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ABSTRACT 

 

 Knowledge of foreign languages provides the individual 

with an enriched sense of his or her personal identity. In the 

context of 21st Century Spain, this notion is particularly 

important, given that more people than ever before are 

engaged in the formal study of English as a foreign language. 

Indeed, one consequence of Spain’s recent integration in the 

Espacio Europeo de Educación Superior (EEES) is that it is now 

obligatory for undergraduate students to achieve a minimum 

intermediate level in a foreign language before they can 

obtain their degree certificate. This thesis will undertake a 

comprehensive analysis of the issues involved in high-stakes 

foreign language testing, including task design, validity and 

reliability. Unlike previous studies, the current project will be 

comparative, drawing on the parallels and contrasts that exist 

between the Prueba de Acceso a la Universidad (PAU) and the 

English A-Level system. In doing so, the flaws in the former 

may be better illustrated by evaluating the relative successes 

of the latter. Furthermore, by comparing the nature of the 

Spanish test with a European equivalent, we may understand 

the manner in which the PAU can be improved in the future. 

Therefore, the overarching intention of this study is not 

simply descriptive, but to propose fundamental (though 

feasible) modifications to the existing PAU. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



RESUMEN 

 

En esta tesis se analizan aspectos relacionados con 

exámenes de segundas lenguas de alto impacto (high-stakes), 

en base a cuatro hipótesis:  

 Los contenidos y los sistemas de evaluación del currículo 

de lengua extranjera en Inglaterra y en España están lejos 

de ser comparables, aunque parezcan superficialmente 

similares.  

 No hay una intención explícita ni en España ni en 

Inglaterra en este momento de adaptar los estudios pre-

universitarios a los preceptos del Marco Común Europeo 

de Referencia de las Lenguas.  

 El examen de inglés en la Prueba de Acceso a la 

Universidad (PAU) no evalúa la competencia comunicativa 

de los estudiantes, ni es un reflejo de los parámetros 

establecidos en el currículo de Bachillerato para las 

lenguas extranjeras. 



 Tanto un órgano regulador de la evaluación como un 

grupo especialista de examinadores son fundamentales 

para el desarrollo e implantación de exámenes de calidad.  

A diferencia de estudios anteriores, se trata de un  

trabajo de investigación comparativo que toma como 

referencia los contrastes y las similitudes que existen entre la 

PAU y el sistema inglés de exámenes A-levels en relación a 

distintos aspectos. Por un lado, se presenta el tema desde 

una perspectiva histórica de la evolución de los exámenes de 

acceso a la universidad en cada país. Por otro, se hace un 

análisis en profundidad de aspectos clave de la evaluación 

como la validez del constructo, las características de las 

actividades o ítems y la fiabilidad.  

El contraste entre dos realidades evaluadoras diferentes 

nos permite ilustrar los desaciertos del sistema español 

mediante una evaluación de los éxitos relativos al 

procedimiento de evaluación pre-universitario inglés. 

Además, al comparar la naturaleza de la prueba en España 

con un equivalente europeo, se pretende comprender la 

manera en la que la PAU puede ser mejorada en el futuro. 



Finalmente, en esta tesis presentamos una propuesta de 

cambios fundamentales y viables para la prueba de inglés en 

la PAU actual.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



RESUM 

En esta tesi s'analitzen aspectes relacionats amb 

exàmens de segones llengües d'alt impacte (high-stakes) , 

basant-se en quatre hipòtesis:  

 Els continguts i els sistemes d'avaluació del currículum 

de llengua estrangera a Anglaterra i a Espanya estan 

lluny de ser comparables, encara que pareguen 

superficialment semblants.  

 No hi ha una intenció explícita ni a Espanya ni a 

Anglaterra en este moment d'adaptar els estudis 

preuniversitaris als preceptes del Marc Comú Europeu 

de Referència de les Llengües. 

 L'examen d'anglès en la Prova d'Accés a la Universitat 

(PAU) no avalua la competència comunicativa dels 

estudiants, ni és un reflex dels paràmetres establerts 

en el currículum de Batxillerat per a les llengües 

estrangeres.  

 Tant un òrgan regulador de l'avaluació com un grup 

especialista d'examinadors són fonamentals per al 

desenrotllament i implantació d'exàmens de qualitat. 



A diferència d'estudis anteriors, es tracta d'un treball 

d'investigació comparatiu que pren com a referència els 

contrastos i les similituds que existeixen entre la PAU i el 

sistema anglès d'exàmens A- levels en relació a distints 

aspectes. D'una banda, es presenta el tema des d'una 

perspectiva històrica de l'evolució dels exàmens d'accés a la 

universitat en cada país. D'altra banda, es fa una anàlisi en 

profunditat d'aspectes claus de l'avaluació, com ara la 

validesa del constructe, les característiques de les activitats o 

ítems i la fiabilitat. 

El contrast entre dos realitats avaluadores diferents ens 

permet il·lustrar els desencerts del sistema espanyol per mitjà 

d'una avaluació dels èxits relatius al procediment d'avaluació 

preuniversitari anglès. A més, en comparar la naturalesa de la 

prova a Espanya amb un equivalent europeu, es pretén 

comprendre la manera en què la PAU pot ser millorada en el 

futur. Finalment, en esta tesi presentem una proposta de 

canvis fonamentals i viables per la prova d'anglès en la PAU 

actual. 
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Those who know nothing of foreign languages know nothing of their 

own 

 

Johann Wolfgang von Goethe 
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As the quote on the previous page by Goethe illustrates, knowledge of foreign 

languages provides the individual with an enriched sense of his or her personal 

identity. In the context of 21st Century Spain, this notion is particularly important, 

given that more people than ever before are engaged in the formal study of English as 

a foreign language. Indeed, one consequence of Spain’s recent integration in the 

Espacio Europeo de Educación Superior (EEES) is that it is now obligatory for 

undergraduate students to achieve a minimum intermediate level in a foreign 

language before they can obtain their degree certificate. Although, as Halbach, Lázaro 

& Pérez Guerra (2011) indicate, this new requirement is not without problems,1 it 

emphasizes the significance that foreign language attainment is now given in Spain. It 

is precisely because Spain is now recognised as a valuable and active member of the 

European Community that the nature of its foreign language assessment needs to be 

put under more scrutiny in order to ensure that it meets the best practices that exist 

elsewhere across the continent. Of course this has not always been the case and 

before beginning a more detailed explanation of the particular foci that this thesis will 

have, it is useful to briefly consider the development of the European Union and the 

consequences that this has had for foreign language learning.  

Since its creation in 1957 as the European Economic Community (EEC) with six 

founding members,2 the institution that has now become known as the European 

Union (EU) has gone through a process of significant development, expanding not only 

                                                           
1The article explains the heterogeneity among the different institutions of Higher Education in Spain in 
developing, assessing, certifying and measuring the ability to communicate in a foreign language. 
2 These countries were: Belgium, France, Germany, Italy, Luxembourg and the Netherlands. 
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in size but also in the scope of its influence.3 In the nineties, significant progress was 

made in the opening of frontiers with the collapse of the ‘Eastern bloc’, the collective 

of Eastern European countries that had formed part of the Soviet Union until its 

dissolution in 1989. In 1993 the Single Market came into being with the establishment 

of the 'four freedoms', the movement of goods, services, money and people— the 

latter being consolidated by the creation of the Schengen area,  which allows European 

citizens to travel throughout the EU community without the need for border controls. 

However, it is undoubtedly in the last decade, that there has been the largest 

geographical and linguistic expansion of the EU: in January 2002 the common currency 

was introduced, making the Euro the legal tender of more than three hundred million 

European citizens; and between 2004 and 2007 , twelve new countries became a part 

of the community,4 bringing the total number of member states to twenty-seven and 

the number of official languages to twenty-three: Bulgarian, Czech, Danish, Dutch, 

English, Estonian, Finnish, French, German, Greek, Hungarian, Irish, Italian, Latvian, 

Lithuanian, Maltese, Polish, Portuguese, Romanian, Slovak, Slovene, Spanish and 

Swedish.  

One important consequence of the increased mobility and linguistic diversity 

that has been achieved in Europe is the development of the Erasmus programme, 

which began in 1987. To date, more than two million undergraduates have had the 

opportunity to study in other EU countries. According to the Survey of the Socio-

Economic Background of ERASMUS Students, “ERASMUS students value their 

                                                           
3In addition to the original six member countries, the EU now consists of a further 21 nations. These are: 
Austria, Bulgaria, Cyprus, Czech Republic, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, Greece, Hungary, Ireland, Latvia, 
Lithuania, Malta, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Slovakia, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden and United Kingdom.  
4Cyprus, the Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Lithuania, Malta, Poland, Slovakia and Slovenia joined the 
EU in 2004 and Bulgaria and Romania did so in 2007.  
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experience abroad highly. They are normally the first in their families to study abroad 

and assess their period positively in terms of overall experience, learning infrastructure 

and social integration. They improve their language skills in the languages they already 

speak and often learn new languages. The period also has a profound impact on their 

values towards other people, and towards learning and work” (Souto & McCoshan, 

2006, pp. iv-v). The number of people participating in the programme rose significantly 

from 32,614 students between 1987-1990 to 213,266 students between 2009-2010, 

177,705 of which were in full-time education and 35,561 of which took internships 

abroad (European Commission, 2011). In the academic year 2008/2009, Spain alone 

sent 27,405 students on Erasmus programmes, making it the third highest among the 

EU member states —behind France and Germany (European Commission, 2010).  

As a fully functioning supra-national institution, the EU has legislative powers 

over an array of matters, but one of the key challenges it faces is to find the right 

balance between protecting the individual members’ languages and encouraging 

communication and an open exchange of ideas amongst its associates. The 

Eurobarometer Survey emphasises this position when asserting that “the benefits of 

knowing foreign languages are unquestionable. Language is the path to understanding 

other ways of living which in turn opens up the space for intercultural tolerance. 

Furthermore, language skills facilitate working, studying and travelling across Europe 

and allow intercultural communication” (European Commission, 2006, p. 1). As this 

document stresses, the task of learning a foreign language transcends the purely 

linguistic as it is a means through which individuals can overcome the prejudices that 

often derive from a lack of cultural understanding. Language learning, therefore, is a 

powerful socio-political mechanism for engineering greater appreciation of the value 
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of cultural diversity. As such, one of the main tasks of the European Union is to 

develop coherent national educational policies that will result in the equal and 

efficient linguistic education of all European citizens.  

Not only is European society now in ‘the era of technology’, in which worldwide 

communication plays a dominant role, but the EU, through the Council of Europe 

(CoE), faces the challenge to unify linguistic policies by ensuring that all European 

countries have an agenda regarding language teaching and assessment that is as 

similar as possible. To this end, practitioners, academics and policy makers must work 

together to create a coherent, comprehensive, realistic and unifying European 

language programme. 

The Common European Framework of Reference for Languages: Learning, 

Teaching and Assessment (CEFR) intends to provide guidelines for such language 

learning by describing all the competences that a foreign language student must attain 

to be proficient. The levels established in the CEFR attempt to facilitate the validation 

of qualifications in different countries across Europe by standardizing the level of 

language competences that can be reached. The nature and significance of this 

important document will be discussed in detail in Chapter Two of this thesis. However, 

suffice to say at this point that the reality of CEFR’s application is far from 

unproblematic given that the levels of competence attained by students in different 

countries do not always seem to be equivalent. Part of the problem stems from the 

national curricula that each country establishes for foreign languages, and more 

importantly, from the way students are assessed. Indeed, one reason why this thesis 

has been undertaken is to demonstrate how a comparison between the English and 
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Spanish language policies reveals a disparity in foreign language students’ achievement 

and in the assessment mechanisms at which they are predicated.  

Throughout the thesis, I will concentrate my analysis on the high-stakes 

university access exams, the English Advanced (or A-levels) and the Spanish 

Selectividad or Prueba de Acceso a la Universidad (henceforth PAU), which represent 

the culmination of a key educational stage — one which prepares students for 

undergraduate study or to enter the competitive world of work. In this context, 

England, as part of the first group of European countries that developed guidelines for 

a common European linguistic policy, is a valuable point of reference for Spain, a 

country which is still striving to develop its policies regarding foreign language learning 

and assessment.  

This thesis will undertake a comprehensive analysis of the issues involved in 

high-stakes foreign language testing, including task design, validity and reliability. 

Unlike previous studies, the current project will be comparative, drawing on the 

parallels and contrasts that exist between the PAU and the English A-Level system. In 

doing so, the flaws in the former may be better illustrated by evaluating the relative 

successes of the latter. Furthermore, by comparing the nature of the Spanish test with 

a European equivalent, we may understand the manner in which the PAU can be 

improved in the future. Therefore, the overarching intention of this study is not simply 

descriptive, but to propose fundamental (though feasible) modifications to the existing 

PAU. This will build on the work of those academics and practitioners — from Watts 

(1999) to more recent studies by Fernandez Álvarez (2007) and García Laborda (2012) 

— who have already advocated important alterations to the PAU examination. 

However, this thesis will also go beyond previous research because it will suggest that 
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the revision of PAU examinations is insufficient without a more radical reformulation 

of Spanish assessment culture as a whole. In short, the current study offers a more 

holistic understanding of the urgent changes that are required to improve the way in 

which the PAU operates and, in the final chapter, a structured plan will be outlined for 

how to implement a new system of assessment. 

This thesis is based on the following starting hypothesis:  

 The contents and assessment systems of foreign language curricula in England 

and Spain are far from comparable, although they may seem superficially 

similar.  

 There is no explicit intention at the moment to adapt pre-university studies in 

either England or Spain to the framework prescribed by the CEFR. 

 The PAU examination does not evaluate the communicative competence of 

students or reflect the established parameters in the Bachillerato curriculum 

for foreign languages. 

 A regulatory assessment body for foreign languages and a specialised group of 

examiners are fundamental for the successful development and 

implementation of future tests.             

The specific aims of this research are:  

• To carry out a comparative study, initially from a broad viewpoint, of the 

parallelisms and differences in the foreign language curriculum at pre-

university level in England and Spain.  

• To analyse to what extent these curricula in England and Spain are in 

accordance with CEFR guidelines for the given level. 
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• To present an in-depth study of final language exams in each country, 

compare them and analyse the relationship to the curriculum in which they are 

embedded.  

• To propose an alternative evaluative structure within the parameters 

established by the CEFR. 

 

To begin this investigation, Chapter One will describe the historical evolution of 

foreign language teaching methodologies from its earliest manifestations in the 19th 

Century as Grammar Translation and the Direct Method to more recent models such 

as the Audio-Lingual approach and, the most contemporaneous, Communicative 

Language Teaching. The intention is to ascertain the specific priorities of each 

paradigm so as to better understand how foreign language students have been 

evaluated throughout the course of the last two centuries.  For example, the Grammar 

Translation method places almost exclusive emphasis on the acts of reading and 

grammatical understanding (and therefore promotes an evaluation paradigm based 

upon the ability to translate accurately from one language to another and also to apply 

the rules of grammar). In contrast, Communicative Language Teaching operates on the 

notion of Communicative Competence, that is to say, language’s utility or its real world 

application. This is reflected by the way in which students who are taught via this 

methodology are assessed more holistically in terms of the four skills: listening, 

speaking, reading and writing. In understanding the nuances that differentiate each 

teaching methodology, one can therefore achieve a fuller appreciation of the issues 

that confront current assessment trends in high-stakes national testing in England and 

Spain.  
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With this in mind, Chapter Two will explore the Common European Framework 

of Reference for Languages: Learning, Teaching and Assessment, a document which 

has had an enormous impact on recent developments in evaluation practices. In 

particular, the chapter will detail the rationale for the CEFR, provide an overview of its 

content and illustrate some of the criticisms that it has received. Nowadays, there are 

several projects financed by the CoE to research the impact of the CEFR in Europe, 

given that its system of levels is becoming progressively more recognised in a number 

of countries5. For example, the Spanish Instituto Cervantes has been using the CEFR 

since 2007 for the purposes of curriculum development; and in England, there have 

been several publications such as the British Council-EAQUALS core inventory of 

English about linking language examinations to the CEFR guidelines. This chapter will 

provide an important background to the rest of the thesis in the sense that the analysis 

which follows will suggest that, if Spain’s testing of foreign language attainment is to 

become more coherent, CEFR guidelines need to be more integrated at every level of 

Spanish foreign language curriculum design and assessment.  

Chapter Three will focus on the nature of university entrance foreign language 

examinations in the English and Spanish systems. Initially, there will be a general 

overview of the Advanced level and Bachillerato curricula from a historical perspective. 

Secondly, the construct definition in the Advanced level Spanish specification and the 

Spanish Royal Decree for Bachillerato will be explained to establish the framework for 

the comparison between the English and Spanish high-stakes assessment systems.  

Following on from this, Chapter Four will demarcate the objectives of the 

research and its context, as well as outlining the data gathering process and the 

                                                           
5For more information, see http://www.coe.int/t/dg4/linguistic/ 
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resources employed. Finally, the key characteristics of Bachman and Palmer’s model 

(1996) will be described in terms of construct validity, reliability and task 

characteristics of the tests. 

In Chapter Five, the application of Bachman and Palmer’s model to the A-level 

and PAU exams will begin. Exclusive focus will be given here to the concept of 

construct validity through an analysis of the specifications in relation to the 

assessment tasks. Initially, the A-level exam will come under scrutiny before attention 

then turns to the PAU. At the end of the chapter, the two systems will be compared to 

reveal the similarities and diversities that exist, particularly in terms of the hierarchical 

structure on which both are founded. Consideration will also be given to the 

computerization of the English PAU as a possible innovation to improve its construct 

validity.  

Chapter Six will follow a very similar structure to Chapter Five, but this time in 

relation to the notions of reliability (such as assessment planning, marker training and 

the awarding of grades) and task characteristics. As in the previous chapter, exam 

samples from the Assessment and Qualifications Alliance (or AQA) Spanish exam and 

the Valencian region’s English PAU from the June 2010 series will be evaluated in 

terms of their correspondence to the construct as defined by the subject specification 

and the features of the exam questions. The chapter will also engage with some of the 

controversies surrounding these two high-stakes tests as well as presenting some of 

the recent proposals that have been made by Fernández Álvarez (2007) and Amengual 

Pizarro & Mendez García (2012) for modifying the nature of both examinations.  

Chapter Seven will present a new proposal for assessing Spanish students’ level 

of English. At the outset, there will be a critical overview of the three main research 
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trends to date in relation to altering the English PAU exam: the inclusion of an oral 

component, the possibility of computerised testing, and the need to improve the 

marking procedures. However, this chapter will conclude with the observation that a 

redesign of the exam itself is insufficient for greater improvement without a more 

coherent and overarching support structure and a realistic timeframe. As a result, the 

chapter will present three alternative strategies for redefining the nature of the English 

PAU, and also an implementation strategy through which these modifications could 

take effect.  

The final chapter will present a review of the objectives and a verification of the 

original hypotheses, a summary of the manner in which this thesis adds to and extends 

the existing research literature, and it will suggest further lines of investigation that 

result from this study.  
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CHAPTER I 

HISTORICAL REVIEW OF LANGUAGE TEACHING 

METHODOLOGIES AND ASSESSMENT PARADIGMS 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

To a teacher of languages there comes a time when the world is but a 

place of many words and man appears a mere talking animal not much 

more wonderful than a parrot. 

 

Joseph Conrad 
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Studying a foreign language is an activity at the heart of human cultural 

experience. Ever since man has been able to travel and, thus, to meet with people of 

diverse nationalities, there has been an imperative to learn languages other than our 

own. Historically, second language learning is the bedrock upon which international 

trade, diplomacy and collaboration has flourished. Such is its centrality to the history 

of human endeavour, it is probable that foreign language learning is nearly as ancient 

as human language itself. For as long as we have been able to speak, we have also 

tried to communicate with others whatever their native tongue. In contrast, second 

language teaching – in the sense of a set of principles which form a coherent 

pedagogical paradigm – is a relatively recent construct, having existed for only the last 

few centuries. However, it has proved to be a dynamic phenomenon, adapting to a 

range of social and political changes, technological advances and refinements in the 

ways in which people interact. As Susana Pastor asserts: 

[…] puesto que la necesidad de aprender lenguas distintas a la propia es tan antigua 

como la historia de la cultura, no es de extrañar que desde tiempos antiguos se 

documenten reflexiones y propuestas sobre el modo supuestamente más adecuado 

para llevar a cabo esta actividad. (2006, p. 131) 

For some, the modern age has witnessed a shift from a product-oriented 

language teaching methodology to one which is more process-oriented so that 

emphasis now falls on how students learn rather than exclusively what they learn 

(Nunan, 1988). Despite this, others such as J. Wagner believe that, irrespective of any 

theoretical advances, “language teaching traditions in schools tend to be extremely 

inert […] and this appears to be due to strong resistance to innovation”(1992, p. 290). 
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It is indisputable, however, that the most important methodological advances in 

language teaching have taken place in the last century with a range of diverse models 

being created, popularized and then challenged as new methodologies have arisen. 

Such innovations have occurred, primarily, owing to the rapid development of new 

technologies and the free movement of people across Europe which have established 

the need to learn a second language on a greater scale and for a wider set of purposes 

than ever before; secondly, the growth of a discreet body of research on Second 

Language Acquisition (SLA) from 1960s onwards has added another dimension to our 

understanding of how foreign languages are learnt. As SLA’s main focus is “to 

understand the nature of non-primary language acquisition and the processes 

involved” (White, 1996, p. 1), it has provided an increasingly sophisticated research 

literature that raises important questions about how second languages can and should 

be taught.   

