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INVESTIGATING THE PROPERTIES OF
ASSESSMENT INSTRUMENTS AND THE

SETTING OF PROFICIENCY STANDARDS
FOR ADMISSION INTO

UNIVERSITY SECOND LANGUAGE COURSES

Micheline Chalhoub-Deville
The University of Iowa

Introduction

The introduction of the Proficiency Guidelines (ACTFL 1986) and
the corresponding Oral Proficiency Interview (OPI) have placed
heavy emphasis on the assessment of oral language ability. As

Teschner (1991) writes, in the early 1980s the notion of proficiency "often
appeared to focus solely on speaking in general and the oral interview in
particular" (p. ix). Notwithstanding the contribution of the proficiency
movement to assessing speaking, the assessment of the other modalities is
also critical in order to get a rich and more complete picture of learners'
second language (L2) abilities. Consequently, in recent years educators
have increasingly encompassed a broader conceptualization of proficiency
which includes all four modalities. The 1990s have accordingly witnessed
increased activity focusing on the development of proficiency-based in-
struments for assessing speaking as well as the other modalities. Institu-
tions, such as The Ohio State University (Birchbichler, Corl, and Deville
1993; Corl, Harlow, Macian, and Saunders 1996; Robinson 1996), the Uni-
versity of South Carolina (Mosher 1989; Fleak 1991), and The University
of Iowa (Wherritt, Druva-Roush, and Moore 1990) have assumed a
prominent role in developing proficiency-based assessments in the various
modalities to be used in undergraduate language programs.
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Since the mid 1980s, the University of Minnesota has also been one of

the leading institutions in setting up college-wide entrance and graduation

L2 proficiency requirements and developing instruments based on the
ACTFL Guidelines for assessing all four modalities (Barnes, Klee, and

Wakefield 1990; Lange 1987; Lange, Prior, and Sims 1992). Today, it con-

tinues its commitment to proficiency-based assessment and, as part of the

Minnesota Articulation Project (MNAP), has recently developed new as-

sessments to replace the initial entrance proficiency instruments. (The
University of Minnesota is also working to revamp the graduation profi-

ciency instruments.) These MNAP instruments have been described in

detail in Chalhoub-Deville (1997).
While Chalhoub-Deville (1997) presents detailed information about

the design, content, and format of the MNAP instruments, the present

paper documents their psychometric properties. More specifically, the pre-

sent paper describes the standard setting process that preceded the admin-

istration of the various instruments and reports the results of field testing

at the University of Minnesota. A brief description of the MNAP and its

assessments follows.

The MNAP Assessment Instruments
MNAP is a statewide effort that includes the University of Minnesota, var-

ious public and private schools, community colleges, private colleges, and

a state university. The MNAP agenda includes the development of an op-
erational model and a corresponding battery of assessment instruments

for coordinating L2 outcomes across levels of instruction and educational

systems in Minnesota. MNAP has produced assessment instruments in
French, German, and Spanish for assessing students' L2 proficiency as they

move from the secondary into the postsecondary levels. Specifically, the

purpose of these instruments is to help determine if students can perform
in the various modalities at the Intermediate Low (IL) level, the profi-

ciency standard required for students to enroll in second-year French,

German, or Spanish programs at the postsecondary level.

In the remainder of this section and article, the discussion will focus on

the MNAP reading and writing assessments that were field tested at the

University of Minnesota in the summer of 1996. (Instruments exist for all

four modalities, but present space constraints permit discussion of only

these two.)
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The reading and writing instruments developed in French, German,
and Spanish are thematically based. Each assessment instrument has a
theme deemed appropriate to incoming students (e.g., an exchange pro-
gram, pen pal, etc.). Each of the thematically oriented reading instru-
ments, for example, includes several segments. Each segment consists of a
situation, a text, and a set of related items. The situation, which serves as an
advance organizer, prepares test-takers to approach the reading text by
helping them access relevant schemata. The text refers to the passage that
students are asked to read. Selected texts deal with topics such as descrip-
tions of famous persons, vacations, dining, daily routines, etc., and various
text types (such as notes, biography articles, advertisements, etc.). The
items developed for the reading texts are multiple-choice in format and
presented in English. (See example in Appendix A.) Each reading instru-
ment includes 35 items, with each item weighted one point. The total pos-
sible score on each of the reading assessment instruments, therefore, is 35.

