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Student attitudes toward English placement tests:
A follow-up report

Joel P. Rian

ABSTRACT

This short report examines student attitudes toward English placemen® tests at Sapporo
Gakuin University. In a previous study, Grose (2008) observed that some test results were
skewed as a result of students randomly answering and finishing the test as quickly as
possible. In order to further examine this problem, data from the three most recent
placement tests was analyzed to determine how long students took to take the tests. Addi-
tionally, several groups of students who had taken the test {or a similar one) in the past
were asked to take the test again and answer a brief questionnaire. The results of the data
analysis provide further support for Grose’s (2008) finding, and the results of the ques-
tionnaire preliminarily offer some insights, from students’ perspectives, as to how the test
might be improved.
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1. Introduction

All students in all majors at Sapporo Gakuin University (SGU) are required to take a series
of classes in three foundation (or “general education”) courses in order to graduate: a Japanese
writing course, a computer skills course, and a foreign language course. The foreign language
course includes four 15-week semesters of foreign language study. Because the majority of
students choose English over other languages offered, a large number of “General English” clas-
ses are devoted to fulfilling the foreign language requirement.

In SGU’s distant past, students were randomly assigned to these General English classes.
More than a decade ago, paper-based placement tests were instituted in an effort to sort (or
“stream”) students into English classes according to their ability. As Grose (2008) reports, by
instituting these tests “classes that had previously been of mixed levels had become easier to
plan and teach” (p.133). In 2004, with the improvement of CALL classrooms at SGU, a compute-

rized test was designed on a Moodle platform. This significantly reduced paperwork and mark-
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ing time by allowing teachers to construct tests and handle score data more directly and effi-

ciently than with the previous system, which utilized third-party card readers.

2. Current SGU English placement tests

All students who enroll in General English classes are required to take an English placement
test before the beginning of each academic year. Currently, there are three tests, which vary in
difficulty and content:

® the “E Test” for the four Humanities Department majors: English, Psychology, Child De-
velopment and Human Sciences;

® the “C Test” for non-Humanities Department majors: Law, Social Information, Commerce
(recently restructured as Business/Finance) and Economics; and

® the “D test”, which replaces listening questions with written ones for hard-of-hearing
students.

C Test and E Test examinees have one hour to answer a variety of 50 listening, reading, and
vocabulary items. Items in the E Test are slightly more difficult than the C Test, in order to
account for a “slightly above average level of English proficiency” among Humanities Depart-
ment majors (Grose, 2008, p.131). English majors are given an additional 30 minutes to provide
a writing sample, and must also take a separate speaking test. Placement tests for incoming 18t
year students are held one day in early April, while tests for students entering ond year General

English classes are conducted over two days in late November or early December.

3. Problems with the placement tests

One of the advantages of computerizing the placement tests on the Moodle platform is that it
facilitates statistical evaluation of test items (i.e. “item analysis”, detailed in Hinkelman and
Grose, 2004). Grose’s (2008) study reported two main problems with the tests. First, because
analyses of items in the C Test revealed poor results, it was suggested the C Test was too diffi-
cult; however, attempts to simplify it did not yield significant improvements in results (p.135).
Second, and perhaps more significantly, it was noted that “A substantial number [of students]
were finishing the test as quickly as possible and leaving the room,” some in under two minutes
(p.135). In response, students are now informed that if they submit their tests before 30
minutes have elapsed, their scores will be invalid. However, for statistical purposes these

students “are deemed to have taken the test” and their scores contribute to item analyses
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(p.136).

Requiring students to stay until after 30 minutes have elapsed is a topical solution for getting
them to spend more time and effort on the tests. Grose (2008) reports, “Many students still fin-
ish as quickly as possible, as before, then do nothing until they are allowed to leave the room”
(p.136), as test proctors (myself included) have observed and as Moodle data reflects (p.136).
In order to further quantify Grose’s (2008, p.135) data, I conducted a more in-depth analysis of
test submission data available on Moodle. Results, including absentee data, are presented below

in Figures 1, 2 and 3, followed by a brief discussion.