Before beginning an historical overview of language teaching practice, it is 

necessary to explain the difference between a method and an approach, an issue that 

has been widely discussed by academics. Prabhu, for instance, considers methods as 

“theories of language teaching” (1990, p. 166), whereas Larsen-Freeman believes that 

“a method is a way of teaching a language which is based on systematic principles and 

procedures” (2000, p. xii). In contrast with this latter opinion, Richards and Rodgers 

define an approach as “a set of beliefs and principles that can be used as the basis for 

teaching a language” (2001, p. 244). Alternatively, they identify a method as  

 

[…] a specific instructional design or system based on a particular theory of language 

and of language learning. It contains detailed specifications of content, roles of 
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teachers and learners, and teaching procedures and techniques. It is relatively fixed in 

time and there is generally little scope for individual interpretation. Methods are 

learned through training. The teacher’s role is to follow the method and apply it 

precisely according to the rules” (2001, p. 244). 

 

Therefore, whereas an approach is founded upon a particular philosophical 

understanding of what should be taught in the second language classroom, a method 

renders these abstract ideas more concrete by positing how they can be applied in 

practice. Furthermore, a method is also distinguished from an approach by the rigidity 

of its principles and by the possibility that practitioners can be trained in its use. Every 

language teacher of course, in reality, applies both approach and method in the 

classroom and, as such, establishes a link between specific techniques and principles. 

Larsen-Freeman has identified these as being related to certain concepts of how 

teaching and learning occur in real-life contexts. Those aspects that contribute to a 

deeper understanding of methodology can be summarized in the following questions: 

 

 What are the goals of teachers who use this method? 

 What is the role of the teacher? What is the role of the students? 

 What are some characteristics of the teaching/learning process? 

 What is the nature of student-teacher interaction? What is the nature of student-

student interaction? 

 How are the feelings of the students dealt with? 

 How is language viewed? How is culture viewed? 

 What areas of language are emphasized? What language skills are emphasized? 

 What is the role of the students’ native language? 
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 How is evaluation accomplished? 

 How does the teacher respond to student errors? 

(2000, pp. 7-8) 

These concepts are diagrammatically represented in Figure 1 below which shows the 

inter-relation between a specific teaching methodology and its key constituent 

elements: 

 

Figure 1.Language teaching methodology and its key components. 

 

 It is important to emphasise at this point that, in tandem with the development 

of language teaching methodologies, there have been equally significant advances 

made in the nature of second language testing. Indeed, the intrinsic connection 
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between teaching methods and assessment practices is of paramount importance to 

this thesis and it is for this reason that attention will be given in this chapter to the 

historical development of both. The field of language testing has developed 

considerably in recent years to become what is a well-established profession 

worldwide. A clear example of the increased specialisation of assessment can be seen 

by the number of testing associations that now exist, such as the global body, ILTA 

(International Language Testing Association), and the European organisations, ALTE 

(Association of Language Testers in Europe) and EALTA (European Association for 

Language Testing and Assessment).  Moreover, the evolution that has taken place from 

a relatively small, elite group of assessment experts to a more populous and highly 

professional community has had a major impact on the way that assessment is 

perceived by stakeholders and utilized by governments and academic institutions in 

their selection processes around the world. But perhaps more importantly, an 

increased academic focus on the concept of testing itself has produced a rich and ever 

expanding research literature about such issues as validity (Valette, 1967; Messick, 

1981; Cumming, 1996; Kunnan, 1998; Bachman, 2005; Kane, 2006), reliability 

(Bachman, 1990; Brennan, 2001; Jones, 2012), fairness (Kunnan, 2000; Shohamy, 2001; 

Xi, 2010; Scott Walters, 2012) and, more recently, ethics (Davies, 1997; Spolsky, 1997; 

Hawthorne, 1997; Elder, 1997;Norton & Starfield, 1997; Hamp-Lyons, 1997; Rea-

Dickins, 1997; Lynch, 1997, Shohamy, 1997).1 Because of the important consequences 

that tests have (affecting the employment and academic opportunities of those who 

take them), assessors and exam providers have come under even more scrutiny and, 

as a result, a culture has developed of pro-active appraisal, revision and improvement 

                                                           
1
All of the authors listed collaborated on a special issue of Language Testing which dealt with the ethical 

issues that might affect second language assessment. See Davies (1997).  
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of the processes involved in assessment. To this extent, second language testing has 

become one of the most innovative and technologically advanced fields in the whole of 

linguistics.  

A generic concept of language testing has existed for many centuries and, as 

Stobart points out, there is evidence from the Chinese Chou dynasty (c. 112-256 BC) 

that selection for administration courses was organized in terms of linguistic merit 

(2008, pp.30-31). Although the first modern language test is a relatively recent 

phenomenon, approximately little more than a century old (Spolsky, 1995, p.33), the 

origins of language testing can be traced as far back as ‘The Book of Judges’ in the 

Bible. In this text, it is recorded that anyone approaching the River Jordan was asked by 

the Gileadite army to pronounce the word shibboleth in order to ascertain if they were 

enemies, since Ephraimite, transjordanian dialect speakers, would enunciate sibboleth. 

As Spolsky states, “The Shibboleth test was, technologically, a single-item, objective, 

oral, phonological test, individually administered: the 42,000 who failed it were 

slaughtered on the spot” (1995, p. 15). Although this is a somewhat extreme example, 

it is clear that language testing has always been an important (and potentially 

controversial) tool for assessing an individual’s suitability to become part of any given 

community – whether that is in the context of ancient Gilead or a modern university 

campus. Less dramatic than the previous anecdote, Huges also indicates that, in the 

modern age, the validity of any test has become a fundamental concern:  

 

[Tests are] needed in order to provide information about the achievement of groups of 

learners, without which it is difficult to see how rational educational decisions can be 

made. While for some purposes teachers’ assessments of their own students are both 
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appropriate and sufficient, this is not [always true]. Even without considering the 

possibility of bias, we have to recognise the need for a common yardstick, which tests 

provide, in order to make meaningful comparisons. (1989, p. 4) 

 

From the above, it is clear that teaching methodologies are intrinsically linked 

to the assessment of second languages. As such, it is necessary to explore the 

evolution of those principles upon which foreign language teaching has been 

historically based in order to better understand the how the methods and concepts 

that underpin second language evaluation have concurrently also developed.  

1.1 A BRIEF REVIEW OF LANGUAGE TEACHING METHODOLOGIES AND 

APPROACHES UNTIL THE 1970s  

1.1.1 Grammar-translation method 

The Grammar-translation method of second language teaching is the oldest of 

the models that will be explored in this chapter. Becoming widespread in the early to 

mid-nineteenth century, its main goal is to prepare students to be able to read in the 

foreign language (or L2) and, to that end, it concentrates on sentence-level practice. As 

Richards and Rodgers explain, 

 

As ‘modern’ languages began to enter the curriculum of European schools in the 

eighteenth century, they were taught using the same basic procedures that were used 

for teaching Latin […] By the nineteenth century, this approach based on the study of 

Latin had become the standard way of studying foreign languages in schools” (2011, 

p.4) 
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In actual fact, Grammar-translation is not based upon any particular theory of 

language learning, other than a belief that translation from the L2 into the student’s 

native tongue is an adequate way to learn a foreign language. Indeed, “there is no 

literature that offers a rationale or justification for it or that attempts to relate it to 

issues in linguistics, psychology, or educational theory” (Richards and Rodgers, 2001, p. 

7). Under this methodology, the teacher is an unequivocal authority in the classroom 

and the role model that students must follow in order to acquire the necessary 

knowledge of the particular language under study. It goes without saying, therefore, 

that, for the Grammar-translation method to be effective, the teacher must have a 

very high degree of proficiency in the second language s/he teaches. However, 

defendants of this methodology also insist that spoken language is not, in actuality, 

appropriate for academic study as it is an imperfectly realized version of written 

language, which is typically exemplified in the classroom through canonical works of 

literature. 

 Grammar-translation lessons usually start with an immediate focus on grammar 

that is taught deductively, so that the teacher presents a grammatical rule, the 

students are provided with illustrative examples that they have to memorize and, 

afterwards, they have to apply those rules to other examples in order to demonstrate 

their understanding. The dynamics of this type of classroom also include the 

memorization of lengthy vocabulary lists and, of course, the translation of texts 

written in the target language which, over time, evolve progressively in length and 

complexity. The two skills that are primarily emphasized, therefore, are (silent) reading 

and writing which play a central role in all classroom activities.  

 From the perspective of contemporary second language research, there may 
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seem to be a lack of authenticity in the materials that students use in the Grammar-

translation class and also in the repeated emphasis that is given to memorization of 

grammatical rules but, as stated before, the main aim of this methodology is to 

develop the students’ intellectual facilities by a comparison between the features of 

the L1 and the L2. In this respect, the choice of materials is consistent with the 

construct defined by the method.  The use of the students’ native language (or L1) is 

very extensive in the classroom, not only because students are engaged in translating 

passages written in the L2, but also because a deductive methodology nearly always 

implies the use of L1 to explain the necessary grammatical rules to the students. 

Therefore, as Stern suggests, “the first language is maintained as the reference system 

in the acquisition of the second language” (1983, p. 455). The use of the target 

language in the spoken form in the Grammar-translation classroom is, as a result, 

practically non-existent. Instead, technical accuracy (in the sense of correctly applying 

vocabulary and grammar rules) is considered to have extreme importance and, if 

necessary, the teacher must provide the right answers when necessary so as to ensure 

that students have the information they will need to complete future exercises with 

greater independence. 

 Regarding evaluation, Grammar-translation teachers measure students’ 

progress according to their ability to translate faithfully from one language to another 

and also to apply the rules of grammar. As such, assessment largely consists of reading 

comprehension and written exercises. This method belongs to what Spolsky (1977) 

terms “the pre-scientific stage” in language testing and Weir (1995) labels as “the 

Garden of Eden”. In essence, what both emphasise is that Grammar-translation rather 

naively takes for granted the expertise of an elite group of teachers — the 
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“authorised” and “authoritarian” examiners, according to Spolsky (1995, p. 353) — but 

without any mechanism to determine their appropriateness to fulfill this role. Thus, 

both validity and reliability are accepted unproblematically as inherent characteristics 

of Grammar-translation tests.  

A typical example of an exam of that period would be the 1913 Certificate of 

Proficiency in English (CPE). The following table, taken from Weir (2005, p.6), 

summarises its tasks:  

1913 CPE Examination 
 
(i) Written 

(a) Translation from English into French or German    (2 hours) 
(b) Translation from French or German into English, and     

questions on English Grammar.       (2½ hours) 
(c) English essay        (2 hours) 
(d) English Literature       (3 hours) 
(e) English phonetics        (1½ hours) 

 
(ii) Oral 

Dictation                                   (½ hour) 
       
Reading and conversation       (½ hour) 

_______________________________________________________________________ 

Table 1. 1913 CPE task summary 

Despite the clear emphasis that this test gives to translation (which accounts for 4½ 

hours in total) and writing exercises (a further 6½ hours), it is noticeable that, although 

half of the oral component is actually a dictation, some time is allocated to 

conversation, an indication that communicative tasks still have a part in Grammar-

translation evaluation.  Having said that, the priorities of this methodology from a 

teaching and an assessment point of view are made patently clear by Table 1. 

 Summarising the key features of the Grammar-translation method, Susana 

Pastor states: 
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En el método tradicional, la evaluación se limitaba a un examen final (en la mayoría de 

los casos, únicamente escrito) que verificaba los conocimientos adquiridos por el 

alumno. En la medida en que se trata de un tipo de enseñanza que ofrece un modelo 

de gramática normativa y en el que la lengua se convierte en un fin en sí mismo, que 

exige una reflexión metalingüística y que se ejemplifica a menudo con modelos 

literarios, no es de extrañar que dicho examen tenga en cuenta criterios morfológicos 

y sintácticos y que incluya pruebas de traducción y dictado para comprobar que se ha 

aprendido el vocabulario y las normas ortográficas. (2006, p. 278) 

 

Although this view of the method is widespread, some academics argue that “los 

primeros métodos para enseñar idiomas no eran estrictamente gramaticales, sino de 

índole mucho más práctica; por un lado, porque primero hubo de asentarse la propia 

reflexión gramatical de las lenguas, y por otro lado, porque eran pocos los que tenían 

acceso a la enseñanza” (Pastor, 2006, p. 136). From the point of view of the new 

methodological approaches that will be reviewed below, it is possible to argue that the 

Grammar-translation method has become so widely derided that it no longer seems to 

have much relevance at a time when communication has become the main focus of 

second language instruction. However, it is also true that many Spaniards might 

recognize some of the classroom norms established by the Grammar-translation 

method from their own experience as students. Indeed, it is still manifestly true that, 

in many Valencian secondary schools, English lessons are conducted mainly in the L1 

rather than the target language, a principle that is, of course, at the heart of the 

Grammar-translation method. In fact, Miquel Llobera goes as far as to say that “aún 

hoy en día es probable que el método de enseñanza de LE más extendido sea el de 

gramática y traducción, con alguna otra variante” (2000, p.10). Furthermore, in a 2004 



COMPARATIVE STUDY OF TWO FOREIGN LANGUAGE EXAMINATIONS FOR UNIVERSITY ENTRY IN ENGLAND AND SPAIN 

 

42 
 

article published by The Daily Telegraph titled “This is no way to teach languages”, 

Nicholas Oulton makes a fierce defence of the methodology whilst also directly 

criticizing the supposedly superior models that are currently in vogue: 

 

The criticisms levelled against this method [grammar-translation] of teaching was that, 

while giving pupils an excellent understanding of the grammatical structures on which 

the language was based, it left them with a very limited ability to speak the language. 

And so a new method was introduced that relies essentially in osmosis […] translation 

itself is considered an antiquated, if not elitist, concept, not to be uttered in the 

modern classroom, where pupils learn instead to communicate […] children sit in a 

state of confused paralysis while the teacher follows “good teaching practice” by 

talking to them in the target language and then handing them a worksheet in which 

they match single words to (often unidentifiable) clip-art images. (2004) 

 

Oulton proposes to “get back to basics before is too late” (ibid.) and promotes a series 

of textbooks (incidentally, published by the company of which he is a managing 

director) that, in accordance with the Grammar-translation method, provide students 

with grammatical rules written in their own language, extensive vocabulary lists and 

exercises of translation from the L1 into the L2. As Oulton concludes, “it may not be 

fashionable, but it certainly works. And after all this, when we wish to polish our 

speaking skills […] a period spent in the country concerned is the only real answer” 

(ibid.) 

 Even more recently, Alastair Pennycook, in a compelling article, condemns the 

idea that translation, a skill which is fundamental to second language learning, has 
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become such a “pariah” (2008, p.35) in the thinking of many contemporary academics 

and teaching practitioners. He continues:  

 

Perhaps the most insidious aspect of this self-interested historicizing was the 

construction of ‘grammar-translation’ – that catch-all concept designed to describe 

and denigrate all forms of teaching and learning that taught grammar or brought 

other languages into the classroom (ibid.) 

 

Pennycook presents a view of translation not as “a means of showing superior teacher 

knowledge, or a chance to reduce languages to mere equivalents to each other” (p. 

36), but as a way “to open up and explore the many possible meanings that can start 

to flow in and out of languages in relation to English” (p. 44) and, moreover, it allows 

students to enter what he calls “the global traffic of meaning” (p. 33).  

 From the above, it is clear that, despite its long history, Grammar-translation 

has become a highly controversial methodology in the modern age. What is also 

evident, however, is that it is still being utilized in a Spanish teaching context 

nowadays, if not in its exact original form, then at least in terms of the emphasis that it 

gives to using the students’ L1 in the classroom and to grammar and vocabulary 

exercises. Regardless of the criticism that the method has endured in the last century, 

it remains a valid and useful tool for both teaching and evaluation.   

 

1.1.2 Direct method 

Towards the end of the nineteenth century a group of young, Scandinavian 

linguists (Otto Jespersen, J.A. Lundell and August Western) created the Quousque 
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Tandem society (meaning “How much longer?”) with the specific intention to 

challenge the dominance of Grammar-translation methods and, thus, to radically alter 

the landscape of foreign language teaching as it was at the time. Writing in 1882, the 

phonetician Wilhelm Viëtor, makes clear his own dissatisfaction in his influential 

pamphlet, Die SprachunterrichtMußUmkehren! (‘Language teaching must start 

afresh!’): “This study of grammar is a useless torture! It is certainly not understood; 

therefore, it can have no effect as far as moulding of the intellect is concerned” 

(Quoted in Richardson, G. 1983, p.25). The formation of Quousque Tandem resulted in 

the development of various innovative teaching methodologies, one of which is the 

Direct method. As Pastor states, “Aunque en su momento se le criticó la falta de 

fundamentos teóricos, tuvo mucha importancia para el desarrollo de métodos 

posteriores” (2006, p. 140). In contrast to the priorities of Grammar-translation, the 

main aim of Direct method teaching is to encourage students to think in the target 

language, by being able to make direct associations between authentic foreign 

language situations and the linguistic knowledge needed to manage those encounters; 

in other words, to learn the foreign language without using the filter of the mother 

tongue. To this extent, advocates of the Direct method have a much more utilitarian 

view of second language learning than those who utilize Grammar-translation. In 

essence, rather than emphasizing the centrality of translation, students learn how to 

communicate orally in the target language and so the spoken production skill is given 

much greater prominence than in Grammar-translation.  

The teacher, who in the original conception of the Direct method must be a 

native (and, thus, in possession of a near-perfect command of the target language), is 

no longer the unique “authority” in the classroom in the sense that s/he always knows 
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the ‘correct answer’. Instead, students and teachers work more as partners, 

negotiating the information that is required to make progress in the L2 through the 

medium of spoken interaction. In fact, in relation to student errors, Direct method 

teachers encourage students’ self-correction whenever possible – for example, by 

asking them to make a choice between what they have said and an alternative answer 

which the teacher supplies, or by repeating the student’s answer in a questioning voice 

that encourages the student to suggest an alternative. As Jespersen’s 1904 article, 

EnglischeStudien (‘English Study’) suggests, “Never tell children anything they can find 

out for themselves” (Quoted in Richardson, 1983, p.25).  

Inverting the priorities of Grammar-translation, the Direct method uses an 

inductive approach to grammar and the use of realia, visual aids such as pictures and 

flashcards or gestures is promoted in the classroom so as to assist student 

comprehension of the topic under discussion. Rather than materials that are based on 

canonical literature or ones that have been created by the teacher to convey a 

particular aspect of grammar, the Direct method syllabus and its concomitant 

classroom activities are intended to mirror real life. As a result, practitioners staunchly 

object to the use of the L1 arguing that to do so is to undermine the fundamental 

authenticity of a classroom experience that is based upon linguistic immersion or, as 

Gilbert suggests, “a process of learning in and through language” (Quoted in 

Richardson, 1983, p.25). The students’ native tongue should never, therefore, be used 

for the purposes of explanation, clarification nor translation. Instead, the Direct 

method places emphasis on a student’s ability to decode what they hear through 

listening and to engage in productive communication through speaking. Unlike in 

Grammar-translation which, according to D.W. Harding, fails “to teach an 
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understanding of language in its widest sense” (1967, p.49),teachers must take the 

time and effort to work with students on their pronunciation skills. In summary, the 

most important teaching principles of the Direct method can be represented as 

follows: 

1. Classroom instructions occur exclusively in the target language. 
2. Initially, only vocabulary and sentences are taught; later, when students have 

achieved some degree of familiarity with these, grammar, reading and writing 
exercises are introduced. 

3. From the beginning, students are invited to ask questions (as a way to find out 
the information that they need) as well as to answer them (in order to 
demonstrate their understanding). 

4. Oral communication skills are developed in a carefully managed progression 
based upon question-and-answer exchanges between teachers and students. 

5. New teaching points are always introduced orally. 
6. Students should speak more than the teacher, for approximately 80% of each 

lesson. 

Under the Direct method, the evaluation of students has a very different 

emphasis to that in Grammar-translation as it is based on their ability to use (or 

produce) the language, not simply on their knowledge of it. In Saussurean terms, this 

might be understood to be the difference between parole and langue. Thus, as Larsen-

Freeman explains, “the students might be interviewed orally by the teacher or might 

be asked to write a paragraph about something they have studied” (2000, p. 30). 

Although, as mentioned previously, Grammar-translation allowed for the possibility of 

oral testing, it is, in reality, only with the emergence of the Direct method in the early 

twentieth century that speaking production became regarded as instrumental to 

foreign language assessment.  As such, the Direct method marks an important 

paradigmatic shift in language testing which culminates, as will be explained below, in 

the communicative view of second language teaching that has prevalence today.  
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1.1.3 Audio-lingual method 

Before the advent of the communicative period, the Audio-lingual method had 

a huge impact on the way that second languages were learned and assessed. 

Developing originally during the Second World War as a way to quickly and efficiently 

train American servicemen and women in a foreign language, this methodology 

became particularly popularised during the 1950s. It is grounded on a structuralist 

understanding of language so that the L2 is divided into discreet lexico-grammatical 

chunks – for example, ‘Good morning’ or ‘How are you?’ – that are repeatedly 

practised until they have been mastered by students. The syllabus is, thus, carefully 

planned and organized in terms of the linguistic patterns that are going to be taught in 

pre-prepared dialogues for students to practise. A typical teaching device derived from 

structuralism is the use of whole class or individual drill exercises such as repetition, 

transformation, substitution, restatement and question-and-answer. The differences 

between these types of activities are exemplified below.  

REPETITION                  Teacher: I’m feeling happy today 

Students: I’m feeling happy today. 

TRANSFORMATION    Teacher: I’m feeling happy today. 

Students: We’re feeling happy today. 

SUBSTITUTION            Teacher: I’m feeling happy today. 

Students: We felt happy yesterday. 

RESTATEMENT            Teacher: Tell me how you feel. 

                           Students: We feel happy. 

QUESTION & ANSWER       Teacher: How are you feeling? 