Similar to the reading items, each of the thematically connected writing
instruments includes six segments. Each segment has a situation, a warm-
up, and a task. The situation provides detailed description of the immedi-
ate context within which test-takers are asked to compose their responses.
Following the situation, test-takers are provided with a warm-up activity to
help them organize their thoughts and language before they start writing.
These warm-up activities are not scored. The task points out what test-
takers need to write about. The task specifies the relevant content and the
required length of the response. The entire writing assessment instrument
is presented in English. (See example in Appendix B.) The reader is re-
ferred to Chalhoub-Deville (1997) for additional information concerning
these instruments.

The rating scheme used to assess students' performance on the writing
instruments is included in Appendix C. Raters are presented with a detailed
scoring scheme that includes four principal aspects: comprehensibility, task
fulfillment, vocabulary, and discourse. Brief descriptions are provided for
each of these criteria. Such descriptions are given not only for the required
IL level but also for the Novice High and Intermediate Mid levels. The de-
scription of the IL and its two adjacent levels is meant to clarify and help
raters better focus on the features characteristic of the intended IL level.
Raters are also provided with language-specific rating criteria and sample
performance examples. In assessing students' L2 writing performance,
raters are asked to make dichotomous ratings (1, 0) on each of the above
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listed four criteria. The total possible score on each of the writing instru-
ments, therefore, is 24four points for each of the six writing segments.

Setting Passing Scores
While the reading items and the writing tasks are selected to reflect inter-
mediate level properties according to the ACTFL Guidelines, it is the test-
takers' performance on these items and tasks that determines whether
examinees have achieved the designated IL level. The question that arises,
therefore, is what score on each of the reading and writing instruments is

equivalent to an IL performance? More specifically, what scores out of 35

for reading and out of 24 for writing are deemed appropriate for the test-
taker to be judged as performing at the ACTFL IL level in each of these two

modalities?
Often it is not stated how cut or passing scores are decided upon on L2

tests. Typically, test developers rely on their knowledge and experience to
decide on the score or the number of tasks that test-takers must complete
successfully in order to pass. Another popular approach is to allow a given
percent of students to pass, e.g., the top 20%. In situations where passing
rate restrictions are not a factor to consider, such decisions are not appro-
priate. Why allow the top 20% and not the top 15%, 25%, or 35% of the
test-takers to pass? What is to be inferred about the test-takers' abilities
when passing scores are decided upon in a relatively arbitrary fashion? A
systematic approach to setting passing scores that takes into account issues
such as the purpose and content of the instruments and involves the po-
tential test score users is likely to produce meaningful scores and afford a
more appropriate use of those scores.

Pass score decisions can be made based on systematic procedures. The
manual by Livingston and Zieky (1982), for example, is a classic guide-
book that provides practical explanations and descriptions for setting
passing score standards relevant to various educational tests. In setting
passing scores, several issues need to be considered, including the judges,
the standard setting method and corresponding process, and the appro-
priateness of the derived passing scores. These issues are addressed in the
following sections.

The Judges

French, German, and Spanish educators at the University of Minnesota
were asked to participate in the standard setting sessions. The educators
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represented both the faculty members and graduate teaching assistants
who typically teach the language courses. As such, these educators are well-
acquainted with the performance expected of students at this level. Addi-
tionally, given the University of Minnesota's long tradition with regard to
proficiency-based testing, these educators have extensive experience with
the ACTFL Guidelines.

Eleven judges, including both faculty and graduate teaching assistants,
participated in the standard setting process. Four judges participated in
each of the French and German sessions and three in the Spanish one.
Typically, in standard setting sessions, the more judges that can be in-
cluded the better. The rationale for selecting eleven judges in the present
study is the similarity in terms of orientation between this group of judges
and those they represent. Also, given that the judges in each language
group are asked to perform their ratings independently, it can be argued
that any derived passing score has been cross-validated.

The Standard Setting Method

Several approaches can be used for setting scores based on evaluations of
assessment instrument items. A common approach is based on the bor-
derline test-taker concept where Subject Matter Experts (SMEs) are asked
to hypothesize regarding the performance of borderline test-takers on
each item in a given assessment instrument. There are different methods
that follow this approach. The most common methods are the Nedelsky
method (Nedelsky 1954), the Ebel method (Ebel 1972), and the Angoff
method (Angoff 1984). The Nedelsky method is used with multiple-
choice items only. In this method, the SMEs identify the distracters in
each item that a borderline test-taker can clearly recognize as not plausi-
ble, and it is assumed that the test-taker would randomly identify the cor-
rect answer from the remaining plausible options. The Ebel method is
more elaborate. It is a two-stage process where SMEs first classify test
items into categories, based on the importance and difficulty of each
item, and then estimate the proportion of test items a borderline test-
taker can answer correctly. The Angoff procedure requires SMEs to pro-
vide the probability of a borderline test-taker (or the proportion out of
100 borderline test-takers) being able to respond to every test item cor-
rectly. Both the Ebel and the Angoff procedures can be used with non-
multiple-choice items. (For more information about these procedures see
Livingston and Zieky 1982.)

