech is fluid, but occasional
mistakes with pronunciation, grammar, etc. can cause problems in communication. They
sometimes cannot suitably handle unfamiliar situations.

B Require improvement in many areas to reach Level A:
Level B speakers can generally use the special vocabulary and expressions of business, but
inadequacies are quite noticeable compared to Level A speakers. Speech is not always
fluid and repeated mistakes with pronunciation and grammar cause communication
problems. They often cannot suitably handle unfamiliar situations.

C Limited communication skills:
Level C speakers understand the gist of discussions, but limited knowledge of business
vocabulary and expressions, as well as Japanese business itself, prevents them from
handling matters suitably. Daily conversations are possible, but their communication lacks
smoothness. Mistakes in pronunciation and grammar are frequent.

D Insufficient Japanese communication skills for business:
Level D speakers do not have sufficient skills of comprehension and expression, which
prevents them from communicating in Japanese to conduct normal business.
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CEFLS Pilot Test
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APPENDIX 1.3

CEIBT – Test of Reading and Writing –
June and November 1992
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A Member of the Association of Language Testers in Europe (ALTE)

English Version: EN00

Standard Test

Sample Question Paper

APPENDIX 1.4

BULATS – Standard Test English
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LEVELS Listening/Speaking Reading Writing

C2
Level 5

CAN advise on/handle
complex delicate or
contentious issues, such
as legal or financial
matters, to the extent
that he/she has the
necessary specialist
knowledge.

CAN understand reports
and articles likely to be
encountered during
his/her work, including
complex ideas
expressed in complex
language.

CAN make full and
accurate notes and
continue to participate
in a meeting or seminar. 

C1
Level 4

CAN contribute
effectively to meetings
and seminars within
own area of work and
argue for or against a
case.

CAN understand
correspondence
expressed in non-
standard language.

CAN handle a wide
range of routine and
non-routine situations in
which professional
services are requested
from colleague or
external contacts.

B2
Level 3

CAN take and pass on
most messages that are
likely to require
attention during a
normal working day.

CAN understand most
correspondence, reports
and factual product
literature he/she is likely
to come across. 

CAN deal with all
routine requests for
goods or services.

B1
Level 2

CAN offer advice to
clients within own job
area on simple matters. 

CAN understand the
general meaning of non-
routine letters and
theoretical articles
within own work area.

CAN make reasonably
accurate notes at a
meeting or seminar
where the subject matter
is familiar and
predictable. 

A2
Level 1

CAN state simple
requirements within
own job area, such as ‘I
want to order 25 of...’.

CAN understand most
short reports or manuals
of a predictable nature
within his/her own area
of expertise, provided
enough time is given.

CAN write a short,
comprehensive note of
request to a colleague or
a known contact in
another company.

A1
ALTE
breakthrough
level

CAN take and pass on
simple messages of a
routine kind, such as
‘Friday meeting 10 am’.

CAN understand short
reports or product
descriptions on familiar
matters, if these are
expressed in simple
language and the
contents are predictable. 

CAN write a simple
routine request to a
colleague, such as ‘Can
I have 20X please?’.

APPENDIX 2.1

ALTE Work Typical Abilities



261

APPENDIX 3.1

BEC 1 Sample Paper



Appendic 3.1

262



Appendic 3.1

263



Appendic 3.1

264



Appendic 3.1

265



Appendic 3.1

266



Appendic 3.1

267



Appendic 3.1

268



Appendic 3.1

269



Appendic 3.1

270



Appendic 3.1

271



Appendic 3.1

272



Appendic 3.1

273



Appendic 3.1

274



Appendic 3.1

275



Appendic 3.1

276



277

APPENDIX 3.2

BEC 2 Sample Paper



Appendix 3.2

278



Appendix 3.2

279



Appendix 3.2

280



Appendix 3.2

281



Appendix 3.2

282



Appendix 3.2

283



Appendix 3.2

284



Appendix 3.2

285



Appendix 3.2

286



Appendix 3.2

287



Appendix 3.2

288



Appendix 3.2

289



Appendix 3.2

290



291

APPENDIX 3.3
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APPENDIX 4.1

BEC Preliminary Sample Paper

TIME 1 hour 30 minutes

INSTRUCTIONS TO CANDIDATES

Do not open this paper until you are told to do so.