                                              Students: We’re feeling happy.   
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In his article “The Sequencing of Structural Pattern Drills”published in 1971, C.B. Paulston 

attempted to provide a classification of how drills function in the Audio-lingual 

classroom based upon the research available at that time. This framework gives a 

broad idea of the complexity and diversity that drill exercises have pedagogically but 

he acknowledges that “in efficient language teaching there needs to be some form of 

communication built into the drills” (p. 200). 

 

 

Figure 2.Paulston’s classification of drills 

 

Indeed, although placing much emphasis on spoken language and, as in the Direct 

method, on the accuracy of students’ pronunciation, it is also evident that static 

drilling (of the type labeled in Figure 2 as Mechanical or Repetition drills) grants 

students little opportunity to use the foreign language creatively. Even though in its 

original formulation the Audio-lingual method insisted upon use of the L2 at all times 

in the classroom, students’ progress is strictly determined by the rate at which the 
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teacher introduces new lexical or grammatical items into the repertoire of class drills. 

As students become more adept, therefore, an increased emphasis must be given to 

Meaningful or Communicative drills (Figure 2) which allow for greater flexibility in 

terms of student response. 

An important dimension to the Audio-lingual methodology is provided by 

Behaviourism, the psychological movement developed by B.F. Skinner that flourished 

in the 1950s. Behaviourism provided a reinforcement (and refinement) of original 

Audio-lingual practice by arguing that language learning is constituted by the 

formation of habits and that, as such, it is an aspect of human ability that develops 

from the systematic application of repetition, correction and reward (or its diametric 

opposite, punishment). As Paulston suggests, “language is verbal, primarily oral, 

behaviour and as such [is] learned only by inducing the students to ‘behave’” (1971, 

p.197). Students practice dialogues, imitating and repeating the teacher and, if their 

outcome is successful in terms of pronunciation, lexis and grammar, their work is 

positively reinforced by the teacher. Thus, akin to the Direct method, Audio-lingual 

practitioners place great emphasis on the spoken dimension of foreign language use. 

But, perhaps even more so than in Grammar-translation, it is a highly teacher-centred 

methodology as the teacher is not only the sole authority within the classroom but 

s/he must also, as a matter of didactic principle, correct all errors made by students in 

his/her charge. The ultimate goal of Audio-lingual teaching is for students to use the 

foreign language communicatively and automatically, that is to say, without the need 

to pause for thought. But, as suggested above, the fact that students tend to progress 

slowly, needing first to have at their disposal a vast mental repository of 
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conversational chunks for any authentic discourse to become possible, led to 

increasing criticisms of the method during the 1960s. 

One of the most vocal critics of Behaviourism and, thus, by association, of 

Audio-lingual teaching was Noam Chomsky (as cited in Mitchell and Myles, 1998, p. 

25), who challenged some of its foundational principles. Chomsky registers two main 

objectives: firstly, children learning their native language do not simply reproduce 

what they hear and so, by extension, the assumption that second language learning 

occurs through repetition of systematic patterns is false; secondly, Chomsky’s research 

indicated that correction (a central tenet of Audio-lingual practice) has negligible effect 

on the learning of language. Instead, there are developmental stages involved the 

learning process, meaning that students will not learn what is taught to them unless 

they are ready to learn it. More recent criticism of the method (for example, that by 

Shrum and Glisan, 1994, p. 140) points to the fact that, although Audio-lingual 

students are engaged in some kind of meaningful communication through the drilled 

practice of dialogues, the lack of any contextualized input means that they are unable 

to perform with the same degree of proficiency in spontaneous communication. As 

Widdowson explains, 

The point, then, is that the structural approach did focus on meaning but on meaning 

in form, informed meaning, one might say. That is to say, the focus was on semantic 

meaning, that which is encoded as general concepts and principles in the language 

itself. The problem is that the demonstration of this semantic meaning, real enough in 

its own terms, necessarily results in unrealistic uses of language. In other words, what 

is semantically meaningful is at the same time pragmatically meaningless. For to be 

pragmatically effective speakers have to use language not so that it duplicates the 

context but so that it complements it. (1998, p. 707) 
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Even though the Audio-lingual method has now become largely discredited as a 

teaching methodology as “drills have assumed a secondary role” (Walz, 1989, p. 160), 

in relation to evaluation, the Audio-lingual methodology has been hugely significant in 

instigating what Spolsky terms the “psychometric-structuralist stage” (1995, p.2) of 

testing. Indeed, it is largely owing to the work of Audio-lingual pioneers that a radical 

shift in focus occurred during the 1950s and 1960s onto the more scientific principle of 

objectivity. As Pastor states, 

 

En el método audio-oral, de base estructuralista, […] la evaluación es considerada 

desde una perspectiva más rigurosa, al amparo de las últimas aportaciones de la 

psicometría. En este ámbito se consolidan las pruebas objetivas, que funcionan 

mediante un gran número de preguntas, con la previa determinación de las respuestas 

aceptables y la valoración otorgada a cada una de ellas. La evaluación se convierte así 

en un instrumento o técnica con voluntad de carácter científico. (2006, pp. 278-279) 

 

A highly productive collaboration between psychometrists and linguists was 

established with the intention of finding objective methods by which to measure, as 

consistently as possible, an individual’s ability to respond to exam items. For the first 

time, therefore, second language test design became focused on discrete points of 

language with the overarching objective to establish reliability as an inherent quality of 

any exam. Two examples of the Certificate of Proficiency in English test from 1966 and 

1975 (given below in Tables 2 and 3) will serve to illustrate the changing nature of 

exam design as well as provide an illuminating contrast to that displayed in Table 1 

above: 
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1966 CPE Examination 
 
(a) English language composition     (3 hours) 
(b) Either English Literature      (3 hours) 

Or Science Texts 
Or British Life and Institutions 
Or Survey of Industry and Commerce 

(c) Use of English       (3 hours) 
(d) Translation from and into English     (3 hours) 

 

______________________________________________________________________ 

Table 2.1966 CPE task summary. Adapted from Weir (2005, p.8) 

1975 CPE Examination 
 
 PAPER 1: Composition       (3 hours) 
 PAPER 2: Reading Comprehension     (1¼ hours)  
 PAPER 3: Use of English                   (3 hours) 
 PAPER 4: Listening Comprehension                  (30 minutes) 
 PAPER 5: Interview       (approx. 12 minutes) 
______________________________________________________________________ 

Table 3.1975 CPE task summary. Adapted from Weir (2005, p.9) 

Of particular interest here is Part (c) of the 1966 paper and Papers 2, 3 and 4 of the 

1975 exam, as these sections utilise multiple-choice formats and, therefore, indicate 

that, increasingly, such a format for test design was regarded by examiners as a means 

by which to satisfy the need for greater objectivity in second language testing.  As Weir 

suggests, “The more consistent the items were with each other in terms of how 

candidates performed on them, the higher the internal reliability” (2005, p.8). What is 

also surprising is how closely the 1975 format resembles English as a foreign language 

exams that are still taken today. As such, it is important to emphasise that, with the 

emergence of the Audio-lingual methodology in the 1950s, language testing entered a 
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crucial new phase, the impact of which continues in the modern context of 

Communicative Language Teaching.        

1.2 COMMUNICATIVE LANGUAGE TEACHING  

In the early 1970s, a clear paradigmatic shift occurred in linguistics, replacing 

the previous emphasis that Audio-lingual teaching had given to a structuralist view of 

language with an interest in authentic communicative contexts. This notion has now 

become known as the Communicative Approach and, over time, its influence on how 

second languages are taught and assessed has increased exponentially. As Allwright 

suggests, “The profession moved on from ‘getting them talking to each other’ to the 

more complex problems of ‘getting them communicating’ ” (1984, p. 156).  

The impact of the Communicative Approach has been enormous — for Pastor, 

“ha transformado el panorama de enseñanza de segundas lenguas” (2006, p. 155) —

because, although both the Direct and the Audio-lingual methods had already 

established the speaking component as key to students’ assessment, the emergence of 

Communicative Language Teaching radically altered the focus of second language use 

in terms of its pragmatic meaning; that is,  it acknowledged the need for a “transfer of 

classroom learning to the outside world” (Allwright, 1984, p. 157). In essence, 

therefore, the 1970s witnessed a refinement of previous methodologies through 

linguists’ intention to better integrate practice of the four skills into the teaching and 

assessment spheres of foreign languages. A primary objective of Communicative 

Language Teaching is to motivate students, as they feel that they have a meaningful 

engagement with the L2 from the beginning of their learning process. As such, this 

methodology is one of the first to make a connection between a positive student 
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attitude and a successful learning experience, an element of the Communicative 

paradigm that makes it highly innovative for the era in which it was created. 

Littlewood reinforces such an idea, arguing that: “The learners’ ultimate objective is to 

take part in communication with others. Their motivation to learn is more likely to be 

sustained if they can see how their classroom learning is related to this objective and 

helps them to achieve it with increasing success” (1990, p. 17). 

In fact, the notion of Communicative Competence (CC), on which Communicative 

Language Teaching is founded, was developed by the American sociolinguist, D. 

Hymes. To have true CC, Hymes indicates that a student must be in possession of four 

distinct though also inter-related skills (or ‘competences’): 

 

(i) Sociolinguistic competence: that is, an understanding of the sociocultural rules that 

determine language use and discourse in particular contexts; 

(ii) Grammatical competence: through which students master the linguistic forms of a 

foreign language (including vocabulary, word and sentence formation, 

pronunciation, orthographic rules and  semantics); 

(iii) Discourse competence: which involves the coherence and cohesion of messages 

that are written, read, heard or spoken. 

(iv) Strategic competence: in order to compensate for any flaws in communication 

which are created by such external factors (such as noise). 

 

As Larsen-Freeman explains, Hymes’ conceptualisation of Communicative Competence 

acknowledges, for the first time, the highly complex process of meaning creation and 

negotiation that using a (foreign) language involves: 
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[…] students need knowledge of the forms, meanings, and functions [of the L2]. 

They need to know that many different forms can be used to perform a function 

and also that a simple form can often serve a variety of functions. They must be 

able to choose from among these the most appropriate form, given the social 

context and the roles of the interlocutors. They must also be able to manage the 

process of negotiating meaning with their interlocutor (2000, p. 131) 

 
 In the Communicative Language classroom, the teacher becomes a facilitator, 

providing students with an array of opportunities for active communication with their 

peers. As such, his/her role is in diametrical opposition to that first posited by the 

Grammar-translation method and also markedly different to the authoritarian 

pedagogue of Audio-lingual theory. Students are regarded primarily as communicators 

who learn about the target language by using it in the transfer of meaning that results 

from authentic interactions. Teachers must, thus, allow students to have a voice in the 

classroom and there is a wide range of activities that can encourage such dynamic 

learning, such as the use of role-plays, peer-to-peer interviews and 

surveys/information collection. To be truly communicative, however, these activities 

must allow students to engage with the target language creatively, rather than merely 

satisfying a series of responses that have been pre-determined by the teacher. Simply 

put, the difference between a non-communicative and a communicative question can 

be illustrated by the difference between asking ‘What is the weather like today?’ (a 

question which is limited by what can be observed from the classroom window) and 

asking ‘What will the weather be like next week?’ (which is not restricted by any 

empirical observation at the time).         
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 Breen and Candlin situate the Communicative Language curriculum within a 

framework that takes into account content, teaching methodology and evaluation, a 

structure that is represented in Figure 3 below: 

 

 

Figure 3.Breen and Candlin’s Communicative curriculum (1980, p.90). 

 

The typical framework employed in Communicative Language methodology is the 

notional-functional syllabus. This type of syllabus, based around linking concepts or 

notions (such as time) to its real-world application or function (for example, asking a 

stranger to tell you the time), was first developed by a group of language teaching 

experts brought together in 1971 by the Council for Cultural Cooperation, which 

wanted to explore the possibility of a unit-credit system as a result of changes in the 

educational realities in Europe (a notion that will be developed in more detail in the 

next chapter). In intention, the aim of the syllabus was to shift language teaching’s 

emphasis on categorical forms (adjectives, verbs, pronouns etc.) to communicative 

purposes (inviting, requesting, asking, and so on). As Richards mentions, the notional-

functional syllabus provides “a convenient framework for the design of teaching 
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materials, particularly in the domains of listening and speaking” (1974, p.155) and, as 

such, it serves as a useful device by which to develop communicative practices for 

foreign language teaching.  

Finocchiaro and Brumfit propose the following diagram as an example of the 

framework within which the notional-functional syllabus works: 

 

    

 
Figure 4.Finnochiaro and Brumfit’s notional-functional framework (1983, p.17) 
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language teaching methodologies of its member states. As will be seen in the next 
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One of the main criticisms against the notional functional approach is that, 

rather like the Audio-lingual method it sought to replace, it encourages the learning of 

language as chunks but others (such as Ur, 1996) have pointed out that the learning of 

blocks of language in context does not have to be negative as long as the items are 

conceptualised and can be reinforced through repetition so they are not just isolated 

fragments in the learner’s memory. Finocchiaro and Brumfit follow this assertion when 

they argue that: 

 

Students derive essential feelings of achievement and success when they perceive that 

the same functions and notions can be used not only in multiple utterances but also in 

diverse sociocultural situations. It is also of tremendous benefit in helping the learners 

‘internalise’ linguistic items, word order, and other features of the target language 

system. (1983, p. 99) 

 

Wilkins (1979), a key expert member who worked for the Council for Cooperation in 

the project, also defends the utility of the notional-functional syllabus, suggesting that 

it is very flexible both in terms of the content it includes and the needs of students. It 

allows for a cyclic pattern of instruction, in which components like grammar can be 

revisited in order to expose other uses of a same structure, so that each individual 

structure is not only associated with a specific function.  

For evaluation purposes, the Communicative Language Teaching methodology 

regards fluency as an all-important criterion so that “this may often entail sacrificing 

grammatical accuracy in favour of immediate communicative effectiveness” 
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(Littlewood, 1990, p. 4). This concept translates into a type of assessment through 

which, according to Pastor,  

 

[…] se comienza a considerar la evaluación como un medio eficaz de mejora del 

proceso de aprendizaje, en la medida en que permite tomar decisiones que afectan al 

mismo. El hecho de que se interprete la lengua como un instrumento de comunicación 

y se potencie el uso de la misma transforma también la noción de cómo valorar ese 

uso; por ello no se trata sólo de evaluar unos conocimientos, de medir el rendimiento 

referido a unos contenidos lingüísticos y funcionales establecidos previamente, sino 

que se dificulta la tarea, pues lo que se ha de evaluar no es tanto la competencia 

cuanto la actuación, no son tanto los conocimientos cuanto las habilidades, que son, 

en definitiva, las que se ponen en práctica cuando nos comunicamos en una lengua 

extranjera. (2006, p. 279) 

 

Such a view of language, as a macro-structure of discourse rather than of its individual 

components, forced language testers to move away from assessing specific foreign 

language characteristics (for example, word order) to take into consideration the 

notion of language as discourse and in its sociolinguistic application, as well as the 

context in which it communication takes place. Spolsky denominates this as the 

“psycholinguistic-sociolinguistic period” (1995, p.2) of testing. One of the main 

idiosyncrasies of such tests is their integrative nature: they consist of both skills 

(listening, speaking, reading and writing) and components (grammar, vocabulary and 

pronunciation). The influence of cultural factors on the nature of test items is also 

taken into account. A clear example of this shift in approach from language as a system 

of rules to language in use is the 1975 revised format of the Cambridge Certificate of 
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Proficiency in English (shown in Figure 3 above).  The new format of this test has five 

parts (or papers): Composition; Reading comprehension; Use of English; Listening 

comprehension; and Oral interview. It is a structure that continues to be widely used 

for the design of communicative tests around the world and, as such, demonstrates 

the centrality that integrative testing now has in the modern world.  

The proponents of such an assessment format have presented strong 

arguments to support their belief that integration needs to be a central principle in 

foreign language exam. These can be summarized in the following three bullet points: 

 

 Language is not a set of unrelated fragments but a coherent totality and 

therefore its components must be integrated and tested in combination with 

one another.  

 Language learning is purposeful. The purpose is always communicative and 

what must be tested should be a student’s communicative ability and not 

his/her formal knowledge.  

 Tests of formal features are too general to be of true value. What are required 

are specific tests of language in use (Adapted from Davies, 2003, p. 358). 

 

The view of a language exam as an integrated whole (as opposed to a test in individual 

linguistic items) is also reflected upon by Margaret Bingham and, as will be discussed 

later, her words have a great deal of relevance to the context of foreign language 

attainment in Spain: 
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Language testing which does not take into account propositional an illocutionary 

development beyond the sentence level, as well as the interaction between language 

behavior (verbal and non-verbal) and real-world phenomena, is at best getting at only 

a part of communicative competence. Small wonder that we often find that a student’s 

success at second language classroom exercises and tests appears to bear little 

relationship to his or her ability to use the language effectively in a real-world 

situation. (1983, p. 42) 

 

The defining characteristic of a Communicative Language test, therefore, is its 

integrative and pragmatic nature. Grammatical competence is not tested via isolated 

fragments but, holistically, through language in use. Moreover, in order to know what 

level of attainment students have in a second language, tests are designed to be as 

authentic as possible. Thus, for example, role-plays will be used to gauge a student’s 

oral performance and genuine real-world material will be used for listening and 

reading comprehensions. Lastly, there also needs to be a range of situations offered in 

the exam which allow a student to deploy a variety of language functions according to 

the test’s objectives.  This aspect, in particular, adds to the content validity of the 

assessment by reflecting how students would have to behave in a realistic context. 

These three main traits — integration, directedness and range — must also be 

embedded into a framework that guarantees the key features of any test: validity, 

reliability and feasibility. According to Miyata-Boddy and Langham (2000), however, 

these fundamental concepts create some potentially problematic issues in relation to 

the design of Communicative Language tests. Regarding validity, Bachman also argues 

that in order to be able to make inferences from test performance 
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[…] we need to demonstrate two kinds of correspondences: (a) that the language 

abilities measured by our language tests correspond in specifiable ways to the 

language abilities involved in non-test language use, and (b) that the characteristics of 

the test tasks correspond to the features of a target language use context. The 

problem of sampling has been recognized and efforts are being made to address it” 

(1991, p. 681).  

 

Since tests can be considered samples of language, it is clear that the problem inherent 

to this type of test is how to include a range of contexts and tasks that mirror those 

which the candidate will encounter in real life.  

There are also potential issues with reliability. One aspect that has been 

particularly explored has been rater reliability, since some of the components of the 

assessment (namely, the written and oral production parts) are seen as being more 

vulnerable to subjective marking. Some authors, like Weir (2005), however, have 

pointed out that nowadays measures are in place (for example, thorough a rigorous 

programme of rater training) to ensure that the grades awarded by markers have a 

high degree of reliability. Whereas this may be true in certain contexts, Weir’s 

judgement cannot be applied generically and, indeed, as Chapters 5 and 6 will explain 

in more detail, Spanish assessment practices remain woefully inadequate in terms of 

rater reliability.  

 Communicative Language testing constitutes what Weir (2005) denominates as 

“The Promised Land” (2005, p.8), the culmination of a refinement of foreign language 

teaching methodologies that has occurred since the nineteenth century. Nevertheless, 
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it is clear that there is still a need to continue working on test design in order to 

improve assessment practices both globally, in the context of individual nations or 

even, as in the case of Spain, on a regional level. Miyata-Boddy & Langham suggest 

that “the goal of communicative testing is attainable. However, it is a form of testing 

which, like any other, has problems associated with it, and it is the responsibility of 

researchers and teachers to endeavor to find solutions to those problems” (2000, 

p.81).  

1.3 SUMMARY 

In this chapter, there has been general overview of the historical field of 

language teaching methodology and assessment which has experienced significant 

advances in the last century. The rate of development has increased particularly in the 

last fifty years when more theoretically based approaches to second language teaching 

have played a vital role in the evolution of methods adopted by classroom 

practitioners and by the experience of foreign language students. In essence, the role 

of the teacher has progressed from that of an authoritarian source of inflexible 

grammatical knowledge to a facilitator, assisting the students in the progression of 

their own language attainment. Indeed, students are no longer seen as passive 

receivers of language but as individuals who, through their engagement in 

communicative acts, codify and clarify the L2 they use in a systematic process of self-

education. There is, of course, as yet no “Promised Land”, to use the term adopted by 

Weir, as all those involved in the research of foreign language teaching and assessment 

need to continue to test the validity of the latest methodologies in the long term and 
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to negotiate how to fully integrate the best elements of competing methodologies into 

a coherent and reliable system of testing. 

This survey is far from complete and it has deliberately omitted a number of 

alternative approaches and methods that emerged mostly during the vibrant period of 

second language theory during the 1970s and 1980s. The main reason for these 

omissions is that methods and approaches such as Total Physical Response, The Silent 

Way, Community Language Learning, (De)Suggestopedia, the Lexical approach or 

Neurolinguistic Programming will not be relevant for the analysis that will follow in the 

rest of this thesis. Furthermore, as Richards and Rodgers point out: “rather than 

starting from a theory of language and drawing on research and theory in applied 

linguistics, [many of] these methods are developed around particular theories of 

learners and learning, sometimes the theories of a single theorizer or educator” (2001, 

p.71).  

The major area of concern in this thesis is related to the real application of 

second language teaching methodologies in the classroom and, ultimately, the impact 

that these methods have on the learner in terms of their assessment techniques on 

the learners. Some authors have complained about the reluctance of educational 

systems to change from traditional teaching method and Littlewood  argues (with 

some justification) that, due to the complex reality of teaching in relation to student 

idiosyncrasies, “nobody will ever produce a definitive teaching methodology”(1990, 

p.95). However, it is the goal of academics to propose an effective system that merges 

theory and practice into a coherent whole so that, as Prabhu suggests, “teachers’ and 

specialists’ pedagogic perceptions can most widely interact with each other [then] 

teaching can become most widely and maximally real.” (1990, p.176) Furthermore, it is 
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the duty of second language experts to continue to develop test design in order that it 

provides stakeholders with the most feasible, reliable and valid assessment processes 

available.     