1 8 7
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In determining the method for setting the pass scores on the French,

German, and Spanish assessment instruments, three interrelated factors
were paramount. First, it was important that the method be easily ex-
plained to the judges. In order for the judges to be able to apply the
method appropriately and to be confident about using the ensuing pass
score, it was critical that the method be readily comprehensible. The
second factor pertained to the ease of and the speed by which the proce-
dures can be completed. These procedures can be quite involved and take
an inordinate amount of time, and so it was decided to choose a method
that permits the completion of the procedures in a relatively short amount
of time. Third, given that the instruments include both multiple-choice
and detailed scoring criteria, it was necessary to choose a method that can
be used for setting pass scores for both types of items. Given that any
method requires significant effort on the part of the judges, it was critical
not to overburden the judges by requiring them to learn two different
methods. Given these considerations, the Angoff method was chosen. As
Livingston and Zieky (1982) write, "Angoff's method is the easiest of the
three methods to explain and the fastest to use" (p. 54). Additionally, the
Angoff method can be used with both multiple-choice items and detailed
scoring criteria.

The Standard Setting Process

Independent standard setting sessions were held for each of the French,
German, and Spanish groups. The participating judges in these sessions
were provided with copies of the assessment instruments. The judges were
asked to imagine 100 borderline IL students they are likely to encounter in
their L2 classes and to decide on the proportion who are likely to perform
successfully on each of the reading items and writing criteria. After a prac-
tice exercise, all participating judges independently provided their per-
centages. Nevertheless, when the researcher noted variation in the judges'
percentages of more than ten to fifteen points on any given item, the
judges were asked to discuss their reasons for providing such diverse rat-
ings. Consequently, the judges were allowed to change their ratings if they
deemed it appropriate.

The passing score was calculated by adding the average proportions and
ratings provided by the judges for each item and computing the mean of
those averaged ratings. The results of the French, German, and Spanish
standard setting sessions for each of the writing and reading assessment
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Table 1

Proposed Passing Scores Based on the Angoff Method

French German Spanish

Reading (total possible 35 points) 29.36 28.70 27.01
Writing (total possible 24 points) 20.44 20.72 21.07

instruments are presented in Table 1 above. As Table 1 shows, the passing
scores computed for the reading instruments (where the total possible
score on each of the three language reading instruments is 35) are 29.36 in
French, 28.70 in German, and 27.01 in Spanish. As for the writing instru-
ments (where the total possible score on each of the three language writ-
ing instruments is 24), the passing scores are 20.44 in French, 20.72 in
German, and 21.07 in Spanish.

Although the three language group judges worked independently, they
arrived at quite comparable passing scores for both the reading and writ-
ing instruments. Such score comparability may be attributed to the simi-
larity of the instruments in terms of purpose, content, and format across
the three languages. Additionally, the background information obtained
from the test-takers (see Test-Taker Samples section) yields similar profiles
of students in the three language groups, which may also have contributed
to the judges' comparable passing score decisions.

While there were no a priori intentions to set identical passing scores
across the three languages, the judges, based on the closeness of the derived
scores, decided to adopt the same passing scores for each of the reading
and writing instruments. (These scores are reported in the following sec-
tion.) It was reasoned that, given the judgmental nature of the process, it
would be more meaningful to present students with the same passing
scores than to have to explain the small differences. Nevertheless the ap-
propriateness of such a decision remains to be seen with regard to actual
student performances.

Passing Scores and Standard Error of Measurement

When setting passing scores, it is recommended that the standard error of
measurement (SEM) be considered (APA 1985). The SEM provides in-
formation about potential fluctuations in test scores due to measurement
error. Ebel (1979) defines SEM as "an estimate of the standard deviation

8 9
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of the errors of measurement associated with the test scores in a given set"
(p. 379). In the present context, SEM is computed to estimate the varia-
tions around the proposed passing scores. Given the criterion-referenced
nature of the MNAP instruments, i.e., the focus on IL performance, it was
decided to use Berk's (1984 in Bachman, 1990) formula for computing
the SEM indices:

V(n xi)
n 1

where xi is the proposed passing score, and
n is the number of items on the test

Tables 2 and 3 (page 185) present the SEM for various passing scores on
the reading and writing assessment instruments respectively. The figures
in each table apply to the three language groups, given that each of the
French, German, and Spanish modality instruments include an equal
number of items and the same proposed passing scores, which is the in-
formation needed to compute SEM using Berk's formula. Tables 2 and 3
report estimates for one SEM and two SEM. The one SEM indicates 68%
probability that the proposed passing scores fall within the range com-
puted. The two SEM provides with 95% confidence the range expected for
the proposed passing scores. Although the tables report the band scores for
both one and two SEM, i.e., the 68% and 95% probability, it is argued that
given the nature of the test, 68% is sufficiently stringent. Consequently, the
present discussion will focus on the 68% probability figures.