Write your name, Centre number and candidate number in the spaces at the top of this page. Write these

details in pencil on your Answer Sheets if these are not already printed.

Write all your answers in pencil on your Answer Sheets – no extra time is allowed for this.

Read carefully the instructions for each part, and the instructions for completing your Answer Sheets.

Try to answer all the questions.

At the end of the examination hand in both this question paper and your Answer Sheets.

INFORMATION FOR CANDIDATES

There are forty-seven questions on this question paper:

Reading Questions 1 – 45

Writing Questions 46 – 47

UNIVERSITY OF CAMBRIDGE LOCAL EXAMINATIONS SYNDICATE

Examinations in English as a Foreign Language

BUSINESS ENGLISH CERTIFICATE 0351/1,2
Preliminary

Test of Reading and Writing Test 023

Wednesday 5 JUNE 2002 Morning 1 hour 30 minutes

Additional materials:
Answer Sheets

Candidate

Centre Number Number

Candidate Name

This question paper consists of 17 printed pages.

SP (AT/SLC) S25800/4
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p
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b
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c
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 c
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e
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c
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c
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n
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p
e

ri
o

d
s
 o

f 
ti
m

e
.

A
B

C
D

E
F

G
0

P
A

R
T

 T
W

O

Q
u

es
ti

o
n

s 
8 

– 
12

•
R

e
a

d
 t

h
e

 a
rt

ic
le

 b
e

lo
w

 a
b

o
u

t 
w

o
rk

in
g

 i
n

 i
n

te
rn

a
ti
o

n
a

l 
te

a
m

s
.

•
C

h
o

o
s
e

 t
h

e
 b

e
s
t 

s
e

n
te

n
c
e

 f
ro

m
 t

h
e

 o
p

p
o

s
it
e

 p
a

g
e

 t
o

 f
ill

 e
a

c
h

 o
f 

th
e

 g
a

p
s
.

•
F

o
r 

e
a

c
h

 g
a

p
 8

 –
 1

2,
 m

a
rk

 o
n
e
 l
e
tt
e
r 

(A
– 

G
) 

o
n

 y
o

u
r 

A
n

s
w

e
r 

S
h

e
e

t.

•
D

o
 n

o
t 

u
s
e

 a
n

y
 l
e

tt
e

r 
m

o
re

 t
h

a
n

 o
n

c
e

.

•
T

h
e

re
 i
s
 a

n
 e

x
a

m
p

le
 a

t 
th

e
 b

e
g

in
n

in
g

, 
(0

).

A
n

 i
n

te
rn

a
ti
o

n
a

l 
te

a
m

 c
a

n
 b

e
 d

e
fi
n

e
d

 a
s
 a

 g
ro

u
p

o
f 

p
e

o
p

le
 w

h
o

 c
o

m
e

 f
ro

m
 d

iff
e

re
n

t 
n

a
ti
o

n
a

lit
ie

s

a
n

d
 

w
o

rk
 

to
g

e
th

e
r 

to
w

a
rd

s
 

a
 

c
o

m
m

o
n

 
g

o
a

l.

(0
).

..
..
..
.G .
..

.
. 

T
h

e
 
fa

c
t 

th
a

t 
th

e
y
 
a

re
 
s
p

re
a

d
 
o

u
t

p
re

s
e

n
ts

 a
 r

a
n

g
e

 o
f 
o

p
p

o
rt

u
n

it
ie

s
 a

n
d

 c
h

a
lle

n
g

e
s

th
a

t 
te

a
m

s
 
w

o
rk

in
g

 
in

 
th

e
 
s
a

m
e

 
p

la
c
e

 
d

o
 
n

o
t

e
x
p

e
ri
e

n
c
e

.