Nowadays, worldwide communication plays a dominant role in all aspects of 

human life but the European Union faces the challenge to unify the linguistic policies 

of its member states in order to promote the value of each citizen learning at least two 

foreign languages. This promotion can and will only be effective through the 

implementation of quality language programmes across Europe and by making sure 

that all European countries have an agenda regarding language teaching that is as 

similar as possible. Yet, in order for this to become a reality, professional applied 

linguistic research and teachers engaged in the application of different methodologies 

in the classroom are needed as much as a coherent, comprehensive, realistic and 

unifying European language assessment programme. We are currently in the era when 

Communicative Language Teaching methodology has most prominence and, as the 

discussion above illustrates, this is mirrored in the way in which assessment design has 

adapted to emphasise such components as speaking, listening and social interaction. It 

is in this context that the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages 

(hereafter CEFR) develops and this document has done a great deal to enshrine the 

importance of communication into official European documents. As Bachman stresses: 

 

We find ourselves at a point where we have the resources — theoretical, 

methodological and technical — to make a strong programme of validation a 

reality, both as a paradigm of research and as a practical procedure for quality 

control in the design, development and use of language tests. (2000, p. 2) 
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It is with this in mind, that Chapter 2 will now provide more discussion of the CEFR, a 

document whose influence on current European language planning cannot be 

underestimated, and which will form an important element of the comparative 

analysis of English and Spanish second language test design that follows in the rest of 

this thesis.   
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I trust that by now it will be clear that the Common European 

Framework is not a scheme for the Gleichschaltung of language 

education in Europe, but rather a tool for effective, intelligent decision-

making as close as possible to the point of learning. Let us make sure 

that the Framework is indeed used in the way it is intended by ourselves 

making use of it in our daily professional practice! 

John L.M. Trim 
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2.1 INTRODUCTION 

 There is a wide range of documents published by the Council of Europe 

(hereafter, Coe) which relate to linguistic policies at a variety of levels. Their common 

denominator is an endeavour to promote linguistic diversity and language learning in a 

multilingual Europe. Foreign language skills, of course, are essential if individuals are to 

benefit from the opportunities of employment and mobility that Europe now offers 

but they are also necessary for active participation in the social and political processes 

which are an integral part of democratic citizenship in CoE member states. Indeed, as 

the CoE’s webpage makes clear, the development of its coherent language education 

policies specifically aim to promote the following five core values: 

 PLURILINGUALISM: all are entitled to develop a degree of communicative ability in a 
number of languages over their lifetime in accordance with their needs 
 

 LINGUISTIC DIVERSITY: Europe is multilingual and all its languages are equally valuable 
modes of communication and expressions of identity; the right to use and to learn 
one’s language(s) is protected in Council of Europe Conventions 
 

 MUTUAL UNDERSTANDING: the opportunity to learn other languages is an essential 
condition for intercultural communication and acceptance of cultural differences 
 

 DEMOCRATIC CITIZENSHIP: participation in democratic and social processes in 
multilingual societies is facilitated by the plurilingual competence of individuals 
 

 SOCIAL COHESION: equality of opportunity for personal development, education, 
employment, mobility, access to information and cultural enrichment depends on 
access to language learning throughout life  

(Council of Europe, 2012) 
 

The Common European Framework (hereafter, CEFR) is unquestionably the 

document that has had the greatest repercussions on the formation of language 

policies since its publication in 2001 and, in the context of language learning and 
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assessment, it has become an indispensable point of reference for anyone interested 

in second language teaching and testing. The scale and importance of the document is 

acknowledged by authors of the CEFR themselves and, as such, it is worth quoting at 

length: 

The Common European Framework is intended to overcome the barriers to 

communication among professionals working in the field of modern languages arising 

from the different educational systems in Europe. It provides the means for 

educational administrators, course designers, teachers, teacher trainers, examining 

bodies, etc., to reflect on their current practice, with a view to situating and co-

ordinating their efforts and to ensuring that they meet the real needs of the learners 

for whom they are responsible. By providing a common basis for the explicit 

description of objectives, content and methods, the Framework will enhance the 

transparency of courses, syllabuses and qualifications, thus promoting international 

co-operation in the field of modern languages. (Council of Europe, 2001, p. 1) 

 

Through an explicit and comprehensive description of objectives, contents, and 

methodology, the CEFR intends to make the process of validating qualifications among 

EU members less onerous – that is, of course, on the proviso that all the countries 

involved  achieve the same standards, a caveat which has, as Chapters Five and Six 

make clear, significant implications for the Spanish educational system. It could be 

argued that, it is in this precise notion where the true importance of this document 

resides: the CEFR attempts to establish a scheme for language teaching, learning and 

assessment which, while not intending to be prescriptive – and, thus allowing decisions 

about methodologies and the sequencing of content to be determined by each 
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member state –it lays the foundations for a pan-European linguistic policy. This 

objective, in principle, should have two fundamental consequences when it is put into 

practice: 

(i) It helps to found a validation system between qualifications obtained in 

different countries, thus increasing mobility and cultural exchanges. It also 

establishes a scale of levels with which each individual can identify the 

extent of his/her level of personal foreign language attainment; 

(ii) As it combines different linguistic policies from several countries, in 

principle, all European citizens can have the same access to foreign 

language learning. According to the passage from the CoE quoted above, 

European citizens should have the option to learn at least two languages 

from any member state. 

 For the purposes of this thesis, particular attention will be given to the 

development of policies that intend to establish a commonality of modern language 

learning, teaching and assessment across European countries. Therefore, primarily, a 

brief introduction to the historical creation of linguistic policies within the CoE will be 

presented in order to better understand the context out of which the CEFR emerges. 

Secondly, the impact of the CEFR on current educational policy will be examined 

before, finally, exploring some of the concerns raised by academics in relation to the 

misuse of the CEFR. In this way it will be possible to predict the potential next steps 

that are needed with regards to European language policy and, to this end, a range of 

other documents that have become available to complement the CEFR will also be 

discussed.  
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 The main purpose of this chapter is, therefore, twofold: on the one hand, it 

aims to provide a comprehensive review of the CEFR in terms of its utility. This 

information will be needed in later sections of the thesis, when particular attention is 

given to specific teaching and assessment policies in England and Spain. On the other 

hand, the outline of on-going research and discussion of those documents that have 

been recently published by the CoE will be of great value to the ultimate intention of 

this thesis: to suggest essential systemic improvements to the current assessment 

practices of the PAU exam in Spain.  

2.2 THE PATH THAT LED TO THE CEFR 

The CEFR is, in fact, the culmination of a lengthy process that began in 1954, 

with the foundation of the Council of Europe. Initially, its priority was to undertake a 

process of reconstruction for European identity after a long period during which armed 

conflict between continental neighbours had produced deep-rooted divisions. In order 

to promote a greater sense of mutual understanding and tolerance – and, thereby, to 

also prevent the escalation of future militarism – the study of foreign languages and 

cultures was actively encouraged (Trim, 2007b). From this it is clear that, despite 

whatever personal intellectual benefits may be felt to derive from the learning of a 

second language, European policies in relation to foreign languages have always had 

an intrinsic and important political dimension. Thus, from its earliest manifestation, 

second language teaching has been utilised as a force for increasing social cohesion 

and inclusivity.   

In the early 1960s, initial proposals for a mandatory system of second language 

learning in European schools were rejected on the basis that the planning and 
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resources needed to make this idea a reality were not, at that time, fully available. 

Nevertheless, as an indication of serious future intent, Resolution no. 6 was signed by 

ministers, thereby encouraging member states to stimulate modern-language teaching 

at two levels: by supporting academic research and also by analysing the potential 

problems that would prevent a wider implementation of modern language teaching 

across Europe.  The fruits of the Council of Europe’s efforts had an almost immediate 

impact in the United Kingdom (UK), where “All secondary schools were subsequently 

equipped with language laboratories; [and] a year abroad was made a universal 

feature of university degree courses in modern languages, which were lengthened 

from three to four years” (Trim, 2007b, p.7). This particular example has been chosen 

to specifically demonstrate that, in the UK (whose ‘A’ level exam system will be 

discussed in Chapter Three), there has been a long tradition of and enthusiasm for the 

implementation of foreign language teaching initiatives developed in Europe. It is no 

coincidence, therefore, that nowadays the level of expertise in relation to second 

language testing in the UK is very high, since British academics have been involved in 

shaping linguistic policy from the very beginning of the CoE’s project.  

It was not, however, until the publication of Recommendation (69)2 in 1969 

that a momentum was established which would ultimately lead to the CEFR. Trim has 

rightly described Recommendation (69)2 as “a landmark in the history of language in 

the twentieth century” (2007b, p.26) because it established the intention to allow all 

European citizens access to language learning programmes that would enable them to 

communicate freely with one another whilst also “maintaining the full diversity and 

vitality of [member states’] languages and cultures” (Trim, 2007b, p.13). As such, 
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Recommendation (69)2 was the first document of its kind that comprehensively 

sought to engineer foreign language educational processes from primary schools 

upwards, utilising advances in information technology and improving the mechanisms 

of teacher training. Perhaps most importantly of all given the focus of this thesis, it 

also recognized that existing systems of assessment would need to be completely 

overhauled and new, innovative testing methods to be introduced for European 

policies to become successful. To this end, Recommendation (69)2 called for a 

programme of research that would ascertain how this could be achieved and for the 

result to be cascaded to teachers with greater transparency than before.     

 Ultimately, Recommendation (69)2 was far too ambitious for the time and, 

despite the best efforts of several enthusiastic countries to implement its suggestions, 

the changes envisaged in the document proved harder to apply in real educational 

contexts than had been originally foreseen. In the UK, a widespread experiment into 

the benefits of teaching French in primary schools by the National Foundation for 

Educational Research (NFER) produced only ambiguous results and, thereby, 

undermined much of the momentum that agitators for educational reform had 

previously established. In addition, the large scale investment into language 

laboratories that had resulted from Resolution no.6 was, by 1969, becoming difficult to 

sustain as the equipment proved to be both highly unreliable and prohibitively 

expensive.  

 Nevertheless, the initial setback of Recommendation (69)2 did not stop the 

endeavour of the Council of Europe, which continued to fund research and encourage 

the formation of expert committees to give advice about language matters. One of the 
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lines of research created by the CoE focused on the development of a European 

credit/unit scheme for adult education. A group of international experts, including 

John Trim, René Richterich, Jan van Ek, David Wilkins and Antonia de Vigili, began 

working on the project whose comprehensive remit included teaching and learning 

strategies, syllabus and examination reform, course design and teacher training. In 

1975, their work on the Threshold level was published, which demarcated “the lowest 

level at which it was possible to speak of a general level of language proficiency” (Trim, 

2007b, pp. 19-20). The Threshold level was the first attempt at a notional-functional 

classification of language and, as a result, its impact went beyond adult education, 

provoking a series of pilots between 1978-1981 in a variety of educational contexts 

under the title “Modern Languages: improving and intensifying language learning as 

factors making for European understanding, co-operation and mobility”. One of the 

conclusions of this project was that “without consensus and a sustained effort, 

successive attempts at innovation are likely to achieve no more than a partial and 

transient effect, and ultimately a patchwork of conflicting practices and an overall 

intellectual confusion” (Trim, 2007b, p.26), a clear indication that the lessons from the 

failure of Recommendation (69)2 had begun to have an effect.  

It is interesting to note that Spain was never involved in any of these projects 

until the beginning of the 1980s and, thus, unlike the UK, it does not have a particularly 

significant historical involvement in the formation of language policies and test design. 

Of course, one of the primary reasons for this is political, a consequence of Spain’s 

non-participation in the CoE during the years of Franco’s dictatorship but such a period 

has had a lasting (and, as will be discussed later, largely detrimental) impact on the 



COMPARATIVE STUDY OF TWO FOREIGN LANGUAGE EXAMINATIONS FOR UNIVERSITY ENTRY IN ENGLAND AND SPAIN 

 

76 
 

formation of Spanish educational systems. In fact, it was not until 1982 that Spain 

participated in “Project 12”, an initiative in which small groups of experts (such as 

teacher trainers, administrators and research officers) visited various European 

countries in order to establish a dialogue and to provide advice about the 

implementation of a more communicative approach to language teaching and 

assessment. Spain received a “contact” visit from members of the Schools Interaction 

Network who were interested in gauging the effects of an educational system that was 

substantially decentralised.  

 In 1991, the CEFR and the Language Portfolio came into being, two innovations 

that have henceforth had an unprecedented impact on shaping European educational 

policy. At the Rüshlikon Symposium in November of that year, it was decided that a 

need existed to develop a common framework for language attainment that could be 

utilised throughout the community. That document had to be comprehensive, 

transparent, coherent and, probably most importantly, flexible, dynamic and non-

dogmatic. In the words of Trim, having such a framework would facilitate “the 

calibration of qualifications as a contribution to European professional and educational 

mobility” (2007b, p.39). At last, Europe seemed to have harnessed governments’ 

willingness to become involved in the project with academic expertise and, of course, 

the resources necessary to make reality an idea that had been unsustainable at the 

time of Resolution no.6. 

One of the defining characteristics of the CEFR is that it is “a concertina-like 

reference tool, not an instrument to be ‘applied’” (North, 2007b, p. 656). As such, at 

the beginning of the document, care is taken to delineate a specific definition of 
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language in a learning context. The document provides and extensive but cogent 

account of what is understood by language use: 

Language use, embracing language learning, comprises the actions performed by 

persons who as individuals and as social agents develop a range of competences, 

both general and in particular communicative language competences. They draw on 

the competences at their disposal in various contexts under various conditions and 

under various constraints to engage in language activities involving language 

processes to produce and/or receive texts in relation to themes in specific domains, 

activating those strategies which seem most appropriate for carrying out the tasks 

to be accomplished. The monitoring of these actions by the participants leads to the 

reinforcement or modification of their competences. (CoE, 2001, p. 9) 

 
According to this definition, language is a dynamic tool for communication that is used 

by “social agents” and, in consequence, for any foreign language education to be 

effective, individuals must be given an array of opportunities to develop all aspects 

related to its use. The CEFR is careful not to subscribe to any particular teaching 

methodology or assessment paradigm. Professionals, it advocates, should use the 

framework in any way that best suits their own interests according to the 

characteristics and goals of their students. Its usefulness is in providing a mechanism 

through which to analyse and record student achievement according to the 

parameters proposed by the document. However, by explicitly referring to 

“communicative language competences” as a prime objective for the language learner, 

the CEFR necessarily adopts a clear ideological position in relation to language in use. 

As a result, it may be argued that the assumptions made about language and its 

components, the specific definition of  what constitutes language users and the 



COMPARATIVE STUDY OF TWO FOREIGN LANGUAGE EXAMINATIONS FOR UNIVERSITY ENTRY IN ENGLAND AND SPAIN 

 

78 
 

emphasis given to interactive language tasks are necessarily bound to condition the 

way foreign languages will be taught, however non-dogmatic the CEFR intends to be. 

Indeed, as Table 4 illustrates, the sheer number of competences that, according to 

Chapter 5 of the CEFR an L2 language user should have at their command, 

demonstrates the centrality that this concept has in the overall document: 

 

Linguistic competences Sociolinguistic competences Pragmatic competences 

Lexical competence 

Grammatical competence 

Semantic competence 

Phonological competence 

Orthographic competence 

Orthoepic competence 

Linguistic markers of social 

relations 

Politeness conventions 

Expressions of folk wisdom 

Register differences 

Dialect and accent 

Discourse competence 

Functional competence 

 
Table 4. Communicative Competences according to the CEFR 

 

Chapters 4 and 5 of the CEFR are of paramount importance, as they deal with 

the more specific competences that learners should master in the L2 through a series 

of illustrative descriptor scales and their correlation with specific A-C levels.  These 

scales are commonly known as “can do” statements and were empirically developed 

by the Swiss Project which was coordinated by Brian North. The rigorous process that 

North oversaw is explained by Fulcher:  

The designers collected 30 existing rating scales […] In total these contained 2,000 

proficiency level descriptors. Teachers were asked to evaluate the descriptors for 

relevance to their learners, and then told to put them in piles according to whether 
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they represented “low”, “middle”, or “high” proficiency levels. The descriptors were 

then compiled into questionnaires that were presented to teachers, who were asked 

to decide which descriptors defined a level that was below, at, or above the level of 

their students. (2004b, p. 257) 

 

Clearly, teachers were a key component of the Swiss development project and 

the information they provided was utilized in the development of both the levels in the 

scales (by means of a Rasch analysis) and the formulations used in the descriptors. This 

approach to the creation of the CEFR descriptor scales highlights its intrinsic nature as 

a flexible working tool for language practitioners. The foundations are established, 

therefore, for its potential to have a major impact on classroom content and syllabus 

specifications for the different linguistic agendas of the member states. In order to 

demonstrate their utility, these illustrative scales (CoE, 2001, pp. 58-96) will be applied 

in Chapters Five and Six of this thesis, which are devoted respectively to the English 

and Spanish curricula, in order to establish the approximate level (when there is no 

official educational cycle level) students should have attained at the end of the pre-

university academic stage.  

 From the above, it can be seen that the CEFR has had an enormous influence 

on how foreign language policies have developed in late twentieth century Europe. In 

highlighting the main features of the document, it has become clear that, despite its 

intention to be non-dogmatic, the CEFR, in its advocacy of communicative 

competences, obviously favours a more Communicative Language teaching ideology. 

However, the document has also established a set of parameters that have proved to 

be hugely beneficial to those charged with the implementation of foreign language 
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programmes across Europe. In its non-prescriptive style, the CEFR allows for a wide 

variety of interpretations (which could itself be potentially problematic) but the 

document has the great advantage of being adaptable to a series of different 

educational settings and circumstances. As such, it serves as a unique reference 

material for all foreign language learning contexts. In summary, the CEFR 

demonstrates: 

 Communicative activities that can be extracted from a vast repertoire 

of themes and topics and adapted to specific teaching circumstances. 

 The main communicative activities and strategies of a given language 

(the CEFR is not language-specific). 

 A unified system of competences for language users which can 

determine how similar the curricula of different countries are by 

comparing the scope of the competences that learners are expected to 

develop.  

 A series of general objectives for the learning of an L2, from a definition 

of what constitutes an L2 learner to advocating an eclectic teaching 

methodology. 

 The use of interactive tasks as an integral part of the learning process. 

 A series of levels through which all language users can identify their 

attainment according to specific evaluation criteria. 
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2.3 CRITICISMS ABOUT THE CEFR IN LANGUAGE TESTING 

 The development of the CEFR has been the culmination of the efforts of many 

countries, ministers of education, academics and teaching practitioners. For many 

years, the task seemed unattainable, yet the project to construct a unified framework 

for judging European students’ attainment in foreign languages has now become a 

celebrated reality. Currently, throughout Europe’s member states, the nomenclature 

for the CEFR levels (A1 to C2) is recognised and accepted as what could be termed 

official ‘qualifications currency’. Both private and public organisations have quickly 

adopted the terminology of the CEFR as well as its language descriptors, which are 

often shown on the reverse of official certificates as an indication of student 

achievement in terms of the “can do” statements previously mentioned in this 

chapter.  

However, despite this climate of general acceptance, the CEFR has also 

received some pointed criticism from the academic community. Authors like Fulcher 

(2003, 2004a, 2004b), Weir (2005), Kaftanjieva (2007), Moe (2007) or Hulstijn (2007) 

have all expressed their concerns about certain aspects of the CEFR’s development. 

Furthermore, the way it has been adopted by governments and institutions across 

Europe, “with contexts often being forced, willy-nilly, to fit it” (Coste, 2007, p.39), has 

also received criticism. In particular, there is concern about the way the CEFR has been 

used in relation to assessment and the supposed comparability of qualifications that it 

promotes. As Little asserts, “the CEFR was designed to assist the development of L2 

curricula, the design and implementation of L2 teaching programs, and the assessment 

of L2 teaching outcomes. To date, its impact on language testing far outweighs its 
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impact on curriculum design and pedagogy” (2007, p. 648). Fulcher (2004b), for 

instance, argues that the lack of theoretical basis to the CEFR severely undermines it, 

yet, as it has become so widely accepted, those involved in language assessment have 

been forced to link their examinations to it. He claims that this linkage has been done 

intuitively more than thoroughly, in order for individuals or institutions to gain 

recognition and to validate their qualifications. Therefore, despite the CEFR’s initial 

intention not to impose a unilateral system of testing, in reality that is precisely what is 

now happening. 

 Weir also believes that “in its present form the CEFR is not sufficiently 

comprehensive, coherent or transparent for uncritical use in language testing” (2005, 

p.281). Apart from there being issues with the context validity of the scales, he argues 

that the document is too vague in some areas – for instance, the use of verbs in the 

comprehension descriptors – and also that some descriptors are too similar even 

though they belong to different levels. In short, there are some inconsistencies in the 

document that need to be addressed by test developers in their own contexts (thus, in 

essence, respecting the flexible nature of the original document). The problem is that 

the CEFR is becoming the document against which all tests are being measured 

(Fulcher, 2004a; Díez-Bedmar, 2012;Coste, 2007), even though there is no sufficient 

evidence to assert that it is in fact a valid tool to develop assessment. Along those 

lines, Kaftandjieva also raises concerns about the comparability of qualifications across 

Europe, and makes a strong case for a thorough revision of practice: 

In the urge to link (preferably quickly) the existing language tests in Europe to the 

CEFR, the quality of this link has been often overlooked. It is about time, however, to 
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focus on the quality of the standard setting methods applied as well as the quality of 

their implementation, because the established cut-off scores matter and they matter 

for over five million examinees who annually sit and take high-stake language tests in 

Europe and pay for it. (2009, p.31) 

Therefore, from the point of view of the critical voices, there are two main issues that 

need resolving: first of all, there is a need to acknowledge that the CEFR is an 

unfinished document, and therefore academics, teachers and test developers need to 

continue redefining it so it becomes a more useful tool for those professionals involved 

in language education and assessment; and secondly, thorough procedures must be in 

place when it comes to standard setting and the comparability of tests across Europe. 