With regard to the reading instruments, the figures in Table 2 show that
the one SEM at the proposed score 29 is 2.26, which, when rounded to the
nearest whole number, yields a band score of 27-31. This indicates that we
are approximately 68% confident that the proposed passing score of 29 is
between 27-31. Given the lower band of the score, it would be recom-
mended, therefore, that the passing score for the reading instruments be
set at 27. Indeed, the language experts in French, German, and Spanish,
after some discussion, agreed to set the passing score at 27.

With regard to the writing instruments, Table 3 shows that the one SEM
at the proposed score of 21 is 1.66. When rounded to the nearest whole
score, the 1.66 SEM gives a band score of 19-23. Although the recommen-
dation would be to set the passing score at 19, the language experts in all
three languages felt very strongly that a score of 19 was not equivalent to
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IL on these writing instruments. The language expert judges agreed to set
the passing score at 21.

°Again, the appropriateness of these reading and writing passing scores,
empirically derived from expert judgment, must be further examined
based on the test-takers' actual performance. The following sections report
on the results of the analyses performed on the data obtained from ad-
ministering the reading and writing instruments to students seeking en-
rollment in the French, German, or Spanish programs at the University of
Minnesota.

Table 2

Confidence Intervals for Passing Scores on the French,
German, and Spanish Reading Instruments

Passing
Score 1 SEM

Band with 68%
Probability 2 SEM

Band with 95%
Probability

29 2.26 26.74-31.26 4.52 24.48-33.52
28 2.40 25.60-30.40 4.80 23.20-32.80
27 2.52 24.48-29.52 5.04 21.96-32.04
26 2.62 23.38-28.62 5.24 20.76-31.24
25 2.71 22.29-27.71 5.42 19.58-30.42
24 2.79 21.21-26.79 5.58 18.42-29.58
23 2.85 20.15-25.85 5.70 17.30-28.70

Table 3

Confidence Intervals for Passing Scores on the French,
German, and Spanish Writing Instruments

Passing
Score 1 SEM

Band with 68%
Probability 2 SEM

Band with 95%
Probability

21 1.66 19.34-22.66 3.32 17.68-24.32
20 1.87 18.13-21.87 3.74 16.26-23.74
19 2.03 16.97-21.03 4.06 14.94-23.06
18 2.17 15.83-20.17 4.34 15.83-22.34
17 2.27 14.73-19.27 4.54 12.46-21.54

1 91
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Test-Taker Samples

The reading and writing MNAP instruments were administered to incom-
ing students at the University of Minnesota during summer orientation,
1996. Information regarding the number of students who took the various
assessment instruments is summarized in Table 4. The figures indicate a
much bigger sample size in Spanish as compared to French and German,
which reflects the typically larger enrollment in Spanish programs. Addi-
tionally, Table 4 reports two sets of sample sizes for the French and Span-
ish reading instruments because those who took the reading instruments
in August and September received slightly different ones. Based on the re-
sults of item analyses performed on the data from the initial set of test ad-
ministration in June and July, minor revisions were made to six items on
the French and three items on the Spanish reading instruments for the
August-September testing period.

Table 4
French, German, and Spanish Student Samples

French German Spanish

Reading: June-July 157 na 482

Reading: August-September 85 na 255

Reading: June-September 208

Writing 240 206 737

Responses to a background questionnaire administered to these test-
takers indicate that over 90% of the students were 18 years old or younger.
Gender breakdowns indicate that the French sample includes 74% females
and 26% males; the German comprises 47% females and 52% males; and
the Spanish sample consists of 66% females and 34% males. Over 96% of
all the test-takers report that their parents attained at least high school de-
grees. With regard to academic achievement, over 91% of the test-takers in
all three language samples report high school GPAs between 3.00-4.00.
Similarly, over 91% of the test-takers in the three samples indicate that the
last grade received in their L2 classes was a "B" or better. Finally, approxi-
mately 98% of the students in all three languages report the last grade re-
ceived in an English test to be at least a "B."