Figure 1. “C Test” and “E Test” data, 21 & 23 January 2009

“C” and “E” Placement Test I
(for students entering 2nd year General English)
21 & 23 Jan. 2009
submission timeline
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No. of submissions

=—"C"Test| 0 2 0 1 1 | 25 106 91 | 49 | 43 | 42 | 28 | 4
"E"Test| 0 0 0 3 3 |12 | 24 | 43 | 52 | 59 | 71 | 43 | 16

Scheduled to take "C" Test : 603 — 392 attendees = 211 absentees
Scheduled to take "E" Test : 379 — 326 attendees = 53 absentees

“C” Test, January 2009 “E” Test, January 2009
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Figure 2. “C Test” and “E Test” data, 8 April 2009

“C” and “E” Placement Test I
(for students entering 1st year General English)
8 Apr. 2009
submission timeline
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No. of submissions

Scheduled to take "C" Test : 469 — 460 attendees = 9 absentees
Scheduled to take "E" Test : 317 — 311 attendees = 6 absentees

“C” Test, April 2009 “E” Test, April 2009
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Figure 3. “C Test” and “E Test” data, 26 November & 3 December 2009

“C” and “E” Placement Test I
(for students entering 2nd year General English)
26 Nov. & 3 Dec. 2009

submission timeline
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"E" Test 3 3 9 | 17 |68 | 33|39 |40 | 31 | 42 | 6

Scheduled to take "C" Test : 546 — 351 attendees = 195 absentees

Scheduled to take "E" Test : 336 — 294 attendees = 42 absentees

“C” Test, Nov/Dec 2009

“E” Test, Nov/Dec 2009
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4. Discussion of data

Results clearly reveal that C Test takers generally spend less time on the tests than E Test
takers, despite that the C Test is somewhat easier. Additionally, C Test absentee figures for
students entering ond year General English are more than double that of E Test takers, despite
the fact that tests for 2" year General English are conducted over two days. If the tests for
students entering opd year General English were held on only one day, like the tests for 1% year
General English, absentee figures would be higher. The results confirm that the majority of C
Test takers submit their tests before 35 minutes have elapsed—a large number, in fact, exactly
at the 30-minute mark. Grose’s (2008) claim that these students demonstrate “a general lack of
involvement or personal commitment to the process” (p.136) seems substantiated.

It is noteworthy, too, that English major students, who are given an extra 30 minutes to com-
plete a written section on the test, did not take any more time than other Humanities-major
students to complete the E Tests:

® E Test, January 2009
Average English major time: 44 min.
Average other Humanities major time: 46 min.
® E Test, April 2009
Average English major time: 47 min.
Average other Humanities major time: 46 min.
® E Test, November/December 2009
Average English major time: 38 min.
Average other Humanities major time: 41 min.
Thus, the submission times for the E Test are not exaggerated against C Test times as a result
of English majors being given more time to complete their tests.

It is frustrating for teachers who invest significant time and effort in test design and adminis-
tration to encounter not a small number of examinees who display blatant disregard for the test-
ing process. Further, it is easy to speculate that C Test students are simply unmotivated or not
interested in English enough to try harder on these placement tests. This is inevitably true in
some cases. However, the likelihood remains that in other cases, for a variety of reasons,
students who appear unmotivated feel overwhelmed by the tests and give up before or just after
starting. Grose (2008) comments that, in reality, among C-Test takers there may be “degrees of
poor motivation and that some students may try a little whereas others may not try at all”

(p.140).
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In an effort to remotivate students who may be prone to “try a little”, renovation of the C
Test is once again under consideration. It has been stated that a previous attempt at simplifying
the C Test yielded no significant improvement in test results (p.135), and that oversimplifying
test items risks making the test too easy (p.l40). Simultaneously, however, it was observed that
item analyses suggested “sustained listening comprehension is too difficult for these students so
a wholesale change in this section should be considered” (p.140). In addition to adjustments in
difficulty of test items, changes to the design and quality of the test may be effective in engaging
certain students to “try a little” harder. This is echoed among student opinions of the placement

tests, which are discussed in detail below.