O
n

e
 t
re

n
d

 in
 p

a
rt

ic
u

la
r 

w
h

ic
h

 is
 c

re
a

ti
n

g
 t
h

e
 n

e
e

d

fo
r 

m
o

re
 i
n

te
rn

a
ti
o

n
a

l 
te

a
m

s
 i
s
 t

h
a

t 
w

e
 a

re
 i
n

 t
h

e

m
id

d
le

 
o

f 
a

 
d

ra
m

a
ti
c
 

in
fo

rm
a

ti
o

n
 

re
v
o

lu
ti
o

n
.

(8
).

..
..
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Additional information on tests
of language for business
purposes

Tests of European language for business purposes: ALTE members

* BULATS is currently available in English, French, German and Spanish

CEF
Levels

Italian English French German Spanish

C2 DSEC
(Diplôme
Supérieur
d’Etudes
Commerciales)

DEN (Diploma
de Espanol de los
Negocios)

C1 CIC
(Certificato di
Italiano
Commerciale)
advanced

BEC
(Business
English
Certificate)
Advanced

PWD
(Prüfung
Wirtschaftsde
utsch
International)

B2 BEC
(Business
English
Certificate)
Intermediate

ZDf B
(Zertifikat
Deutsch für
den Beruf)

CEN
(Certificado de
Espanol de los
Negocios)

B1 CIC
(Certificato di
Italiano
Commerciale)
Intermediate

BEC
(Business
English
Certificate)
Preliminary

A2

A1



Contact information for business language test developers

Additional information on tests of language for business purposes
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Organisation Address Website

Pitman
qualifications

City and Guilds Pitman
Qualifications
1 Giltspur Street
London 
EC1A 9DD 
United Kingdom 

Fax: +44 (0) 20 7294 3502

www.pitmanqualifications.com

LCCIEB LCCIEB Corporate Headquarters
112 Station Road
Sidcup Kent
DA15 7BJ
United Kingdom

Phone: +44 (0) 20 8309 3000
Fax: +44 (0) 20 8302 4169

www.lccieb.com/Lcci/Home/Index.asp

TOEIC TOEIC Service International 
TOEIC Testing Program 
Educational Testing Service 
Rosedale Road 
Princeton, NJ 08541, USA 

Phone: +1 (609) 734-1540 
Fax: +1 (609) 734 1560

www.toeic.com/index.htm

Cambridge ESOL University of Cambridge
ESOL Examinations
1 Hills Road
Cambridge
CB1 2EU
United Kingdom 

Phone: +44 (0) 1223 553355
Fax: +44 (0) 1223 460278

www.cambridge-efl.org/index.html

JETRO 2-5, Toranomon 2-chome, 
Minato-ku,
Tokyo 105-8466

Tel: 03-3582-5511
Fax: 03-3587-0219

www.jetro.go.jp/it/e/bj/index.html

Alliance
Française
Centre
international
d’études
pédagogiques

Alliance Française
101, Bd Raspail
75270 Paris Cedex 06
France

Tel.: +33-1-45 44 38 28
Fax: +33-1-45 49 15 82
E-mail:
info@paris.alliancefrancaise.fr

www.alliancefr.org/
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Additional information on tests of language for business purposes

Organisation Address Website

The Goethe-
Institut

Goethe-Institut Inter Nationes
Helene-Weber-Allee 1
München
80637
Germany

Tel +49 89 15921 382
Fax +49 89 15921 608
E-mail bolton@goethe.de 

www.goethe.de/dll/prf/pba/pwd/
deindex.htm

Università per
Stranieri, Perugia

University for Foreigners –
Perugia 
Palazzo Gallenga 
Piazza Fortebraccio, 4 
06122 Perugia – Italy 

Tel +39/075/5746467 
Fax +39/075/5746456 
E-mail: certific@unistrapg.it 

www.unistrapg.it

Instituto
Cervantes and
Universidad de
Salamanca

Instituto Cervantes
Colegio del Rey
C/ Libreros, 23
Madrid 28801 Alcalá de Henares
Spain

Tel +34-91-745 3334
Fax +34-91-745 0058
E-mail: jmartinv@cervantes.es

parrondo@cervantes.es 

www.cervantes.es
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