As for instruction in L2, 41% of the test-takers in the French sample in-
dicate having had two to three years of French and 55% indicate having
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studied it four years or more. In the German sample, 47% state that they
had two to three years of the language and 50% had four years or more. In
the Spanish sample, while 51% of the students report having had two to
three years of the language, 47% indicate having had four years or more.
In terms of time elapsed since last enrolled in the L2 class, responses show
that for 79% of the French and German and 83% of the Spanish students
it had been one year or less. Approximately 15% of the students in all three
languages report that two years had gone by since they were last enrolled
in an L2 class. Finally, students in the three language groups report having
spent minimal time in a community where the L2 is the primary language
of communication.

Regarding motivation factors such as the likelihood of taking a second
language if not required, students in all three languages were evenly dis-
tributed on the five-point scale for each of the three languages (1 = very
unlikely, 5 = very likely). A similar trend in responses is observed for stu-
dents' likelihood of studying the L2 past the language requirement.

Results

Descriptive Statistics

Reading Instruments

For each of the three languages, the total possible score on the reading in-
strument is 35 points. The means for the two French reading instrument
administrations are 24.87 for JuneJuly and 27.06 for AugustSeptember
with standard deviations of 4.42 and 5.52 respectively. The mean for the
German reading instrument is 26.96 with a standard deviation of 4.72. As
for the Spanish reading instrument, the mean is 26.79 for JuneJuly and
27.99 for AugustSeptember with standard deviations of 4.96 and 4.78 re-
spectively. These figures show that the distribution of scores in all three
languages tends to be slightly negatively skewed, as would be expected in
criterion referenced assessment where the majority of the students are ex-
pected to perform successfully.

The internal consistency reliability, Cronbach's alpha, indices for these
reading instruments are as follows: French (JuneJuly) .70 and (August
September) .83; German .77; and Spanish (JuneJuly) .81 and (August
September) .77. These indices show adequate reliability for criterion refer-
enced assessment instruments.

193
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Writing Instruments

Ratings provided a range from 0-24 for French, German, and Spanish with
means of 17.69, 18.04, and 19.44 and standard deviations of 6.21, 6.17, and
6.31 respectively. These statistics point out that scores on the writing in-
struments are negatively skewed with the majority of the students per-
forming successfully on the writing tasks.

Internal consistency indices have also been computed. Cronbach's alpha
for each of the French and German samples is .93, and reaches .95 for the
Spanish sample, which is quite high. With regard to inter-rater reliability,
a random sample of 30 writing performances for each of French, German,
and Spanish have been re-rated by a second independent set of raters.
Inter-rater reliability for the French sample is .96; .91 for German; and .93
for Spanish, indicating a high level of agreement.

Analysis of Variance Results

In addition to the descriptive analyses, inferential statistics are employed to
further investigate the properties of the reading and writing instruments.
Analysis of variance (ANOVA) was used to investigate whether the instru-
ments differentiate among test-takers' language proficiency as measured in
terms of the number of years of high school study. The following sections
summarize the results of the ANOVA analyses.

Reading instruments. One-way ANOVA analyses are performed on each
of the three language groups to examine whether there is a significant dif-
ference in mean scores on the reading instruments by years of L2 study in
school (2 years, 3 years, and 4 years). In French, analyses are performed
on the scores from the 29 items that appeared in the instrument on the test
administrations from June through September. In German, analyses are
performed on the scores from the 35 items. Spanish analyses are per-
formed on the scores from the 33 items that appeared in the instrument
on the test administrations of June through September. (See reduced
number explanation under Test-Taker Samples). ANOVA results show sig-
nificance for each of the three language samples (French: F (2, 188) = 7.30;
German: F (2, 161) = 11.09; Spanish: F (2, 578) = 81.48) at p < .001.

The Scheffe post-hoc analysis, a very stringent and conservative proce-
dure, is used to examine the statistical significance of all possible pair-
wise comparisons. With regard to the French group, there is a significant
difference between test-takers who have 2 years versus 4 years of L2
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Table 5

Means and Standard Deviations (in parentheses)
for the Reading Instruments According to
Years of L2 Study in School

French
(n=189; 24 points)

German
(n=162; 35 points)

Spanish
(n=579; 33 points)

2 years 20.10 (4.11) 24.29 (4.44) 22.36 (5.00)
3 years 20.93 (4.02) 26.30 (4.30) 25.71 (4.46)
4 yrs or > 22.82 (3.70) 28.17 (4.01) 27.96 (3.47)

study and those who have 3 years versus a 4 years. The 2 years versus 3
years pair-wise comparison is not significant. In German the only signif-
icant difference is between those who have 2 years of German and a 4
years. Finally, all three pair-wise comparisons of Spanish are significant.
Table 5 reports the means and standard deviations for each level of the
three languages. It is important to note that the means indicate that the
higher the number of years of L2 study, the better the test-takers' perfor-
mance on the reading instruments, providing evidence to support the de-
sired function of these instruments.