At the moment, the CoE has published several documents (which will be discussed 

later in this chapter) to help countries and institutions to establish the necessary 

parallelisms between their exams and the CEFR levels. However, Little still believes 

that “the existence of this manual and associated support materials cannot possibly 

ensure that all tests claiming to be, say, B1 really are B1” (2007, p.649).  

Whereas this may be true, the real problem involves the lack of an overarching 

expert organisation at either European or (individual) national level which can certify 

whether the linkage of exams to the CEFR is being done methodically, or even whether 

it is being done at all. As Alderson states, “the Council of Europe has refused to set up 

an equivalent mechanism [to the Validation Committee for European Language 

Portfolios] to validate or even inspect the claims made by examination providers or 

textbook developers” (2007, p.661). After so many setbacks in the lengthy process of 

creating the CEFR, it would be a great shame if all the effort and positive intentionality 
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of the document was hindered by an urgency to gain recognition as part of the “A to 

C” level system. As North acknowledges, “unfortunately, in many contexts, a CEFR 

level […] continues to be ‘plucked out of the air’ without an assessment of the realism 

of the objective or a consideration of the investment that would be necessary to 

achieve it” (2007a, p.25). Puig also reinforces such a view, claiming “la comparabilidad 

entre las certificaciones de distintas instituciones nacionales o europeas, sólo es 

posible si cada una de ellas ha realizado ese trabajo de relacionar sus exámenes con los 

niveles del Marco” (2008, p. 86).  

Consequently, while acknowledging its virtues and since “as a centralized 

transnational framework, it is virtually impossible for institutions to resist seeing the 

world through the same spectacles as the COE” (Shohamy, 2001, as cited in Fulcher, 

2004b, p.263), language professionals – and test developers in particular – should 

continue raising awareness of the problematic aspects of the CEFR with the ultimate 

purpose of creating  thorough and reliable procedures to be able to truly assert the 

validity of national language qualifications and their comparability among European 

educational systems.  

2.4 CURRENT IMPACT OF THE CEFR IN EDUCATIONAL POLICIES AND 

ASSESSMENT 

In the previous sections, attention has been given to providing a general 

description of the CEFR and also on presenting its virtues as well as its shortcomings. 

Whether one holds a positive or a negative view of the CEFR, it is undeniable that it 

has become an important reality. Indeed, one could go further and assert that the 



EUROPEAN LINGUISTIC POLICIES 

 

 

85 
 

CEFR has become the reality in terms of foreign language qualifications across Europe. 

According to Little (2007),  

There are two ways in which the CEFR can influence official curricula and curriculum 

guidelines. On the one hand, desired learning outcomes can be related to the common 

reference levels; […] On the other hand, the CEFR’s descriptive scheme can be used to 

analyse learners’ needs and specify their target communicative repertoire in terms 

that carry clear pedagogical implications (p. 649).  

Before proceeding to analyse how the CEFR has impacted upon the current foreign 

language policies of England and Spain (in Chapters Five and Six), it is perhaps useful to 

consider four brief examples of the impact the CEFR has already had in other European 

countries.        

In Slovenia, where, as Pizörn (2009) acknowledges, the national curriculum was 

in need of thorough revision, the CEFR has had a great impact in the shift towards a 

Communicative Language Teaching methodology. Contrarily, in Sweden, a country 

with a long tradition of centralised national testing and a very democratic assessment 

system, the CEFR has been used to modify existing education policies. As Erickson 

explains, 

The development of the national testing and assessment materials of foreign 

languages is based on publicly available principles […] with systematic involvement of 

different categories of stakeholders, all of them contributing their own special 

expertise. The most important partners in the process are teachers, teacher educators, 

researchers form different disciplines, and, perhaps most importantly, students of 

different ages. (2010, p.37) 
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Recent attention has been given in Sweden to aligning the stages within the 

current educational system to CEFR levels, particularly the national tests that occur at 

the end of compulsory education. This work has been carried out by a collaborative 

research group consisting of twelve experts from twelve different countries. In Ireland, 

the CEFR has been applied with a great degree of innovation to develop the English 

Language Proficiency Benchmarks by reformulating some of the CEFR level descriptors 

so they can be used in primary classrooms with pupils from immigrant backgrounds 

(Little, 2011). Finally, several countries have already instigated their own research 

projects in order to evaluate the usability of the CEFR, one of these being the Dutch 

CEFR Construct Project (Alderson et al., 2009). This project intended to develop an 

instrument to describe the construct of reading and listening based on the CEFR. The 

conclusions would, thus, help item writers to develop future tasks and, for this reason, 

the research was funded by the Dutch Ministry of Education, Culture and Sciences. 

Although very brief, these examples illustrate some of the varying applications and 

benefits the CEFR can potentially have, whether it be to re-orientate teaching 

practices, enhance existing processes or, as in the latter case, inspire the creation of 

new educational policies. By way of comparison, fuller consideration will be given in 

Chapter Five to the way in which Spain has responded (or not) to the opportunities 

that the CEFR has promoted.    

2.5 FUTURE ISSUES 

In 2007, the CoE, aware of the challenges faced by the widespread 

implementation of the CEFR, held an Intergovernmental Language Policy Forum with 

the objective “to offer the member states a forum for discussion and debate on a 
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number of policy issues raised by the very speedy adoption of the CEFR in Europe and 

the increasing widespread use of its scales of proficiency levels” (Goullier, 2007, p.5). 

The outcomes of this forum were highly interesting and, as Goullier notes (pp. 14-15), 

some of the main needs highlighted by participants were:  

 Improved teacher training to allow for better use of the CEFR 

 Distribution on materials illustrating the proficiency levels’ implications in 

different contexts, for different age groups and for different languages.  

 Development of curricula in which the CEFR is embedded. 

 Formulation of additional competence descriptors. 

 Development of calibrated assessment tools based on the CEFR levels. 

 

Clearly, some of the above points coincide with the concerns previously mentioned. 

However, they also testify to an aspiration by many intercontinental participants to 

standardise processes throughout Europe as much as possible. In this way, the CEFR 

offers the possibility for a genuine correspondence between the qualifications 

awarded in different countries. This goal constitutes one of the most important future 

challenges for the CoE. Having already created, published and cascaded the CEFR with 

a high degree of success, the pressing issues now concern how to standardise the 

levels it promotes and, furthermore, who will be held responsible for the decisions that 

must be taken. Regarding the first point, (the how) it is necessary that stakeholders 

understand the CEFR is (in intention) neither a prescriptive, dogmatic document nor 

also the only document that can be employed when implementing changes to 

educational policies (North, 2007c). The CEFR is useful and important but it is by no 
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means definitive. With respect to the question of who will now be charged with the 

crucial task of developing the original document, it is important that both public and 

private institutions recognise their own accountability in the process. For example, it is 

not the role of the CoE to monitor that the levels set in individual countries accurately 

correspond to the CEFR (Coste, 2007; Goullier, 2007). As such, countries need to 

acknowledge the responsibility they have to their learners and to their European 

Partners by providing a description of attainment in accordance with the levels 

stipulated by the CEFR. This point raises the crucial issue of accountability and whether 

a watchdog should be established in order to critically examine the veracity of claims 

made by publishers and examination providers in terms of the levels to which their 

tests conform. For Alderson, such a regulatory body is “long overdue” (2007, p. 662). 

Despite the fact that such a viewpoint has much validity and it is clear that, in the 

future, the CEFR will only maintain its usefulness if strategies are established through 

which to ensure its consistent application across Europe, Figueras issues a note of 

caution to those who clamour for reform. She insists “there is an obvious need to take 

time to do things correctly, with much common sense and a willingness to undertake 

this hard work” (2007, p. 675).  

2.6 OTHER PUBLICATIONS BY THE COUNCIL OF EUROPE 

“Consistency is more achievable when the CEFR is used not as an isolated 

document, but as part of an overall approach incorporating other language policy 

instruments developed by the Council of Europe” (Goullier, 2007, p.16). With this 

sentiment, Goullier expresses a premise that has often been overlooked by those who 

have tried to incorporate the CEFR into their educational systems. Quite simply, the 
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CEFR by itself is not enough to achieve an overall foreign language policy that is both 

consistent and coherent. From the very beginning, the CoE has actively encouraged 

and even funded research into the CEFR, initially in order to help practitioners to 

better understand its usability and, more recently, to expand the scope of the 

document in the light of the difficulties experienced by a range of national 

governmental agencies. Two documents in particular have been created to 

complement the CEFR in the development of educational and assessment policies, the 

Manual for Relating Language Examinations to the Common European Framework of 

Reference for Languages: Learning, Teaching, Assessment (CEFR) (Council of Europe, 

2009) and the Manual for language test development and examining (ALTE, 2011).  

Regarding the Manual for Relating Language Examinations (henceforth, MRLE), 

its primary aim is “to help the providers of examinations to develop, apply and report 

transparent, practical procedures in a cumulative process of continuing improvement 

in order to situate their examination(s) in relation to the CEFR” (Figueras, North, 

Takala, Verhelst & Van Avermaet, 2005, p. 266). It is a comprehensive document which 

clearly explains the procedural stages that are recommended so as to achieve a 

thorough linking process: familiarization, specification, standardization and empirical 

validation. The appendices of the MRLE provide further discussion and exemplification 

of such technical issues as standard setting, classical test theory or qualitative 

methods. As Figueras et al. suggest, “the strongest claim that can be made is that an 

examination is linked to the CEFR in a technical sense, which amounts to stating that a 

certain score on the test or examination corresponds to the minimum requirement to 

attain a certain level on a CEFR scale” (2005, pp.269-270). Therefore, once an 
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institution or organisation decides to embark on the process of transforming their 

assessment processes and establish links with the CEFR, the MRLE becomes an 

invaluable tool.  

The second document, the Manual for language test development and 

examining (henceforth, MLTDE), was commissioned by the CoE for the Association of 

Language Testers in Europe (ALTE). This non-descriptive document shares the 

underlying purpose of the CEFR and the MRLE: to serve as an instrument which “helps 

to ensure quality, coherence and transparency in language provision” (Sheils, in ALTE, 

2011, p.5). In this sense, “it aims to provide a coherent guide to test development in 

general which will be useful in developing tests for a range of purposes, […] this 

manual is for anyone interested in developing and using language tests which can 

relate to the CEFR” (Milanovic, in ALTE, 2011, p.8).  In addition, the manual insists on 

the idea that the link of a particular test to the CEFR is not, in itself, sufficient. Instead, 

it is crucial to have a system in place that ensures the improvement and consolidation 

of processes, that is to say “the importance of designing and maintaining systems 

which enable standards to be set and monitored over time” (Milanovic, in ALTE, 2011, 

p.9).  

In summary, therefore, it is clear that the CoE did not consider their work was 

finished once the CEFR was published. In fact, the CEFR constitutes the naissance of a 

revision process for assessing practices that is still in its infancy. Taken with the two 

documents described above, the CEFR allows for radical and important changes in 

foreign language policies and, as such, its publication represents a crucial moment in 

recent European multilingual educational development. 
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2.7 SUMMARY 

 In this chapter, an overview has been given of the development of essential 

European linguistic policies, with a focus on the CEFR, the long-awaited culmination of 

an ambitious project to facilitate mutual recognition of language qualifications in 

Europe since the 1950s. Although it has been criticised by several academics, it is the 

argument of this thesis that the CEFR needs to be understood and accepted as a 

document in a continued process of evolution. Ultimately, the effects of its real 

application (and some of the problems that this has created) could not have been 

foreseen. Yet, such has been the impact of the CEFR that the attainment levels it 

describes are now recognised across Europe and beyond. Increasingly, it is the 

benchmark by which the foreign language qualifications of most European countries 

are judged. As the last part of this chapter has insisted, however, the best application 

of the CEFR, however, is to use it in accordance with other CoE documents so as to 

achieve a fuller appreciation of its potential benefits. In the chapters that follow, this 

thesis will explore the impact of the CEFR in England and Spain but specific focus will 

be given to the potential holistic benefits of applying the CEFR, the MRLE and the 

MLTDE to improve Spanish assessment policies. 

 Before that, however, the next chapter will explain the nature of the university 

entrance foreign language high-stakes tests in England and Spain.  
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CHAPTER III 

THE A-LEVEL SPANISH EXAM AND THE PAU ENGLISH TEST: 
CURRICULUM OVERVIEW AND SUBJECT SPECIFICATIONS 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What we want is to see the child in pursuit of knowledge and not 

knowledge in pursuit of the child 

 

George Bernard Shaw 
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3.1. THE ADVANCED LEVEL CURRICULUM AND THE SPANISH EXAM 

3.1.1 Overview of the Advanced level curriculum  

The Advanced level, more commonly known as the A-level, was first introduced 

in 1951 in England, following a series of government attempts to regulate exams at 

different educational stages. As such, it is an example of a relatively long-established, 

decentralised and independent assessment system.  

The duration of the Advanced level teaching course is two years (which 

constitutes the period of ‘sixth-form’ study). The first year is called Advanced 

Subsidiary (AS) and the courses taken during this time are worth half an A-level. If a 

student wishes to end his/her studies after the modular exams in June of the first year, 

s/he will achieve stand-alone AS qualifications in his/her chosen subjects. In order to 

be awarded a full A-level, a student must continue into the second year of study 

(which is known as A2) and sit the corresponding exams, which are scheduled for 

either January or June of each academic year. A-levels are usually taken by 16-18 year 

olds who are studying in non-compulsory Further Education, although they are 

available to anybody who wishes to achieve a qualification at that level. A-levels focus 

mainly on academic subjects, but in recent years there has been an attempt to 

integrate more traditionally vocational subjects into the system through a series of 

“applied A-levels”, which are more work-related and offer a broad introduction to such 

subjects as Applied Science, Applied Art and Design, Applied Business Studies and 

Applied ICT.  

A-level students can choose from a wide variety of over 45 subjects, ranging 

from science, social sciences, arts, humanities and foreign languages and most are 
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encouraged to select a study programme that comprises a range of academic 

disciplines. Typically, students will choose four subjects to study in the AS year but will 

only continue with three during the final A2 year. In this way, they can focus on their 

strengths and/or the subjects that are best suited to their intended academic or career 

paths. Although there is no national agreement about the hours that an A-level 

student must be taught each week, the average figure amounts to five hours of class 

time per subject per week as well as the additional hours that are allocated for private 

study and for the completion of daily homework assignments. As a result of such a 

heavy workload, by the end of their two years of study, students can achieve a high 

degree of expertise in their chosen subjects before they progress into Higher 

Education. 

From 2008, the range of pass grades has been established as A*, A, B, C, D and 

E. If a student fails a subject, they are awarded a U (or “Unclassified”) grade. Each 

grade also has a numerical value 9 (or UCAS points). Thus, an A* grade corresponds to 

140 points, an A grade to 120, a B grade to 100 points and so on. This is important 

because, to access university, students will be made an offer that will consist of either 

a grade profile or a numerical tariff, depending on the institution to which they apply. 

For example, for the academic year 2012-2013, a student applying to Durham 

University (one of the country’s most prestigious universities) for an undergraduate 

course in Spanish would need to achieve grades of AAB (with an A in A-level Spanish) 

whereas to study Spanish with International Relations at Leeds Metropolitan 

University s/he would need a total of 220 UCAS points. A-levels are truly high stakes 

exams as their outcome annually determines the futures of thousands of students. 

Every year, A-level results day constitutes a key date in the United Kingdom’s (UK) 
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calendar for thousands of students who wait anxiously for their marks to find out if 

they have gained access to their chosen universities or courses. Their importance is 

reflected in the press treatment of the issue, as can be seen in the following images 

from three leading online media sources. 

 

 
 

Image 1.BBC’s headline on A-level results day. (18/08/2011) 
 

 
 

Image 2.The Guardian online front page on results day. (18/08/2011) 
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Image 3.The Times online edition on results day.(18/08/2011) 
 
  

In 2010, 7,629 students (out of a total of 373,524 candidates) took the A-Level 

Spanish exams nationwide, with a pass rate of 98.7% (slightly below the 99.0% and 

99.1% pass rates achieved in German and French respectively). After each exam series, 

results statistics are published by every exam board which include a breakdown of the 

grades awarded overall and by gender. This information is collated by the Joint Council 

for Qualifications (JCQ) and made quickly available to the public. Thus, for example, in 

2010, 8.3% of Spanish A-level students achieved a grade A* (which is comprised of 

8.2% of male candidates and 8.4% of female students) (JCQ, 2010). Additional 

information available that exam boards publish also includes statistics about grade 

boundaries and detailed qualitative information on standard setting procedures. 

Furthermore, a report is written by the Chief Examiner after each exam series so that 

s/he can comment on and analyse each exam item in terms of its performance.1 

                                                           
1
For example, Examiner’s reports for the June 2010 Spanish AQA series can be retrieved from: 

http://web.aqa.org.uk/qual/gce/languages/spanish_materials.php?id=09&prev= 
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In order to understand the structure of the current A-level system, it is important 

to comprehend how university access exams in the UK have historically been linked to 

particular universities. As a result, the next section will provide a brief resume of how 

high-stakes testing has developed in the UK.  

3.1.2 Historical review of university entry exams in the UK  

The history of university entry exams in the UK is highly convoluted, its origins 

going back to the early nineteenth century. The University of London, the first to 

award degrees other than the Universities of Oxford and Cambridge, was established 

in 1836. In 1838, its governing board decided to establish an entry exam in order to 

facilitate an objective selection of students (and to avoid the elitist system maintained 

by the Oxbridge group at the time). With the creation of the Board of Education in 

1899– whose remit was to coordinate the work of higher grade elementary schools, 

county technical schools and grammar schools and to provide a register of teachers – 

and the Local Education Authorities (or LEAs) in 1902,2a Higher Education system that 

had been until then almost exclusively the privilege of socially affluent males was 

effectively democratised. As such, this moment is crucial as it marks the beginning of 

the UK’s policy of comprehensive education and today’s system of national 

examinations (Tatterstall, 2007).  

At the beginning of the twentieth century, as more universities were founded, 

secondary schools began to establish working relations with Higher Education 

providers in order that they could provide a suitable education for their students. At 

                                                           
2The 1902 Education Act abolished school boards and created a series of regional Local Education 
Authorities. The new LEAs had authority over the secular curriculum of voluntary (church) schools. They 
provided grants for school maintenance but, if a school wanted to provide denominational teaching, the 
buildings had to be paid for by the church (See Gillard, 2011 for more details).  
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the time, a large number of separate university entrance examinations existed, with 

each institution setting their own specific conditions of entry. Yet, despite some efforts 

to exert a process of standardization (ibid.), these assessments remained relatively 

unregulated until 1904. In that year, the Joint Matriculation Board (or JMB, which was 

an amalgamation of the Universities of Manchester, Leeds and Liverpool) received a 

letter from the Headmaster’s Association requesting a system in which the certificates 

of any approved exam board would have more widespread acceptance. This could only 

be achieved, of course, by establishing  a greater degree of equivalence between the 

subjects that students studied, the attainment levels expected of them and the 

examination formats that they took. As a consequence, in 1911, a two-tier system of 

school examinations was proposed by the JMB: the School Leaving Certificate (SC), 

awarded to those who finished their formal education aged 16, and the Higher School 

Certificate (HSC), which was designed to allow university entry. The HSC was not 

officially approved until 1917, thirteen years after the original petition by the 

Headmasters’ Association. However, when it had been ratified, it quickly became 

established as the standard for students’ matriculation in the UK.  

 With the establishment of the HSC, the eight existing university-based exam 

boards became ‘approved’ boards – that is, they became able to set, mark and 

certificate the examinations under the jurisdiction and authority of a central 

coordinating authority, the Board of Education.3 The use of statistics to moderate 

outcomes and provide year-on-year comparability was adopted in 1918 (a procedure 

that remains in place today).  By 1951, the beneficial effects of comprehensive 

education meant that there was an increasing large demand for Higher Education 

                                                           
3
These boards were: Oxford and CJB, Oxford Local, Cambridge Local, the Northern Universities’ Joint 

Matriculation Board (NUJMB), London, Durham, Bristol and Wales.  



THE A-LEVEL SPANISH EXAM AND THE PAU ENGLISH TEST: CURRICULUM OVERVIEW AND SUBJECT SPECIFICATIONS 

 

101 

 

places. To reflect the changing demographic of students staying on to pursue non-

compulsory study, the HSC became the General Certificate of Education (GCE) and 

more systematic standardising arrangements were implemented by individual 

examining boards to ensure greater reliability of test marking.  

By the start of 2000, the landscape of British exam boards had undergone a 

radical process of evolution. Only Cambridge and the NUJMB remained from the 

previous century (although both with different organizational structures and under 

alternative guises). By this date, only four exam boards were operational: Oxford, 

Cambridge and the Royal Society of Arts (OCR); the Assessment and Qualifications 

Alliance (AQA), which had been formed by the merger of the Associated Examining 

Board/Southern Examining Group (AEB/SEG), the Northern Examinations & 

Assessment Board (NEAB) and City & Guilds in the year 2000; Edexcel; and the Welsh 

Joint Education Committee (WJEC). All these awarding organisations are under the 

scrutiny of the Office for Qualifications and Examinations Regulation (henceforth, 

Ofqual), an independent, centralized body in charge of regulating general and 

vocational qualifications in the Britain and, as such, the modern version of the previous 

Board of Education.  