5. Survey to students

Grose (2008) commented that “a questionnaire designed to obtain feedback from examinees
concerning their level of commitment to the placement test may provide valuable information in
this area” (p.140). A pilot survey was given to two groups of students: a group of 2nd year non-
Humanities majors, who had (presumedly) taken the C Test in past, as well as, for comparison,
a group of st year Humanities majors, who had taken the more difficult E Test.

As time permitted, I gave the most recent (November/December 2009) placement test to
students in my ond year non-Humanities classes—who had taken the C Test in past—and had
them answer a brief survey. I was able to get responses primarily from a ond year Law class
and a 2°9 year Social Information class. A 2" year Commerce and 2°° year Economics class
was also solicited, but as the activity was voluntary (and attendance for these two classes was
particularly porous), the response rate approached nil. For comparison, I also asked my 1% year
English and 17" year Child Development classes to participate. Results are presented in Figures
4 and 5 below, followed by a brief summary and discussion of salient responses (translated to

English). A complete list of student responses (in Japanese) is provided in Appendix 1. (Note:

Figure 4. Survey respondents

24 Year non-Humanities (“C Test”) majors

1% Year Humanities (“E Test”) majors

Law (16 responses)

English (15 responses)

Social Information (17 responses)

Child Development (17 responses)

Commerce (2 responses)

Total responses=32

Economics (0 responses)

Remember taking test: 6

Total responses=235

Don't remember taking test: 23

Remember taking test: 24

Aren't sure {can’t remember): 3

Don't remember taking test: 6

Aren't sure (can’t remember): 5

*This figure may reflect the fact that these students
took the E-Test, not the C-Test.
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Survey written in Japanese and translated to English by the present author. The author assumes

responsibility for any inaccuracies or misunderstandings as a result of unclear Japanese).

Figure 5. Survey responses (English & Child Development responses in parentheses)

¢ [ Bhbow | b By | BmOE)

A, TRANERIT, ESB-=0H07 Db ViR
[After taking this test, what did you think?] Strongly | Disagree |No opinion| Agree | Strongly
disagree agree

A-1. VAZ FOMENLCHIZ Bho/ (BESKRT ET),
[l couldn’t hear the listening tracks very well (because the
volume was too low.)]

@ (3) G | a4 8

A-2. EITIEHEEL v, 2 4 10 11 8
[The reading passages were difficult.] ) (12) (10) 8) (1)

B. FfE: FLRAAVPTFRANTHZTYEERS BV (RELEY.,
ThIUALCEZ TSRO B T3) BEROET, o
HBEREILESTIOWVWIHTERSLEEE, BOFPBRIIC, B¥HB | 2 |[Bphw |Hop | By | B

> Bbhiwn Wi o
EE3 9 b7 , a3 ,
Strongly | Dsagree |No opinion| Agree | Strongly
[Problem: There are students who do not take the placement | isgrec agree

tests seriously (i.e. they are absent or they answer at random).
In your opinion, why?]

B-1. L NXILOEWEEDFEIIAD 2L LD,

[Students don’t want to be placed in a higher-level English 0 > 9 1 0

@ | @ | ™ | a0 | O

class.]
B-2. BIZHEGEIZHRS Wz, 5 4 3 19 4
[Students are not particularly interested in English.] 3) (10) (4) (13) 2)
B-3. B DWTHSIIAE R Wiz, 4 10 3 16 2
[Students are not confident about their English.] 3) (12) (8) (8) (n
o £ | Bbiw | EHEeh | B9 BCEH
C. ZOTAMNEHETSH/D ! Ebnw rEas
[How would you improve this test?] Strongly | D'sagree [No opinion| Agree | Strongly
disagree agree
C-1. MAEZELTORV, ZOEFEFT, 4 14 6 10
[Don’t need to change anything.] 4) (13) 9 5) )
C-2. #& A4 7 A ME ANLIT IR, 5 4 4 19 3
[Add pictures or illustrations.] 2) (3) 4) (1) 2)
C-3. MEDIBRE HAFEIZIL 2T ) TRV, 6 8 13 7 1
[Add instructions for questions in Japanese.] (3) (13) (8) (5) (3)
C-4 MIEZRIILLELILZEI PR, 5 7 9 11 3
[Make questions a little bit easier.] 3) (14) | (10 5) (0)

C-5. 7 A P DEFHOTH A > 27D RF LIz R (]
R T A=y 7, iR, B L OMERED T LT
739 ARV,

[Make the design of the test easier to understand (e.g. add

labels like “listening”, “reading”, “vocabulary”, etc.)]