Writing histruments. One-way ANOVA analyses are also performed to
examine whether there is a significant difference in mean scores on the
writing instruments by years of L2 study in the school. ANOVA results are
significant for each of the three language samples (French: F (2,
164)=28.83; German: F (2, 155)= 8.34; Spanish: F (2, 586)= 131.44 at
p < .001. Scheffé post-hoc analyses indicate a significant difference among
all three pair-wise comparisons in French. In German, similar to the pat-
tern observed on the reading assessment instrument, the only significant
difference is between 2 years and a 4 years. Also similar to the pattern
noted on the Spanish reading instrument, the three Spanish writing pair-
wise comparisons are significant. Finally, as observed in Table 6, the
higher the number of years of L2 study, the better the test-takers' perfor-
mance on the writing instruments, again supporting the intended func-
tion of these instruments.

In summary, the descriptive analyses provide evidence to support the
quality of the instruments. Additionally, the ANOVA and post-hoc
analyses indicate that these instruments are, in general, discriminating
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Table 6

Means and Standard Deviations for the
Writing Instruments According to
Years of L2 Study in School

French German Spanish
(n = 165; 24 points) (n = 156; 24 points) (n = 579; 24 points)

2 years 10.59 (6.20) 15.29 (6.42) 13.59 (8.07)

3 years 15.18 (6.88) 17.26 (7.19) 19.21 (5.50)

4 yrs or > 19.93 (4.22) 20.01 (4.91) 22.38 (2.59)

among students with varying years of L2 study in school. Finally, test-
takers who have more years of L2 study exhibit better performance on
these instruments.

Passing Rates

Given the judgmental nature of the procedure for setting cut scores, it is
critical to also examine these scores based on the actual performance of the
test-taker groups for which the instruments are intended. Table 7 shows
the passing rates at various cutoff scores, including the proposed Angoff-
based passing score. The figures indicate that 55% of the French and
German students and 64% of the Spanish students would pass the reading
assessments at the proposed passing score of 27. As would be expected, the
lower the passing score, the greater the students' passing rate.

With regard to the writing instruments, Table 8 shows that 45%, 47%,
and 66% of the French, German, and Spanish students respectively would
pass the writing assessments at the proposed passing score of 21. Also,
similar to the reading figures, the percentage of passing increases with

Table 7

Passing Rates on the Reading Assessment Instruments

Various Proposed Passing Scores

27 26 25 24 23

French (n = 73) 55% 67% 70% 73% 81%

German (n = 199) 55% 64% 72% 79% 83%

Spanish (n = 215) 64% 72% 77% 80% 86%
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'Table 8

Passing Rates on the Writing Assessment Instruments

21

Various Proposed Passing Scores

20 19 18 17
French (n = 240) 45% 52% 60% 64% 68%
German (n = 206) 47% 54% 59% 64% 70%
Spanish (n = 737) 66% 70% 73% 77% 79%

lower passing scores as cutoff points. In deciding on the appropriateness of
the passing score, an important variable to consider further is the number
of years of studying the L2 in high school. This variable, as the data below
shows, has proven to be more important regarding passing rates than the
different passing scores.

Passing Rates and Years of Studying the L2
The percentages of test-takers passing the reading and writing instruments
according to the number of years of studying L2 in school are presented in
Tables 9 and 10 respectively. For both reading and writing, figures show
relatively minimal change in passing rates across the various passing
scores, especially at the first two levels of L2 study. This trend is observed
across the three language groups. The striking change in passing percent-
age occurs when looking across the different years of studying the L2, and
in particular at four years or more.