Owing to its regulatory role, Ofqual has a key influence on what is included in 

subject specifications. As it is stated on the front page of their website, “It is our duty 

to ensure all learners get the results they deserve and that their qualifications are 

correctly valued and understood, now and in the future” (2011c). As a regulatory 

agent, the work of Ofqual is focused on three key areas: 
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(i) To grant formal recognition to bodies and organisations that deliver 

qualifications and assessments. 

(ii) To accredit such organizations’ awards and monitor their activities (including 

their fees).  

(iii) To work in partnership with these awarding bodies and the Qualifications and 

Curriculum Development Agency (QCDA) to create qualifications curricula and 

frameworks.  

In April 2008, Ofqual began working under the umbrella of the Qualifications and 

Curriculum Authority (QCA), the body responsible for developing the national 

curriculum, improving and delivering assessments and reforming qualifications. On the 

1st April 2010, Ofqual was officially established as an independent body and, in March 

2012, the QCA was abolished as part of the UK government’s plan for educational 

reform, its duties being transferred to Ofqual.4 The A-level exam system now also falls 

under Ofqual’s remit and, as such, it stipulates the criteria for awarding organisations 

to follow when developing specifications for AS and A-levels. These criteria are based 

upon three key aspects:  

(i) Subject matter: in terms of the number of assessment units and their weighing 

as well as the development of skills such as group work or problem solving 

strategies.  

                                                           
4
Further information about the QCA can be found in the National Archives, available electronically 

from:http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20110813032310/http:/www.qcda.gov.uk/ 

 

http://www.qcda.gov.uk/
http://www.qcda.gov.uk/
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(ii) Assessment: in terms of the relationship between assessment objectives and 

assessment components, the timing of exams, synoptic assessment, 

comparability or the availability of re-sit exams.  

(iii) Reporting: in terms of the grading system to be used, in the case of ‘A’ levels 

the range of A*- U.  

Though these guidelines are generic for the A-level range, particular subject 

specifications are also developed by Ofqual in order to adapt to the needs of each 

subject and to provide further guidance for the exam boards which currently offer 

these qualifications and or which seek accreditation. As subject specifications are 

paramount to understanding the construct upon which a test is based, Chapter 5 will 

provide much greater detail about the specific guidelines for A-level Spanish.  

3.2 THE BACHILLERATO CURRICULUM AND THE ENGLISH EXAM 

3.2.1 The Bachillerato curriculum and the competences 

Like its English counterpart, the Spanish education system is highly complex but, 

unlike in England, this is largely as a result of the political organization of the country. 

After the Constitution was signed in 1978, the seventeen regions that constitute the 

country negotiated various levels of independence with the central government. 

Between the 1st of January 1981 and the 1st of January 2000, each region was allocated 

certain levels of legislative autonomy (or “competences”) over educational matters 

from primary school level to Higher Education. The first regions to be transferred such 

autonomy were Cataluña and El País Vasco in 1981, the latest (in 2000) were Asturias, 

Castilla-La Mancha, Castila y León, Extremadura y Murcia. The Valencian region was 
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granted Higher Education autonomy in 1985 (via Royal Decree 2633/1985, in BOE, 

1985b) and its remaining educational competences were transferred in July 1993 (via 

Royal Decree 2093/1983, in BOE, 1985a). Decree 102/2008 in the Diari Oficial de la 

Comunitat Valenciana (henceforth, DOCV), which regulates the Bachillerato curriculum, 

is a clear example of this transfer of educational responsibility:  

 
El Estatut d’Autonomia de la Comunitat Valenciana, en el artículo 53, dispone que es de 

competencia exclusiva de la Generalitat la regulación y administración de la enseñanza 

en toda su extensión, niveles y grados, modalidades y especialidades, sin perjuicio de lo 

que disponen el artículo 27 de la Constitución Española y las Leyes Orgánicas que, de 

acuerdo con el apartado 1 del artículo 81 de aquélla, lo desarrollan, de las facultades que 

atribuye al Estado el número 30 del apartado 1 del artículo 149 de la Constitución 

Española, y de la alta inspección necesaria para su cumplimiento y garantía. 

[…]Establecida la estructura del bachillerato y fijadas sus enseñanzas mínimas mediante 

el Real Decreto 1467/2007, de 2 de noviembre, por el que se establece la estructura del 

bachillerato y se fijan sus enseñanzas mínimas, corresponde a la Generalitat establecer el 

currículo propio para dicha etapa, para su aplicación en los centros que pertenecen a su 

ámbito de gestión. (2008) 

  

The wording of this excerpt makes clear that, even though owing to the scope of this 

thesis, the Valencian region has been chosen for analytical scrutiny, the education 

policies of all Spanish regions have to abide by the national Royal Decrees. In this 

respect, although the DOCV will be referred to from now on as the leading source of 

information for the Bachillerato curriculum for English, this document is in compliance 
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with the national curriculum in general and with the role granted to foreign languages 

in it in particular.   

The curriculum for Bachillerato, a non-compulsory stage in education from the 

ages of 16 to 18, assumes that students have reached a certain intellectual maturity. 

Consequently, one of its first objectives is to promote the use of a metholology that 

“[…] facilite la autonomía del alumnado y, al mismo tiempo, constituya un estímulo 

para  el trabajo en equipo y sirva para fomentar las técnicas de investigación, aplicar los 

fundamentos teóricos y dar traslado de lo aprendido a la vida activa” (DOCV, 2008, 

p.71303). The educational competences are summarised in the objectives below: 

 

El  bachillerato contribuirá a desarrollar en el alumnado las capacidades que le permitan: 
 
a) Ejercer la ciudadanía democrática, desde una perspectiva global, y adquirir una 

conciencia cívica responsable, inspirada por los valores de la Constitución Española 
así como por los derechos humanos, que fomente la corresponsabilidad en la 
construcción de una sociedad justa y equitativa y favorezca la sostenibilidad. 
 

b) Consolidar una madurez personal y social que les permita actuar de forma 
responsable y autónoma y desarrollar su espíritu crítico. Prever y resolver 
pacíficamente los conflictos personales, familiares y sociales. 
 

c) Fomentar la igualdad efectiva de derechos y oportunidades entre hombres y 
mujeres, analizar y valorar críticamente las desigualdades existentes e impulsar la 
igualdad real y la no discriminación de las personas con discapacidad. 
 

d) Afianzar los hábitos de lectura, estudio y disciplina, como condiciones necesarias para 
el eficaz aprovechamiento del aprendizaje, y como medio de desarrollo personal. 
 

e) Dominar, tanto en su expresión oral como escrita, el castellano y el valenciano, y 
conocer las obras literarias más representativas escritas en ambas lenguas 
fomentando el conocimiento y aprecio del valenciano; así como la diversidad 
lingüística y cultural como un derecho y un valor de los pueblos y de las personas. 
 

f) Expresarse con fluidez y corrección en una o más lenguas extranjeras objeto de 
estudio. 

 
g) Utilizar con solvencia y responsabilidad las tecnologías de la información y la 

comunicación.  
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h) Acceder a los conocimientos científicos y tecnológicos fundamentales y asegurar el 
dominio de las habilidades básicas propias de la modalidad escogida; así como sus 
métodos y técnicas. 
 

i) Conocer y valorar críticamente las realidades del mundo contemporáneo, sus 
antecedentes históricos y los principales factores de su evolución. Participar, de 
forma solidaria, en el desarrollo y mejora de su entorno social. 

 
j) Comprender los elementos y procedimientos fundamentales de la investigación y de 

los métodos científicos. Conocer y valorar de forma crítica la contribución de la 
ciencia y la tecnología en el cambio de las condiciones de vida, así como afianzar la 
sensibilidad y el respeto hacia el medio ambiente. 

 
k) Afianzar el espíritu emprendedor con actitudes de creatividad, flexibilidad, iniciativa, 

trabajo en equipo, confianza en uno mismo y sentido crítico. 
 

l) Desarrollar la sensibilidad artística y literaria, así como el criterio estético, como 
fuentes de formación y enriquecimiento cultural. 

 
m) Utilizar la educación física y el deporte para favorecer el desarrollo personal y social. 

 
 

n) Afianzar actitudes de respeto y prevención en el ámbito de la seguridad vial y de la 
salud laboral.  

 
o) Conocer, valorar y respetar el patrimonio natural, cultural e histórico de la Comunitat 

Valenciana y del resto de las Comunidades Autónomas de España y contribuir a su 
conservación y mejora. 

 
p) Participar de forma activa y solidaria en el desarrollo y mejora del entorno social y 

natural, orientando la sensibilidad hacia las diversas formas de voluntariado, 
especialmente el desarrollado por los jóvenes.  

 
(DOCV, 2008, pp.71305-71306) 

 

 

As the above makes clear, Bachillerato objectives are cross-curricular and so they are 

intended to go beyond the acquisition of subject-specific knowledge and development 

of certain academic skills. Instead, they also emphasize the need for a student to 

become a responsible individual who can play a key role in society and who values 

cultural diversity at both national and regional levels. Of particular interest to this 

thesis, is Objective (f) which refers to the learning of foreign languages, clearly stating 
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that students should be able to express themselves with fluency and correctness in at 

least one non-native language.  

Bachillerato students are given the opportunity to focus their studies on areas of 

interest, not by choosing individual subjects (as is the case in the A-level system), but by 

following a particular route of specialisation. There are, in fact, three such routes 

available, in the Design and Dramatic Arts, Science and Technology or Humanities and 

Social Sciences. All these specialisations share a common core of eight compulsory 

subjects, three of which are linguistic (Spanish Language and Literature, the Language 

and Literature of the specific region and a Modern Foreign Language).5In addition, 

students take six specialist subjects over two years and any other optional subjects if 

they wish to do so (such as ICT or another foreign language). In the first year of 

Bachillerato, students must take a minimum of eleven subjects (eight compulsory, three 

specialist and any optional courses that they wish) which amounts to a total of 

approximately 34 hours in class per week. The number of subjects decreases during the 

second year, with the exclusion of Physical Education from the curriculum and the 

reduction of compulsory subjects to five (which are Spanish Language and Literature II, 

Modern Foreign Language, History, History of Philosophy and the Language and 

Literature of the Region II). Bachillerato is conceived as a two-year period of study; 

nevertheless the law contemplates that any student can have a maximum period of 

four years to complete his/her studies should s/he need to do so.  

With regard to the assessment of the Bachillerato course, each educational 

centre has the freedom to evaluate their students in whichever way they consider to be 

appropriate, as long as they meet the general and subject-specific goals established by 

                                                           
5
The remaining five compulsory subjects are: Physical Education, History of Spain, History of Philosophy, 

Philosophy and Citizenship and Science for the Contemporary World. 
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the national curricula. In fact, students receive frequent certification of their progress 

throughout the two years of the Bachillerato study programme as they complete 

assignments internally designed and marked by their teachers. This will ultimately 

constitute 60% of their final mark. It is not until the culmination of the Bachillerato 

phase that students are actually required to take an external examination, the 

Selectividad or Prueba de Acceso a la Universidad (hereafter, PAU), which will be used, 

in part, to determine their suitability to study at university. The PAU consists of four or 

five exams depending on the autonomous region, three or four of which are core 

subjects and one is based upon the student’s chosen specialism.  Herrera Soler explains 

the significance of this test: 

 

The University Examination Board looks for an accurate score which enables the 

academic authorities to rank students according to their proficiency and, which at the 

same time, allows the students to make their choice of Faculty courses according to the 

score obtained. That is why the ET [English Test] musts be categorised within the range 

of types of proficiency tests.(1990, p.90) 

 

Like the A-level in England, the importance of the PAU exam in determining the next 

stage of Spanish students’ academic lives is undeniable. Nonetheless, the grade that 

each student presents to the university for his/her admission is obtained not just from 

the result of the PAU exam but by adding a number of different elements. Figure 9 

illustrates the percentages assigned to each part of this university entrance grade:  
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Figure 5. Components of the University Admission Grade 

 

In actual fact, the four (or five) subjects that are examined by the Selectividad 

(indicated above as the Core Phase) account for only 40% of a student’s university 

admission grade – that is, each individual subject is worth between only 10% - 8%. The 

majority of the grade is derived from the Bachillerato Phase which, as mentioned 

above, is based upon work that is internally assessed by the student’s teachers over the 

course of the two year programme. The overall average mark between these two 

components must be 50% (or 5 out of 10) or above for a pass. The maximum score that 

a student can receive, therefore, is a 10.  

The allocation of these marks has been the subject of several studies (for 

example, by Moreno Olmedilla, 1992) and the source of much criticism. Most 

particularly, as there is no control mechanism for the assessment procedures that are 

conducted in the individual centres, it can be argued that the grades obtained by 

students have a very low degree of reliability. As Moreno Olmedilla states in El País 

Educación: “Necesitaríamos un ejército de 5000 inspectores para imponer la 

homogeneidad evaluadora en los centros de bachillerato y ello es impensable, pero sí 
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que podrían arbitrarse procedimientos de corrección de las desviaciones sistemáticas 

en las calificaciones de muchos centros” (p.96).6 

The Specific Phase of the PAU is entirely voluntary, though of key importance to 

access certain degrees which have more precise requirements in terms of specialization 

or subject-specific knowledge (such as architecture or medicine). In this phase, students 

can sit up to three extra exams based upon their chosen specialisms, but only the two 

highest marks are taken into account for the calculation of the final grade (out of 4). For 

students who opt to take the Special Phase, the maximum mark they can achieve, 

therefore, rises from 10 to 14. However, while the combined mark for the General and 

Core Phases has indefinite duration, the additional score for the Specific Phase is kept 

for only two years.   

In June 2010, 15,693 Spanish students took the PAU exams in the Valencian 

Region. 15,332 of those students sat a foreign language exam in English. Considering 

that this is only one region in Spain, these figures provide an indication of the enormous 

importance of studying English nowadays but it also suggests the difficult task facing 

anyone who proposes wholesale modifications to the existing system. With so many 

students taking the English exam every year, radical alterations to the PAU test will 

need careful preparation and implementation.  Of the total number of students who sat 

the English exam in the Valencian region in 2010, 15,182 were awarded a pass, with an 

average grade of 6.109. Apart from mean grades, the statistical information made 

available to stakeholders after each series includes by regional educational authorities: 

the number of registered students, the number of students who took the exam, the 

number of passes, the percentage of passes, the standard deviation, the number of 

                                                           
6For further information about the impact of different variables on the Selectividad exam, see M. 
Muñoz-Repiso (1991). 
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complaints, the instances of second and third ratings (CEFE, 2010b). Therefore, the 

range of available data (although not as comprehensive as that available in England) 

shows that there is a conscious attempt to make the process of the PAU transparent. 

However, what is missing is an indication of any procedures in place to evaluate the 

validity and reliability of the tests, something that occurs in the A-level Examiner’s 

Report in England. 

In seeking to better contextualisethe evolution of the PAU exam within the 

Spanish education system, the following section will provide a brief overview to the 

historical development of this Spanish high-stakes test.  

3.2.2 Historical review of the Spanish university access exam 

The official PAU originated in 1975, with Law 30/1974 (BOE, 1974) which 

established that “Para el acceso a las Facultades, Escuelas Técnicas Superiores y 

Colegios Universitarios, una vez obtenida evaluación positiva en el Curso de Orientación 

Universitaria, deberán superarse pruebas de aptitud” (BOE, 1974, p. 15478). This 

statute also established that universities would be in charge of developing such tests, 

since their main purpose is to establish whether a particular student has the necessary 

aptitude to pursue Higher Education. If the PAU examination system is a relatively 

recent phenomenon in comparison to the A-level in England, the inclusion of a foreign 

language test in English is an even more modern innovation. In fact, it was not until 

1984 — almost 19 years after Law 30/1974 was established —that an English language 

examination was introduced as part of the PAU’s test battery. As Moreno Olmedilla 

affirms, “lo cierto es que no existe una ‘institución’ con el peso histórico y el carácter 
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emblemático con respecto a todo el sistema educativo parecida al Baccalauréat francés 

o al Abitur alemán” (1992, pp.90-91).  

 However, foreign languages had been part of the Spanish curriculum since the 

first half of the twentieth century. In 1900, the first Royal Decree (Gaceta de Madrid, 

1900) stipulated the teaching of foreign languages in secondary school, although, at 

that time, English was a minority language compared to the popularity of French. In 

successive Royal Decrees, the role of foreign languages went through a series of 

fluctuations, been added to and then removed from the national curriculum in parallel 

with the restructuring of the educational system that took place until 1957. In this year, 

the Curso Preuniversitario was finally instated, a key moment because the Decree 

introduced the “[…] perfeccionamiento del idioma moderno cursado por cada alumno 

en el Bachillerato, mediante el estudio de una obra de un autor destacado, con el fin de 

poder expresarse en dicho idioma de palabra y por escrito” (Fernández Álvarez, 2007, 

p.12). This document is the first to specifically mention the need to include oral 

activities in the classroom and, in subsequent modifications, it was established that not 

only would foreign language lessons be taught in the L2 but that one hour a day should 

be devoted to conversation, translation and texts commentaries.  

 This system prevailed until the 1970s, when the Ley General de Educación (or 

LGE) (BOE, 1970) established a Curso de Orientación Universitaria (COU), that is to say, 

a specific academic year that would be entirely dedicated to prepare for university 

access. Consequently, the responsibility for the planning of this preparatory year fell to 

the universities. Suprisingly, however, this significant transformation did not impact 

upon the testing of foreign languages until the academic year 1984-1985, ten years 

after the implementation of the original law, when it became necessary “[…] que […] se 
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haga un estudio reposado, tanto sobre la propia estructura de la prueba y su 

ponderación específica en la calificación total de las pruebas de Selectividad, como 

sobre la nueva composición de los tribunales examinadores que su inclusión aconseja” 

(Whittaker, 2006, p.199). 

Historically, an important reform in educational policy occurred in 1990, with 

the passing of the Ley Orgánica de Ordenación General del Sistema Educativo (or 

LOGSE) (BOE, 1990), which transformed Bachillerato in a two-year course for students 

aged 16 and over. However, the PAU was maintained as the exam that would be taken 

by students to assess their suitability for university study: 

 

El título de Bachiller facultará para acceder a la Formación Profesional de grado 

superior y a los estudios universitarios. En este último caso será necesaria la superación 

de una prueba de acceso que, junto a las calificaciones obtenidas en el Bachillerato, 

valorará, con carácter objetivo, la madurez académica de los alumnos y los 

conocimientos adquiridos por él. (LOGSE, art. 29) 

 

Despite such changes, the organization of the PAU tests, the elaboration of the 

questions, the parties that constitute the tribunal and the exam assessment procedures 

have remained the ones established by Royal Decree of 1988 (BOE, 1988) and which are 

linked to Law 30/1974. The final modification to the PAU structure took place in 1999, 

with the passing of Royal Decree 1640/1999 (BOE, 1999). This divided the PAU into two 

parts: a General and a Specific Phase, the former consisting of four exams (or five for 

regions with their own language) and the latter requiring students to take three exams 

from their specialist subjects. Furthermore, the document stipulated that the duration 
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of each PAU exam would be one hour and thirty minutes, both in the Generic and 

Specific Phases.  

In 2002,a proposal was made to eliminate the PAU with the Ley de Calidad de la 

Educación (henceforth, LOCE) (BOE, 2002) and to replace it with an end of Bachillerato 

exam that would be externally assessed – the Prueba General de Bachillerato (or PGB). 

It remains unclear by whom this test would have been designed or how and where it 

would have been taken by students. However, there is good reason to believe that it 

would not have drastically changed the way students’ marks were collated for their 

overall grade. Indeed the text of draft law states: “La calificación final del Bachillerato 

será la media ponderada, en los términos que establezca el gobierno, de la calificación 

obtenida en la prueba general de Bachillerato y la media del expediente académico del 

alumno en el Bachillerato” (BOE, 2002, p.45200). Nevertheless, the LOCE mentioned a 

key element that was to be added to the PGB: “La parte correspondiente a la Lengua 

extranjera incluirá un ejercicio oral y otro escrito” (BOE, 2002, p. 45200). Thus, even 

though the LOCE never became a reality, it was the first official document to specify the 

inclusion of an oral component into the foreign language test for the Spanish university 

entry system.  

 In recent years several further legal documents have been published which, to 

this point, have had only minor impact on the PAU. In 2006, the Ley Orgánica de 

Educación (LOE) (BOE, 2006) was passed. According to Fernández Álvarez, although the 

law now recognised the need for cooperation between education departments and 

universities in the development and realisation of the PAU, it still did not solve some of 

the key issues regarding the PAU exam in general and the foreign language exam in 

particular:  
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[…] queda determinado que tanto las administraciones educativas como las 

universidades organizarán dicha prueba de acceso, garantizando su adecuación al 

currículo de Bachillerato y la coordinación entre las universidades y los centros de 

Bachillerato para su organización y realización. Sin embargo, no hay ninguna referencia al 

necesario control de calidad del examen, a posibles indicadores que sea necesario 

establecer, ni al proceso de convergencia en el espacio europeo de Educación Superior, 

señalando niveles de competencia adecuados de acuerdo con el Marco Común de 

Referencia. (2007, p.17) 

 

The most recent policy document has been the ORDEN ESD/1729/2008 (BOE, 

2008) which, as the first to legally stipulate the need for an oral component in foreign 

language testing, should have had an enormous influence on the reform of the Spanish 

educational system. Despite its failure to do so at this point, the main objectives of the 

document will be described in greater detail in Chapter Six as they will form a significant 

part of the discussion about reliability in terms of the PAU exam.  