4 5 11 14 1
(2) @) ® | a4 | @
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6. Summary and discussion of responses

6.1 Survey section A: Listening

The most salient comment from all students was that listening questions were difficult to hear
(32 responses). Specifically, students noted that the volume wasn’t simply too low, but that
there was a gap in volume, such that some listening tracks and/or voices were quiet and muffled
whereas others were sufficiently audible (see Appendix 1, responses 7, 11, 16, 20, 23, 30, 36, 38,
41, 45, 49, 50, 51, 54, 55, 58, 59, 147, 162, 168). Considering that listening items comprise more
than half of the placement tests, this volume-inconsistency problem deserves particular atten-
tion.

More non-Humanities students than Humanities students commented that the test was “too
long.” However, these comments seemed sufficiently balanced by responses that the test was OK
as is. Particularly, several students commented that it may help to reduce the number of listen-

ing items, or to shorten the extended listening items (see e.g. responses 56, 120, 127).

6.2 Survey section B: Why student apathy toward placement tests?

The testimony of students in Section B is, to the author, refreshingly sincere: many students
candidly cite a lack of interest in learning English, in taking tests—especially on days when
school is not formally in session (responses 71, 77, 110, 111), or even in university altogether
(responses 69, 78) as plausible reasons for not trying to do well on, or for being absent to, the
placement tests. The author notes at least 12 uses of the word “mendokusai” ([ 2 \>) in Sec-
tion B responses. With regard to student disinterest in English in particular, the high number of
“agree” responses to Item B-2 by non-Humanities majors is contrasted to a more balanced agree-
disagree response by Humanities majors. A wider investigation of this particular
item—disinterest in English in particular—would be more telling. Interestingly, perhaps, two re-
sponses (62, 87) hint that some students don’t understand or are frustrated by some of their
peers’ apathy toward academia.

A number of other students admit, understandably perhaps, not wanting to be placed in a
higher level English class (responses 84, 85, 88, 93, 113), or that they simply don’t care where
they are placed (e.g. response 75). With regard to low self-confidence with English, response 95
is an articulate summary of a common student sentiment toward taking English tests: “Even if [

try hard, I can’t do it [English], so even if I don’t try the result is the same.”
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6.3 Survey section C: Ideas for improving placement tests

Certainly, the loudest call for change seems to be for volume consistency on listening items.

Not only volume adjustment, but also a slight reduction or simplification of these items might

make the test slightly less cumbersome for non-Humanities majors. Additionally, several respon-

ses (e.g. 63, 78) suggest that the test is monotonously multiple-choice, and that student interest

might be garnered by adding a wider variety of questions. Further, survey responses indicate

that pictures or illustrations (high number of “agree” answers to Item C-2), as well as impro-

ving visual appeal by more clearly labeling sections in the test (responses 134, 145), could help

retain student focus. Two responses (138, 143) suggested that making test contents more

“real”—as, for example, related to SGU life—or somehow more “fun” would be a positive im-

provement. Finally, some students commented that their eyes became fatigued by reading from a

computer screen, or that the longer reading passage was hard to focus on (see responses 22, 24,

44,46, 137, 157, 170). One student (response 24) aptly suggested making the font size bigger.