Table 9

Passing Rate on the Reading Assessment Instruments: Years of
L2 Study in School by Various Cutoff Scores

Passing French German Spanish
Score (n = 55) (n = 175) (n = 175)

2 yrs 3 yrs 4 yrs 2 yrs 3 yrs 4 yrs 2 yrs 3 yrs 4 yrs
or > or > or >

27 2% 9% 40% 6% 14% 32% 6% 15% 38%
26 6% 9% 47% 8% 15% 37% 10% 15% 42%
25 6% 9% 49% 11% 17% 39% 12% 19% 43%
24 6% 9% 53% 13% 20% 43% 13% 20% 43%
23 6% 16% 55% 13% 21% 46% 15% 21% 45%

1 9 7
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Table 10
Passing Rate on the Writing Assessment Instruments:
Years of L2 Study in School by Various Cutoff Scores

Passing
Score

French German Spanish
(n = 198) (n = 162) (n = 607)

2 yrs 3 yrs 4 yrs 2 yrs 3 yrs 4 yrs 2 yrs 3 yrs 4 yrs

or > or > or >

21 1% 11% 32% 4% 13% 28% 6% 17% 41%

20 1% 13% 36% 6% 15% 32% 7% 18% 43%

19 1% 13% 43% 7% 15% 36% 8% 19% 44%

18 1% 14% 47% 9% 15% 38% 9% 20% 45%

17 2% 14% 49% 11% 18% 41% 10% 21% 46%

The figures in both the reading and writing tables show prominent in-
creases in the percentage of passing for those students who have studied
the L2 for three years versus two. The dramatic increase in the percentage
of passing occurs, however, for those who have studied the L2 for four
years or more. In short, the figures in Tables 9 and 10 show that passing
scores, while important, are not as critical for passing the reading and writ-
ing assessment instruments as the number of years the test-takers have
studied the L2. The findings of the present study send a strong message to
teachers, students, counselors, administrators, and parents regarding stu-
dents' preparation in L2 in the schools. Based on the current findings, stu-
dents are more likely to be judged as performing at the IL level on the
reading and writing instruments if they have studied French, German, or
Spanish for at least four years.

Two issues need to be considered with regard to the appreciable increase
in passing rates for those who have studied L2 for four years or more. First,
at an advanced level of instruction self-selection becomes a confounding
variable. In other words, it could be that the more proficient students are
more likely to continue their L2 study. Second, it is also important to con-
sider a potential threshold effect. It may be that the performance of stu-
dents who have had four or more years of L2 instruction reflects a
significant increase in proficiency level because students with two or three
years of L2 study are invested more in restructuring and consolidating
their L2. It may be that only after four years of study that progress in L2
proficiency becomes evident.

A. 9 8
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In conclusion, the passing score, although an important factor in deter-
mining passing rates, is not as critical a factor in substantially increasing
the percentage of students likely to perform well on these instruments. The
number of years of L2 study in school proves to be a more crucial variable
in raising the passing percentage. Finally, with regard to the instruments
themselves, the higher passing rates for those students who have had more
years of L2 study provide additional evidence to support the adequate
functioning of the present assessments.

Conclusion

The purpose of this paper is to report the results of the analyses performed
to investigate the properties of the MNAP reading and writing instruments
currently used at the University of Minnesota to admit students into
second-year French, German, and Spanish language courses. The present
findings provide evidence to support the appropriateness of these instru-
ments for their intended use. Nevertheless, more work is needed, especially
in the following areas.

First, support for the continued refinement of these instruments is
needed. Bernhardt and Deville (1991) argue forcefully that language de-
partments are mandated to maintain and continue the development of
their testing programs by allocating the necessary monetary and human
resources. Bernhardt and Deville write that "without such an investment,
a testing program does not exist. What does exist is a set of trials for stu-
dents to survive" (p. 58). Similarly Cumming and Berwick (1996) argue
that validation is a long-term process that leads to "ongoing modifications
of test instruments, the construct, and the conceptual framework" under-
lying those instruments (p. 5). In short, the initial work performed on
these assessment instruments is not sufficient to ensure their continued
validity and reliability properties. A financial and human resource com-
mitment is required to continue the research and development agenda
necessary to monitor and document how these instruments are function-
ing. Additionally, such research can inform our understanding of the L2
proficiency constructs operationalized in these instruments.

Second, the passing scores need to be revisited. These instruments are
intended to be used not only by the University of Minnesota, but also
by all the MNAP institutions. Therefore, the University of Minnesota
proposed passing scores need to be revisited with the MNAP members.
Given the relatively diverse student populations that the various MNAP

1 9 9
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members deal with in their institutions (secondary, postsecondary, pri-
vate, public), it is possible that the members may arrive at slightly differ-

ent passing scores. Additionally, with the more diverse student
population, it would be interesting to examine how various passing scores
compare to the number of years of L2 study with regard to passing rates.
Such data have been collected and are currently being analyzed.