The PAU exam and, in particular, its testing of foreign language attainment, has 

been one of the most controversial aspects of the Spanish education system 

throughout its relatively short history – as this extract from the TESOL website 

indicates: 

Si el diseño, control, significación y efecto social de los exámenes de idiomas ha avanzado 

en los últimos 20 años ¿Por qué no lo ha hecho la Selectividad? También uno debe 

plantearse ¿Son las exigencias a cada examinando similares en toda España? (Analizando 

Críticamente la Selectividad de inglés, ¿todos los estudiantes españoles tienen las mismas 

posibilidades?) 
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3.3 CONCLUSION 
 

The historical development of the PAU in Spain has been slow and difficult as 

many of the motives for past changes have not always been linked to educational 

principles but to political decisions or historical circumstances. However, given that the 

PAU will continue to be used as a selective test at least for the foreseeable future, there 

is an urgent need to enhance its validity and reliability. Only in this way, will Spain 

achieve a fair and consistent assessment system. 

The previous sections have demonstrated that the English and Spanish 

educational systems have a commonality in terms of high-stakes tests. Furthermore, in 

both countries the A-level and the PAU exams serve a dual purpose: to evaluate the 

knowledge acquired by students during the two-year period of Sixth-form/Bachillerato 

study and to measure students’ aptitude for Higher Education. Despite these core 

similarities, the analysis above reveals that the A-level and PAU assessment systems 

also differ substantially in the key aspects of structural organisation and assessment 

procedures, two elements that are fundamental to an exam having validity and 

reliability. These aspects will later be analysed in detail in Chapters Five and Six in order 

to compare the relative merits of each countries’ testing procedures.     
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RESEARCH DESIGN: MATERIALS & METHOD 
 

 

 

 

 

 

There is nothing like looking, if you want to find something. You 

certainly usually find something, if you look, but it is not always quite 

the something you were after.  

 

J.R.R.Tolkien 
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The rationale for this research stems from the publication of the CEFR in 2001, 

the document that arguable has done more to change the landscape of European 

foreign language teaching than any other. Though not a prescriptive document, it 

underlies the educational agenda for foreign language instruction at European level. 

Since its introduction, governmental and educational institutions have increasingly 

endeavoured to equate their qualifications with the levels the CEFR describes, their 

main goal being to develop a unique qualifications system that facilitates the easy 

movement of ‘linguistic’ citizens throughout the different EU member states.  

Given this current context of unprecedented international standardization and 

unification, the purpose of this thesis is to investigate more about this trend but from 

the point of view of two particular national education systems and, even more 

specifically, with a focus on university entry exams: the English A-Level in Spanish and 

the Spanish Prueba de Acceso a la Universidad (PAU) for English. In Spain, it is 

compulsory for all Bachillerato students to study a second language, whereas, in the 

UK, there is no such obligation and students can select to study a foreign language for 

either one year (at AS level) or two years (at A-level), as the previous chapter makes 

clear.  

Access to Higher Education constitutes a key moment in the lives of thousands 

of students every year and, as such, any exam system which determines if, what and 

where students will study at undergraduate level is truly high-stakes. The grades that 

students obtain from these exams should be a reliable reflection of their knowledge 

and attainment as they will play a key role in determining many teenagers’ academic 

and professional futures. Nowadays, their achievement in learning a foreign language 
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will provide more job opportunities and the possibility of wider international travel or 

study than ever before.  

As a result, if the EU is committed to encouraging foreign language learning and 

a framework of qualifications common to all its member states, this must imply the 

creation of standardization mechanisms for key educational stages so as to ensure that 

students’ qualifications throughout the European community are comparable. At the 

moment, a large number of institutions such as the Instituto Cervantes, Escuela Oficial 

de Idiomas, British Council, Cambridge Examinations, and many universities offer 

language accreditations that are mapped against the CEFR. Even scored-based exams, 

such as TOEFL, now have mapping scales to compare their points system with the CEFR 

levels. While not intending to promote an argument against the central function of 

these institutions in the promotion and assessment of languages, it is the belief of this 

thesis that national educational systems have a more significant role to play in the 

development and certification of language qualifications. But for that to be possible – 

and, more importantly, for national qualifications to be comparable among the 

different EU members – there needs to be a review of current assessment practices at 

individual national level.   

 

4.1 MATERIALS 
 

The main focus of the analysis in this thesis is on the assessment policies and its 

realization in university entry examinations for foreign languages in England and Spain. 

To that end, in the following chapter, the organisation of the assessment processes in 

both countries in terms of planning, design, piloting, specifications, and marker 

training will be examined and compared. Furthermore, assessment samples for 
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Spanish/English as a foreign language in England and Spain respectively will be 

analysed using Bachman and Palmer’s framework (as described in Section 4.2) in 

relation to three key elements: construct validity, reliability and task characteristics. 

Finally, the CEFR and the Manual for Language Test Development and Examining 

(MLTDE) will be used to evaluate the correlation between England’s and Spain’s 

assessment practices in terms of the recommendations from the Council of Europe.  

The test samples used for the purpose of this comparative analysis belong to 

the June 2010 series. For the English A-Level, a sample from the AQA Spanish exam will 

be studied. As has been mentioned previously, each exam board in England is 

monitored by Ofqual which issues clear guidelines on exam quality control.  In 

consequence, it would have been possible to select an exam from any of the four 

boards. However, AQA’s exam has been chosen on the basis that this is the largest 

awarding body at A-level, with 44% of students taking their exams nationally. For the 

Spanish PAU, a sample from the Valencian region’s English exam will be evaluated. 

Again, in theory, any of the autonomous region’s tests could have been chosen but, as 

the Valencian exam complies with the generic characteristics of the tests developed 

throughout Spain, it is an appropriate example on which to base the analysis that 

follows.  

 
4.2 METHODOLOGY 

 
4.2.1 Construct Validity 

 Validity is the central concept of testing and assessment (Fulcher & Davidson, 

2007). Historical modifications as to what precisely constitutes the notion of validity, 

thereby, also reflect the evolution that test conceptualization has undergone. In the 
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1960s, validity was categorized in three ways (Cronbach & Meehl, 1955, as cited in 

Fulcher & Davidson, 2007, p.4): as criterion-oriented; as content validity; or as 

construct validity.  

Criterion-oriented validity – or “empirical validity” (Chapelle, 2012, p.22) or 

“external validity” (Alderson, Clapham & Wall, 1995, p.171) – refers to the extent to 

which a particular test offers adequate information to make predictions about a 

particular criterion. This type of validity can be further divided into two sub-categories: 

on the one hand, predictive validity, which is “the term used when the test scores are 

used to predict some future criterion, such as academic success” (Fulcher & Davidson, 

2007, p.5). In other words, predictive validity describes how well a candidate will 

perform in the future based on current evidence; on the other hand, concurrent 

validity, “if the scores are used to predict a criterion at the same time the test is given” 

(ibid.) or correlation coefficient between the test scores and some other measure for 

the same candidate taken at approximately the same time. In contrast, content validity 

refers to the representativeness of the sample of language being tested to assess the 

knowledge of the domain in which test takers need to show proficiency. As Alderson, 

Clapham and Wall suggest, “Typically, content validation involves ‘experts’ making 

judgements in some systematic way. A common way is for them to analyse the content 

of a test and to compare it with a statement of what the content ought to be” (1995, 

p.173). The final type of validity mentioned by Fulcher & Davidson is construct validity. 

A construct, in linguistic terms, refers to a particular conceptualization of language that 

needs to be measured. For Bachman and Palmer, “The term construct validity is 

therefore used to refer to the extent to which we can interpret a given score as an 

indicator of the ability(ies), or construct(s), we want to measure” (1996, p.21).  
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 There are other types of validity that have been introduced throughout the 

years in the academic literature, one of them being face validity which is the test’s 

“surface credibility or public acceptability” (Ingram, 1977, as cited in Alderson et al., 

1995, p.172). Although this concept has occasionally been criticized because of its 

apparent lack of scientific foundation, face validity has received more positive 

attention since the start of Communicative Language Testing as a way of justifying the 

validity of a test on the basis that it requires the test taker to perform tasks s/he would 

have to undertake in real life. The more authentic a test is perceived to be, the higher 

is its face validity. Another type of validity that has garnered some favour is response 

validity (Alderson et al., 1995) which involves obtaining introspective information from 

the candidate, usually retrospectively, in order to better understand the behaviours 

involved in test taking.1Finally, the concept of pragmatic validity is the most recent to 

have been promoted. This involves gathering as much information as possible about 

the test in order to create an argument that supports its use, so that “we interpret the 

facts to make them meaningful, working from the end to the explanation” (Fulcher & 

Davidson, 2007, p.19).  

 Until the late 1980s, validity was not understood holistically or coherently but 

as a series of conceptually distinct and non-compatible alternatives. In 1989, however, 

Samuel Messick changed such a fragmented perspective when he wrote: 

 

Traditional ways of cutting and combining evidence of validity, as we have seen, have 

led to three major categories of evidence: content-related, criterion-related, and 

construct-related. However, because content- and criterion-related evidence 

                                                           
1
 Cohen (1984), Faerch& Casper (1987) and Grotjahn (1986) have all carried out research in terms of 

response validity. References to their work can be found in Alderson et al. (1995, p.176).  



COMPARATIVE STUDY OF TWO FOREIGN LANGUAGE EXAMINATIONS FOR UNIVERSITY ENTRY IN ENGLAND AND SPAIN 

 

124 
 

contribute to score meaning, they have come to be recognized as aspects of construct 

validity. In a sense, then, this leaves only one category, namely, construct-related 

evidence. (p.20)  

 

Following from Messick’s argument, construct validity became understood in the 

testing community as an umbrella term and validity ceased to be considered as an 

intrinsic characteristic of a test. Instead, validity became defined as the degree to 

which the inferences made from a test are appropriately justified according to its 

construct.  For example, “whether a ‘20’ on a reading test indicates ‘ability to read 

first-year business studies texts’, and whether any decisions we might make on the 

basis of the score are justifiable” (Fulcher & Davidson, 2007, p.12).  

Based on the fundamental principle that there is a need for a correspondence 

between language test performance and language use (which is otherwise known as 

authenticity) or that a test is measuring exactly what the tester wants it to measure, a 

construct is “the specific definition of an ability that provides the basis for a given test 

or test task and for interpreting scores derived from this task” (Bachman & Palmer, 

1996, p.21). Therefore, construct validity refers to the value of a test score as an 

indicator of the construct (or abilities) that one intends to measure with it. This, as a 

consequence, will allow one to make generalizations about the candidates’ proficiency 

in a particular target language use (TLU) domain, since test tasks must be a reflection 

of TLU tasks. By doing so, one will be justifying the interpretation of the scores of a 

specific test. Bachman & Palmer’s work, therefore, expands upon Messick’s view of a 

cohesive concept of validity (though they prefer to refer to it as test usefulness): 
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[…] framing the issue as an evaluation of usefulness (rather than justifying 

interpretations and uses of test scores), Bachman and Palmer were able to 

communicate to a wide audience including graduate students and practitioners that 

tests have to be evaluated in view of the particular uses for which they are intended. 

(Chapelle, 2012, p.25) 

 

Bachman and Palmer expand the frame of reference by establishing six criteria for 

testers: reliability, construct validity, authenticity, interactiveness, impact, and 

practicality and they exemplify the relationship between these various elements in the 

following figure: 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 6.Bachman and Palmer’s elements of construct validity (1996, p.22) 
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However, departing from Bachman and Palmer’s notion of construct validity as 

“the extent to which we can interpret a given test score as an indicator of the 

ability(ies) or construct(s), we want to measure” (1996, p. 21),  in the following 

chapter, the definition of construct for each of the tests presented will be analysed, as 

well as how the ‘A’ level or PAU exams reflect the theory that underpins them. The 

main aim, therefore, will be to evaluate if they are indeed a valid tool for assessment. 

As part of the analysis, the following questions for the logical evaluation of construct 

validity will be answered: 

 

 Is the language ability construct for this test clearly and unambiguously 

defined? 

 Is the language ability construct for the test relevant to the purpose of the test? 

 To what extent does the test task reflect the construct definition? 

 To what extent do the scoring procedures reflect the construct definition? 

 Will the scores obtained from the test help us to make the desired 

interpretations about test takers’ language ability?  

(Bachman & Palmer, 1996, pp.150-151) 

 

4.2.2 Reliability 

The main focus of this thesis is on the implementation of two exams that play a 

key role in the academic future of test takers in England and Spain. In this context, the 

following quote from Bachman and Palmer will become pivotal for the analysis in the 

remainder of this study: “Probably the most important consideration in setting a 

minimum acceptable level of reliability is the purposes for which the test is intended. 
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Thus, for a relatively high-stakes test, the test developer would want to set the 

minimum acceptable level of reliability as high as possible” (Bachman & Palmer,1996, 

p.135). As has been highlighted above, having a clear definition of the construct (what 

one intends to assess) and developing the best methods to assemble the evidence to 

do this are related to validity. That the gathering of this evidence is as consistent and 

as fair as possible is related to the concept of reliability. Bachman and Palmer define 

reliability as “consistency of measurement. It can be considered to be a function of 

consistencies across different sets of test task characteristics” (1996, p.20).  

In all tests, there are systematic and unsystematic changes, which are also 

referred to as sources of error. The former ones relate to genuine improvements in the 

test taker’s language skills, whereas the latter are associated with contextual factors 

such as a temporary lack of concentration, distracting noises, etc. These factors are 

considered uncontrollable sources of error and, since they are idiosyncratic to each 

individual, there is little that can be done to minimize them. Although no test will be 

perfectly reliable, professional testers or testing organisations must thus aim to 

produce exams that measure systematic changes rather than unsystematic ones 

(Alderson et al., 1995, p.87). However, reliability can also be affected by unsystematic 

factors that can be considered controllable sources of error such as administration, 

marking, clarity of instructions, and the ambiguity of items.  

Of the controllable sources of error mentioned that affect reliability, the 

emphasis of the analysis in the next chapter will be on the marking of the A-level and 

PAU exams from a threefold perspective: the assessment planning process, the profile 

and training of markers and the awarding of grades (that is, how the construct 

definition is illustrated and interpreted in the rating procedures). 
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4.2.3 Task Characteristics 

 The last aspects to be examined in this analysis as part of Bachman & Palmer’s 

framework are the task characteristics, whose main purpose is “ to provide a basis for 

language test development and use” (1996, p.47). In the words of J.B. Carroll, “A task is 

any activity in which a person engages, given an appropriate setting, in order to 

achieve a specifiable class of objectives” (Cited in Bachman & Palmer, 1996, p.43). 

According to Carroll, there are two fundamental aspects of tasks that are relevant to 

language use and language testing: the first one, that the test taker must be aware of 

the kind of result to be achieved; and the second, that the individual should have 

awareness of the assessment criteria used to measure his/her performance.        

Bachman and Palmer present a framework of task characteristics. Utilizing 

those in Chapter 6 of this thesis, embedded as a fundamental aspect of reliability, the 

characteristics of the A-level and PAU test rubrics (instructions, structure, time 

allotment and, in particular, scoring method) and characteristics of the input and the 

expected response (in terms of format and language of input/expected response). The 

characteristics of the setting will not be taken into account, since, for the purpose of 

comparability, these are factors that vary between not only between England and 

Spain but also among test administrations within each country.  

 

4.3 SUMMARY  

The three elements explained in this chapter, validity, reliability and task 

characteristics, play a fundamental role in test development and contribute to 

supporting a coherent argument for test usefulness or validity. For example, both 

construct validity and task characteristics have a key influence on reliability as “ […] the 
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way the construct has been defined and the nature of test tasks […] will affect the level 

of reliability that one can expect to achieve” (Bachman & Palmer, 1996, p.135). This 

threefold perspective provides a coherent framework through which valuable data for 

the English PAU and the Spanish A’ level exams to be compared will be obtained.  
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CHAPTER V 

 

CONSTRUCT VALIDITY 

 

 

 

 

Validity is an integrated evaluative judgment of the degree to which 

empirical evidence and theoretical rationales support the adequacy and 

appropriatenessof inferences and actions based on test scores or other 

modes of assessment 

Samuel Messick  
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5.1 THE A-LEVEL MFL AND SPANISH SPECIFICATIONS: CONSTRUCT 

DEFINITION AND LINKAGE TO THE CEFR 

Throughout the UK in general and in England in particular, with the support of 

the educational authorities, there is a strong focus from regulatory agencies such as 

Ofqual on assuring students, educational institutions and the public in general that 

assessment standards are maintained and test results are fair, regardless of with which 

awarding body exams are taken, which units are chosen by students, or to which 

cohort candidates belong. The specification for Modern Foreign Languages (hereafter 

MFL) clearly stipulates the framework for each awarding body upon which to build 

their syllabuses, in order to guarantee equivalent and reliable standards across 

different organizations.  

The general aims of the specification include non-linguistic objectives such as 

“to develop an interest in, and enthusiasm for, language learning”, or “to develop 

awareness and understanding of the contemporary society, cultural background and 

heritage of countries or communities where the language is spoken” (Ofqual, 2011a, p. 

3). In terms of what the students should be able to do at the end of the course, the 

aims are as follows: 

 To derive enjoyment and benefit from language learning 

 To acquire knowledge, skills and understanding for practical use, further study 

and/or employment 

 To communicate with speakers of the language 

 To take their place in a multilingual global society 
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 To provide a coherent, satisfying and worthwhile course of study for students 

who do not progress to further study in the subject 

 To provide a sufficient basis for the further study of languages at degree level 

or   equivalent (ibid.) 

 

Regarding language knowledge, understanding and skills, Ofqual stipulates that AS 

Spanish specifications must require candidates to: 

 

 Listen and respond to a variety of spoken sources, including authentic sources 

 Read and respond to a variety of written texts, including authentic sources, 

covering different contexts, registers, styles and genres 

 Adapt their spoken and written language appropriately for different situations 

and purposes 

In addition, A-level specifications must require candidates to: 

 Use the language accurately to express facts and ideas, and to present 

explanations, opinions and information in both speech and writing 

 Transfer meaning from the modern foreign language into English, Welsh or 

Irish, and/or vice versa 

 Use the language to present viewpoints, develop arguments, analyse and 

valuate, in speech and in writing 

 Understand and apply the grammatical system and a range of structures as 

detailed in the A level specification1 

                                                           
1A detailed list of these grammatical structures is provided in Appendix 1. 
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 Study aspects of the contemporary society, cultural background and heritage of 

one or more of the countries or communities whose language is being studied 

 Transfer meaning from English, Welsh or Irish into the modern foreign 

language, and/or vice versa 

 

Furthermore, the curriculum not only described academic objectives but also 

emphasises candidates’ need to develop key skills alongside their specific subject skills. 

These are described as: 

 Application of number 

 Communication 

 Improving own learning and performance 

 Information and communication technology 

 Problem solving 

 Working with others 

(Ofqual, 2011a, pp.4-5)  

The assessment objectives (or AO) for AS and A2 level Spanish are the same, as 

specified in the following table: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



COMPARATIVE STUDY OF TWO FOREIGN LANGUAGE EXAMINATIONS FOR UNIVERSITY ENTRY IN ENGLAND AND SPAIN 

 

136 
 

 

ASSESSMENT OBJECTIVES WEIGHTING 

AS LEVEL 
 

A2 LEVEL 
 

A LEVEL 

AO1 Understand and respond, in 
speech and language, to spoken 
language. 

 
35-40% 

 
25-30% 

 
30-35% 

AO2 Understand and respond, in 
speech and language, to written 
language. 

 
35-40% 

 
45-50% 

 
40-45% 

AO3 Show knowledge of and apply 
accurately the grammar and syntax 
prescribed in the specification 

 
25% 

 
25% 

 
25% 

 

Table 5. Assesment Objectives for A-Level.(AQA, 2007, p. 19) 

 
It is clear that the approach of the MFL specifications to language learning is 

based on the concept of Communicative Competence as linguistic, sociolinguistic and 

pragmatic aspects of the language are included in the aims of the AS and A2 level 

courses, as well as an emphasis on the four skills, grammar knowledge and transfer of 

meaning into the foreign language and vice versa.  

 The AQA MFL specification is generic for German, Spanish and French, with the 

exception of the grammatical content. As described previously, the A-level 

qualification is constituted by AS and A2, with the following assessment characteristics: 

 



CONSTRUCT VALIDITY 

 

137 
 

 

AS + A2 = A Level 

Table 6. AQA AS and A-level test specification for French/German/Spanish 

 Overall, the oral component accounts for 30% of the grade, and the rest of the 

components (Listening, Reading and Writing) for the remaining 70%. The topics that 

are included in the subject content are clearly stated. The specification provides 

exhaustive description and a clear definition of the topics to be studied at this level. 

These can be summarised as follows (see Appendix 2 for more details): 

 

 

 

 

 

AS  EXAMINATIONS 

UNIT 1 

LISTENING , READING, WRITING 

70% of AS, 35% of A -level 

2 hour written examination 

Available  January and June 

UNIT 2 

SPEAKING  TEST 

30% of AS, 15% of A-level 

35 minutes speaking test (including 
20 minutes preparation) 

Available January and June 

A2 EXAMINATIONS 

UNIT 3 

LISTENING, READING AND WRITING 

35% of A-level 

2  hours 30 minutes written exam 

Available June only 

UNIT 4  

SPEAKING TEST 

15% of A -level 

35 minutes speaking examination 

 (including 20 minutes preparation) 

Available June only 
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AS A2 

Media 

 Television 

 Advertising 

 Communication technology 

Popular Culture 

 Cinema 

 Music 

 Fashion/trends 

Healthy living/lifestyle 

 Sport/exercise 

 Health and well-being 

 Holidays 

Family/Relationships 

 Relationships within the family 

 Friendships 

 Marriage/partnerships 

Environment 

 Pollution 

 Energy 

 Protecting the planet 

The Multicultural Society 

 Inmigration 

 Integration 

 Racism 

Contemporary Social Issues 

 Wealth and poverty 

 Law and order 

 Impact of scientific and 
technological progress 

Plus two cultural topics to choose from: 

 A target language-speaking 
region/community 

 A period of 20th century history 
from a target language-speaking 
country/community 

 An author from a target language-
speaking country/community 

 A dramatist or poet from a target 
language-speaking 
country/community 

 A director, architect, musician or 
painter from a target language-
speaking country/community 

Table 7. MFL topics (AQA, 2007, pp.5-7) 

The rest of the specification complies with Ofqual’s subject criteria for MFL, the code 

of practice for A-levels. It includes a more in-depth description of each of the 

assessment parts, including the marking scheme and some administrative 

considerations (these will be explored in the next sections of this chapter). 
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Furthermore, it also adds a comment about “spiritual, moral, ethical, social and other 

issues”: “Through the study of the topic areas for French/German/Spanish, candidates 

are able to explore the human condition in general. The content of the course 

encourages understanding of moral issues: candidates will face challenge in debate 

and study which will foster recognition and sympathetic awareness of others’ beliefs 

and values” (AQA, 2007, p.28). 