7. Other ideas for improving the placement tests

Below is a brief list of further suggestions:

L]

[

Involve willing students in the test-making process. Willing students could:

v’ Draw illustrations

v' Record listening tracks

v’ Construct potential test questions
Make a repository of questions, so that no placement test is necessarily the same.
Simplify the placement test instruction sheet (in Japanese) that is posted on overhead
projectors during tests. Like the reading passages in the test, the font may be small
and hard to read. Making it easier to read might help lessen the possibility that
students don’t understand test-taking instructions (Grose, 2008, p.136).
Sustain item analysis and monitoring of “item facility”. Revise or eliminate items that
do not fall within optimum ranges.
Ensure that testing rooms are comfortable (e.g. not stuffy). As a test proctor I have

opened windows slightly on several occasions.

Finally, where placement test improvement is concerned, the issue of a unified English curri-

culum at SGU—whether there is or isn’t one, or whether there necessarily should or could be

one—will ultimately have to be revisited. Brown (1996) states that placement tests must be spe-

cifically related to a given program (p.lZ). It has been further argued that “Creating an effec-
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tive placement test involves developing test items related to a true curriculum with clear goals
and objectives” (Westrick, 2005, p.190). On the other hand, where curriculum design is con-
cerned, Pritchard (2008, cited in Venema, 2007, p.11) notes that many Japanese universities em-
ploy as many if not more part-time or term-limited instructors as full time ones, so that solidly
unifying any curriculum in these institutions can be a herculean endeavor. Further discussion of
this topic is beyond the scope of this report. However, Hughes (2003, cited in Nakamura, 2007)
claims that placement tests should be developed by the users themselves so that they specifical-
ly meet their needs (p.98). There is currently a motion to voluntarily supplement placement test
items with quiz questions actually used in teachers’ tests, or at very least, to include questions
generated by teachers other than the placement test creators. For now, this should be consi-

dered a sufficient step toward placement test improvement.

8. Ideas for further study

This report has only preliminarily solicited opinions on placement tests among a small group
of SGU students. A broader survey of SGU student opinions via a more detailed
questionnaire—particularly to a wider body of non-Humanities major students and which could
incorporate statistical analyses of Likert data in addition to individual student
comments—would be more revealing. A direct query to students about why 2nd year test attend-
ance and performance is generally poorer than 15t year, for example, might yield interesting re-
sponses. Not only questionnaires but also extended interviews with select students might simi-
larly provide useful ideas.

There is a comparative dearth of literature about the construction and implementation of En-
glish placement tests at Japanese universities (Westrick, 2005, p.90). An investigation of these,
as well as the English curricula to which placement tests relate, would add much-needed context
to the limited scope of this short report. Additionally, an investigation of how—or if—other uni-
versities have incorporated student motivational self-evaluations into placement testing might be
helpful. It may, for example, save time to simply ask students whether or not they wish to be in

a higher-level English class, or what kind of English class, if at all, they prefer to be placed in.

9. Concluding remarks

It should not be shocking or unnerving to conclude, from the data presented above, that non-

Humanities students generally appear less engaged in the English placement testing process than
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Humanities students. If they were generally interested in English, they might have chosen a
Humanities major. Further, it should be reaffirmed that despite the most enthusiastic and thor-
ough efforts of teachers to woo students toward personal involvement in their learning experi-
ence, there will always be some students who don’t like taking tests, who have poor study
habits, who don’t care about learning English, or even, who don’t seem interested in learning
anything at all.

It should be emphasized, too, that the goal of analyzing placement test data has not been to
spotlight low English ability or chastise low motivation among students in departments who are
categorically less proficient at English than others. The immediate goal is to find ways to make
the “C” Placement Test for non-Humanities majors more engaging so that takers will put more
effort into it. However, the broader goal is to acknowledge the reality of these students’ abilities
and needs in an effort to introduce to them the idea that English language learning can, for

students of any department or major at SGU, be a positive experience.
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Appendix A: Student responses to survey (unabridged)

A.

FAMERFT, E2B-7zOH07

[After taking this test, what did you think?]
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24.

25.
26.
27.
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30.
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34.
35.
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DA% TIEBEETTEL /2,
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LI PLRLT L TR L,
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TADELDOANDFENETH/NEh o7z,
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37.
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41.
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[Problem: There are students who do not take the placement tests seriously (i.e. they are absent or

they answer at random). In your opinion, why?]
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[How would you improve this test?]
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