Also related to passing standards is the designated IL level. An issue that
the University of Minnesota and other MNAP L2 educators will have to
address is whether to employ the same IL standards over time. It is impor-
tant to note here that given the changes envisioned in terms of student L2

preparation in the various educational systems, secondary and postsec-
ondary, it is reasonable to assume that over time students taking the
MNAP instruments will likely attain higher L2 proficiency. As a result,
changes not only in the passing scores but also in the designated IL level

may need to be revisited.
Third, a frequently encountered conception among MNAP educators,

including those at the University of Minnesota, is that three years of lan-

guage study at the secondary school level is on average equivalent to one
yeartwo semesters or three quartersat the postsecondary level. Such a

belief is not restricted to MNAP members. Other educators and institu-
tions have advanced variations on this rule (see Lange et al. 1992; Wher-

ritt, Druva-Roush, and Moore 1990).
Additionally, according to an article in Education Week (Hendrie, No-

vember 26, 1997), New York state voted on November 14, 1997 to include

a three year foreign language requirement (and passing a state exam) to its
high school diploma. Other states, according to the same article, including
Indiana, Louisiana, South Carolina, Texas, and Virginia, also require three

years of an L2 study for a "special, more advanced diploma" (Hendrie, No-

vember 26, 1997, p. 13). In a subsequent article (Hendrie, December 3,

1997), the NY Regents decided to "rescind its earlier action and mandate
that level of study [three years] only for students receiving an advanced

diploma" (p. 3). The chancellor of the state board commented that the
message from the schools was that the Regents "had really gone too far, too

quickly" (p. 3). Notwithstanding, the three-year L2 requirement in the
schools is quite popular and is believed by some to be equivalent to one
year at the postsecondary level. The results of the present study, however,
do not support such beliefs or findings. The present findings indicate that,

in general, students need at least four years of L2 instruction at the school

2 0 0
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level in order to enroll in a second-year L2 class at a postsecondary insti-
tution such as the University of Minnesota.

While it is beyond the scope of the present study to compare incoming
student performance with that of students currently enrolled at the Uni-
versity of Minnesota, future research is planned to address this question.
Again, such research is necessary as part of the continued investigation of
the qualities of the present instruments.

Finally, Suen (1990) and Kane (1992) emphasize the importance of ex-
amining the validity of the decisions made based on assessment instru-
ments with set passing scores. In the present context, this means
documentation is needed to validate the decisions of admission or no ad-
mission into second-year French, German, and Spanish language courses
based on the passing scores. Although data is not currently available to in-
vestigate the appropriateness of these decisions, anecdotal evidence from
the Directors of Language Instruction (DLI) in the three language pro-
grams and from the Testing Office indicates that minimal migration has oc-
curred since the implementation of these assessment instruments. In other
words, students have, for the most part, been accurately admitted or denied
admission into the second-year L2 courses. The DLIs and Testing Office
personnel expressed satisfaction with the way the instruments have func-
tioned. Nonetheless, further research is needed to investigate this issue.
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Appendix A

French

Sample 1.

A classmate shows you this postcard that her family received from some
French-speaking friends vacationing in Mexico.

.511 fes antis!

iln petit l'onfour du .Te.rique. ce

moment. on est une petite vitte

sympa. Pi apri,s-midi on a visite line cite

:Var. etait Ws lean. gls etaient extraordi-

naires. [es 7atiyies. Sim.n. tout va ken. salt/ un

petit coup de spied. Demain, on va reprendre Ic

lus pour alter voir nne reserve doiseaux an lord

de la bisude. pense (pi on va revenir vers

lres plages de ( autre ci.le du Yucatan. 13,n. mus

ca se passe lien.

Cirosses tises.

Rattu,n et Tiered('

1. Where were Ramon and Félicité when they wrote this postcard?
a. At a monument
b. On a beach
C. In a city
d. On a bus

2. What will Ramon and Félicité visit next?
a. Mayan ruins
b. An animal preserve
c. A sun god temple
d. An island off the Yucatan peninsula
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Appendix B

Segment 2: A visitor

Situation: For your next entry, your teacher would like you to write some
questions for a student from a French/German/Spanish-
speaking area who will be coming to visit your class soon. The
class has an opportunity for a question-and-answer session
with the visitor and your teacher wants the class to be well pre-
pared with questions.

Warm-up: Think about what you want to ask the French/German/Span-
ish-speaking visitor, then respond below in French/German/
Spanish or in English. You may want to ask about the climate,
interesting places to visit, about what young people do for
work and entertainment (i.e., music, food, going out, etc.).

Things you want to know:

Task In your journal, write at least five questions for the
French/German/Spanish-speaking student who is coming to
your class. You might want to include questions about: (1) the
climate; (2) what young people do for work and entertain-
ment; (3) interesting places to visit, etc.

Write at least five questions for the visiting student in French/
German/Spanish.
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