As part of the materials released for A-level, Ofqual publishes performance 

descriptions. They define the learning outcomes and levels of attainment likely to be 

demonstrated by a representative candidate performing at the A/B and E/U 

boundaries for AS and A2. They are produced in cooperation with all the exam boards, 

and as such AQA echoes them in their MFL specification (See Appendix 3). 

 AQA also has a specific website dedicated to Spanish in where administrative 

and learning materials can be found to help practitioners and students make progress 

throughout the course.2The range of resources includes: 

 The specification 

 Past question papers and mark schemes 

 Past listening tests (with audio files) 

 Previous Examiner’s Reports 

 Specimen papers and mark schemes (including audio files with sample 

candidate responses) 

 A student guide 

 A teacher resource bank  

                                                           
2
 This website can be found at: 

http://web.aqa.org.uk/qual/gce/languages/spanish_noticeboard.php?id=09&prev=09 
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From this it is clear that there is a vast amount of useful additional material available 

and a clear determination from the AQA exam board to be transparent about its 

syllabuses, assessment criteria and procedures. Material available on AQA’s website 

constitutes a great source of information for publishing companies, teachers, students 

and parents alike. 

Although in the MFL specification there is no mention of its association with the 

CEFR, it has been established that an A-level is equivalent to a B2 in a foreign language 

(DSCF, 2007). This alignment derives from a scheme coordinated by Cambridge ESOL 

called Asset Languages. The Asset Languages project established the National 

Languages Strategy for England,3 which was launched by the department of Education 

in 2002: “A key element of this strategy was to provide a complementary assessment 

framework as an alternative to current schools assessment” (Jones and Saville, 2009, 

p.56). The National Languages Strategies also took the CEFR as a “model to be 

followed” (Jones and Saville, 2009, p. 56). This national scheme operates in parallel to 

the formal summative certifications at the end of certain academic stages establishing 

equivalences with the levels of the CEFR, as follows:   

 

 

 

 

                                                           
3
 Further information on the project can be retrieved from: 

https://www.education.gov.uk/publications/standard/publicationDetail/Page1/DfES%200749%202002 
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National 

Qualifications 

Framework 

National 

Curriculum 
Levels 

General 
Qualifications 

Language Ladder 
Stages 

CEFR   

Entry Level 1, 2, 3 Entry 1, 2, 3 Breakthrough: 1-3 A1 

Level 1 4 -6 Foundation GCSE Preliminary: 4-6 A2 

Level 2 7- EP Higher GCSE Intermediate: 7-9 B1 

Level 3  AS/A/AEA Advanced: 10-12 B2 

Level 4-6  BA Hons Proficiency: 13-15 C1 

Levels 7 & 8  Masters & 
Doctorate 

Mastery: 16&17 C2 

Table 8. Mapping of Qualification Levels (Languages Ladder, 2007) 

In conclusion, the construct of the MFL A-level course is clearly defined in the 

subject criteria documents drawn up by Ofqual in terms of general aims of the course, 

learning objectives, and specific grammatical content. The document guides exam 

boards in the creation of the syllabuses for each specific subject as well as the test 

specifications, which must adhere to the principles specified at the beginning of this 

section. 

5.2 ASSESSMENT TASKS: CONSTRUCT VALIDITY OF THE A-LEVEL SPANISH 

EXAM 

As stated in Chapter Four, Bachman and Palmer (1996) define construct validity 

as: “the specific definition of an ability that provides the basis for a given test or test 

task and for interpreting scores derived from this task”. Put more simply, the 

fundamental question to ask is whether a test or a task actually measures what it 

purports to do. 

 Table 9 below presents Ofqual’s criteria in contrast with the exam board 

assessment content in terms of knowledge, understanding and skills — that is to say, 
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the construct of the exam — in order to establish if the exam paper is consistent with 

that construct.   

KNOWLEDGE, UNDERSTANDING AND SKILLS 
(both AS and A2) 

ASSESSMENT CONTENT 
 

 
 

 

 Listen and respond to a variety of spoken 
sources, including authentic sources 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 Read and respond to a variety of written 
texts, including authentic sources, covering 
different contexts, registers, styles and 
genres 

 Adapt their spoken and written language 
appropriately for different situations and 
purposes 

 Use the language accurately to express facts 
and ideas, and to present explanations, 
opinions and information in both speech and 
writing 

 Understand and apply the grammatical 
system and a range of structures as detailed 
as in the specification 

 Transfer meaning from the modern foreign 
language into English, Welsh or Irish, and/or 
vice versa. 

 Use the language to present viewpoints, 
develop arguments, analyse and evaluate in 
speech and writing 

 Study aspects of contemporary society, 
cultural background and heritage of one or 
more of the countries or communities whose 
language is being studied 

 
 
 

AS A2 

 Listen to 
approximately 5 
minutes of material 
and provide short 
target-language 
responses, non-
verbal responses, 
and also some 
transfer of 
meaning.  

 Read a text and 
provide short 
target-language 
responses and non-
verbal responses. 

 Complete a cloze 
test that requires 
language 
manipulation 

 Write a 200 word 
essay on one 
question from a 
choice of three, 
which are related 
to the topic areas 
studied 

 Discuss orally the 
content of a 
stimulus card from 
a choice of 2, based 
on the four topics 
prescribed for AS 

 Maintain a 
conversation that 
will cover the other 
three topics studied 
at AS, developing 
ideas and 
expressing points of 
view.  

 Listen to 
approximately 5 
minutes of material 
and provide short 
target-language 
responses, non-
verbal responses, 
and also some 
transfer of 
meaning.  

 Read a text and 
provide short 
target-language 
responses and non-
verbal responses. 

 Complete a tasks 
involving transfer of 
meaning from the 
target language 
into English and 
vice versa.  

 Write a 250 word 
essay on one 
question from a 
choice of two, 
based on each of 
the five A2 Cultural 
Topic Areas.  

 

Table 9. A-Level construct and assessment comparison (2011, p. 4) 
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Ofqual’s criteria clearly establishes a view of language learning from a usage approach, 

which includes, as can be seen in Table 9, transfer of knowledge between the native 

language and the language being studied, as well as grammar tasks. It also comprises 

other items that combine purely linguistic skills with academic ones, such as “Use the 

language to present viewpoints, develop arguments, analyse and evaluate in speech 

and writing”(Ofqual, 2011a, p.4). In the exam content column, there is a clear 

correspondence with most of the criteria. Therefore it can be asserted that the exam is 

testing the skills and abilities that it is intended to test and it has construct validity. In 

the next section of this chapter, an in-depth look into each of the exam parts will be 

provided in order to further support this claim.  

 According to the Bachman and Palmer’s framework, it is necessary to ask the 

following questions:  

 

 Is the language ability construct for this test clearly and unambiguously 

defined? Language ability is defined through detailed “knowledge, 

understanding and skills”, including the topics and subtopics to be studied by 

the students in the Spanish specification and the linguistic requirements. (See 

Appendices 1 and 2) 

 Is the language ability construct for the test relevant to the purpose of the 

test? The purpose of the A-level Spanish test is to assess students’ 

communicative ability, as it is described in the specification and also in line with 

the CEFR. This information will be relevant for either university study or the 

world of work. Since the construct for the test involves obtaining information 

about students’ performance in the four skills, use of grammar, transfer of 
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meaning and sociocultural background knowledge – that is to say, a mixture of 

practical and academic abilities, it is possible to respond affirmatively to this 

question.  

 To what extent does the test task reflect the construct definition?  In terms of 

the A-level Spanish exam, the answer to this question can be found by looking 

at Table 9 above. The test tasks have an accurate and almost direct relation to 

the construct definition.  

 To what extent do the scoring procedures reflect the construct definition? 

Scoring procedures link different weightings to different skills. Listening, 

Reading and Writing account for 70% - that is, 25% per skill – of the A-level, 

while Speaking constitutes 30%.  Taking into account the broad view of 

Communicative Competence described at the beginning of this section, it 

seems appropriate to the construct definition that speaking carries slightly 

more weight than the remaining three skills.  

 Will the scores obtained from the test help us to make the desired 

interpretations about test takers’ language ability? Since the A-level Spanish 

exam measures the four main skills, plus grammatical competence and 

interactional skills, it is appropriate to assert that, within the limitations of what 

a test can do, it does indeed allow a correspondence between a student’s test 

score and his/her language ability.  

 

Thus, in conclusion, after examining the construct upon which the design of the 

A-level Spanish test is based and also by applying Bachman and Palmer’s questions in 
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relation to validity, the test can be considered a valid tool to assess students’ 

performance in a foreign language. 

5.3 THE ENGLISH PAU EXAM SPECIFICATION: CONSTRUCT DEFINITION AND    

LINKAGE TO THE CEFR 

 As seen in Section 5.1, in the English system, exam boards produce a 

specification in order to inform the centres of their A-level programme, this being based 

on Ofqual’s general guidelines. In Spain, there is a similar structure, in terms of the 

existence of a hierarchic system: the central government, through Royal Decrees, 

modifies the education system and also specifies the content for each of the subjects 

taught at each different educational stage. Following this, each region organises the 

curriculum according to its own particular requirements (for example, if there is a 

regional language). In this thesis, legislative documents as well as assessment samples 

from the Valencian region will be taken as examples of assessment procedures in Spain.  

Decree 102/2008 on 11th of July from the Valencian Council which constitutes 

the Bachillerato curriculum established the corresponding specification: 

 

Establecida la estructura del bachillerato y fijadas sus enseñanzas mínimas mediante el 

Real Decreto 1467/2007, de 2 de noviembre, por el que se establece la estructura del 

bachillerato y se fijan sus enseñanzas mínimas, corresponde a la Generalitat establecer 

el currículo propio para dicha etapa, para su aplicación en los centros que pertenecen a 

su ámbito de gestión. (DOCV, 2008, p.71303)  

 

In its introduction on the role of foreign languages in the Bachillerato 

Curriculum, the Decree clearly acknowledges the internationalization of the world in 
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recent years thanks to improvements in the use of technology and also the 

globalization of the media. As a European Union member, Spain is also part of an 

institution which seeks to establish cooperation at different levels. Thus, 

 

Los avances humanísticos y científicos caracterizan un mundo en plena evolución 

cultural; por otra parte, las lenguas extranjeras cobran nueva relevancia con el 

desarrollo de nuevas tecnologías que las convierte en un instrumento indispensable 

para la inserción en el mundo del empleo y la comunicación en general. Para integrarse 

en él de manera creativa y responsable es indispensable una sólida formación escolar. 

La idiosincrasia de la Unión Europea y la integración en ella de países con hablantes de 

lenguas diversas, genera asimismo una creciente necesidad de conocimiento de lenguas 

extranjeras por parte de los ciudadanos y ciudadanas europeos que les permita 

comunicarse de manera efectiva con los miembros de esta amplia Comunidad. Por todo 

esto, se reconoce en las lenguas extranjeras un elemento clave en la construcción de la 

identidad europea: una identidad plurilingüe y multicultural. El conocimiento de 

lenguas extranjeras favorece la libre circulación de personas y facilita la cooperación 

cultural, económica, técnica y científica entre los países. Mediante el aprendizaje 

continuado de lenguas extranjeras, se adquiere un medio privilegiado de comunicación 

personal a la vez que intercultural, imprescindible para la consecución de varias de las 

finalidades educativas en esta etapa. Por un lado, se van a ampliar los conocimientos 

culturales con nuevos contenidos que van a permitir forjarse una idea mucho más rica 

de cómo es el mundo, valorarlo críticamente y, a partir de ahí, incidir en él para 

conseguir una transformación compensadora y solidaria. (DOCV, 2008, p.71324) 

 

This introduction also explicitly refers to the CEFR as a key referent in the development 

of the Bachillerato foreign language curriculum: “El consejo de Europa establece un 
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marco de referencia común europeo para el aprendizaje de lenguas extranjeras, 

indicando que para desarrollar progresivamente la competencia comunicativa en una 

determinada lengua, el alumnado debe ser capaz de llevar a cabo una serie de tareas de 

comunicación.” (DOCV, 2008, p.71325). It does not, however, specify the level of 

attainment students should achieve during this two-year academic phase.  

The Decree’s main linguistic objectives are for students to consolidate all four 

skills and to be able to communicate in a range of situations.For example: 

 

 Narrate and describe supporting their points of view with details and 

appropriate examples.  

 Express opinions and develop a simple argument. 

 Use a wider lexicon related to general topics. 

 Show an acceptable grammatical accuracy. 

 

There are also generic objectives specified, for instance: 

 

Junto con lo expuesto anteriormente, el proceso de enseñanza y aprendizaje de lenguas 

extranjeras contribuirá a la formación educativa del alumnado desde una perspectiva 

global que favorezca el desarrollo de su personalidad, la integración social, las 

posibilidades de acceso a datos de interés, etc. Especialmente, en esta etapa educativa, 

los idiomas se utilizarán para promover la formación intelectual y conocer 

informaciones específicas propias de otras áreas de conocimiento, que permitan al 

alumnado estar en contacto con los cambios permanentes en el saber científico, 

humanístico y tecnológico. (DOCV, 2008, p.71326) 
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In terms of language skills, the objectives of the Decree clearly stipulate that speaking, 

listening, reading and writing must be developed during the Bachillerato course: 

 

1. Utilizar la lengua extranjera para comunicarse en situaciones interactivas cada vez 

más diversificadas y auténticas, oralmente y por escrito, empleando estrategias 

comunicativas y discursivas adecuadas. 

2. Comprender e interpretar críticamente los textos orales y audiovisuales emitidos en 

situaciones de comunicación habitual, así como por los medios de comunicación, y 

analizarlos críticamente desde el punto de vista de los valores que manifiestan. 

3. Leer de manera autónoma con diversas finalidades: búsqueda y selección de 

informaciones, adquisición de conocimientos referidos a diversas áreas de interés y 

placer estético. 

4. Leer textos pragmáticos y de ficción de temática general y específica, identificando 

los elementos esenciales de cada tipo de texto, captando su función y organización 

discursiva con el fin de comprenderlos, interpretarlos críticamente y, en su caso, 

disfrutarlos. 

5. Producir textos escritos con diferentes finalidades, planificándolos y organizándolos 

de manera coherente y adecuada a la situación de comunicación. 

6. Reflexionar sobre el funcionamiento lingüístico-comunicativo de la lengua extranjera 

para poder llegar a producir mensajes más complejos y correctos, adaptados a las 

diversas situaciones y comprender las producciones ajenas, en situaciones cada vez 

más variadas e imprevistas. 

7. Adquirir y desarrollar diversas estrategias de aprendizaje, empleando todos los 

medios posibles, incluidas las tecnologías de la información y la comunicación, con el 

fin de utilizar la lengua extranjera de forma autónoma y seguir progresando en su 

aprendizaje. 
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8. Valorar críticamente otros modos de organizar la experiencia y estructurar las 

relaciones personales comprendiendo el valor relativo de las convenciones y normas 

culturales. 

9. Reconocer, interpretar y ampliar el conocimiento de los referentes culturales que 

aparecen implícita o explícitamente en los textos para conocer los aspectos 

fundamentales del medio sociocultural propio de la lengua estudiada y conseguir una 

mejor comunicación y una mejor comprensión e interpretación de culturas distintas a 

la propia. 

10. Apreciar la riqueza que supone el plurilingüismo como medio para contrastar y 

ampliar conocimientos y valores y reaccionar ante ellos de manera respetuosa, 

abierta y crítica y reconocer la importancia que tiene el aprendizaje de lenguas como 

medio de comunicación y entendimiento internacional en un mundo multicultural. 

(ibid.) 

 

Therefore, it is clearly stated that, in the Bachillerato curriculum, the construct of 

foreign language is defined around the characteristics of Communicative Competence, 

which include the practice and mastery of the four skills at the appropriate level. This is 

also in accordance with the point of view adopted by the CEFR. 

The decree offers a variety of topics included in the curriculum, such as: 

– Medio ambiente o ecología 

– Salud o alimentación 

– Consumo 

– Medios de comunicación 

– Aspectos de la vida juvenil 

– Ocio, entretenimiento (modas, música, etc.). 

– Estudios, problemas, perspectivas de trabajo. 
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– Participación social. 

– Conmemoraciones o acontecimientos de repercusión mundial (Juegos 

Olímpicos, etc.). 

– Vidas, anécdotas, etc., de personajes conocidos. 

– Viajes y comunicaciones. 

– Deportes. 

– Hábitat. 

– Trabajo/organización social. 

– Papel del hombre y de la mujer en la sociedad. 

– Conflicto y cambio. 

– Tecnologías de la información y de las comunicaciones. 

 

5.4 CONSTRUCT VALIDITY OF THE ENGLISH PAU 

The PAU criteria and the assessment content, described earlier in terms of 

knowledge, understanding and skills (the construct), is represented in this section in the  

table below in order to establish if the paper corresponds to that construct: 

 

FOREIGN LANGUAGE ASSESSMENT 
OBJECTIVES FOR BACHILLERATO 

ASSESSMENT CONTENT IN CV 

1. Extraer la información global y específica, tanto 
explícita como implícita, de textos orales, 
emitidos en situación de comunicación cara a 
cara, sobre temas relacionados con la realidad 
cotidiana, aspectos culturales y sociales de los 
países en que se habla la lengua extranjera.  

2. Extraer informaciones globales, y las específicas 
previamente requeridas, de textos orales, 
emitidos por los medios de comunicación sobre 
cuestiones generales de actualidad, aspectos de 
las culturas asociadas con la lengua extranjera y 
temas relacionados con otras disciplinas del 
currículo.  
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3. Participar con fluidez en conversaciones 
improvisadas y en narraciones, exposiciones, 
argumentaciones y debates preparados 
previamente sobre temas de interés, 
relacionados con otras áreas del currículo o con 
aspectos sociales y culturales de los países en 
que se habla la lengua extranjera, utilizando 
para ello estrategias de comunicación y el tipo 
de discurso adecuado a la situación.  

4. Extraer de manera autónoma, con ayuda de 
instrumentos adecuados (como, por ejemplo, 
los diccionarios) la información contenida en 
textos escritos procedentes de los medios de 
comunicación, libros de divulgación, etc. 
referidos a temas de actualidad, a la cultura en 
general y a temas relacionados con otras 
materias del currículo y con los estudios 
futuros.  

5. Leer con ayuda de instrumentos adecuados 
(diccionarios, libros de consulta) textos 
literarios variados (novela, poesía, teatro) 
relacionados con los intereses propios y del 
grupo y demostrar la comprensión con alguna 
tarea específica.  

6. Redactar, con ayuda del material de consulta 
pertinente, textos escritos que exijan una 
planificación y una elaboración reflexiva de 
contenidos, cuidando la corrección idiomática, 
la coherencia y la propiedad expresiva.  

7. Utilizar reflexivamente los conocimientos 
lingüísticos, sociolingüísticos, estratégicos y 
discursivos adquiridos, aplicando con rigor los 
mecanismos de autocorrección que refuercen 
la autonomía del aprendizaje.  

8. Utilizar estrategias de aprendizaje que 
propicien autocontrol en las actividades de 
comprensión y producción de textos así como 
un mayor dominio de los procesos propios del 
aprendizaje de la lengua extranjera:  
planificación, auto-observación y evaluación.  

9. Extraer, analizar e interpretar las informaciones 
de carácter cultural que aparecen en los textos 
de manera explícita pero también implícita, e 
incorporarlas para que se produzca una 
comprensión más completa de los mensajes.  

10. Utilizar procedimientos de localización, análisis 
y tratamiento de los conocimientos de tipo 
sociocultural para la realización de pequeños 
trabajos relacionados con intereses personales 
o de grupo. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Comprensión:  
 
-Dos preguntas de comprensión global del texto. 
Se incuirá en la formulación del enunciado 
“according to the author” o “according to the 
text”.  
- Tres preguntas de verdadero o falso. El o la 
estudiante tendrá que identificar el fragmento del 
texto que justifica la respuesta.  
- Pregunta de vocabulario (cuatro ítems) siguiendo 
el formato de guessing vocabulary from context. 
De entre una lista de seis palabras del texto, el 
alumno o alumna tendrá que identificar – a partir 
del contexto- las cuatro palabras que se 
corresponden con los sinónimos o definiciones 
dados.  
- Ejercicio de opción múltiple con tres ítems, con 
tres opciones (a,b,c) cada uno. Se pedirá 
comprensión general y aspectos que tengan que 
inferir o interpretar a partir del texto.  
 
Producción escrita: 
- Elaboración de un texto libre de entre 130 y 150 
palabras. 

 
Table 10.Correspondence between construct and assessment content in English PAU 

(DOCV, 2008) 
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The above table shows the mismatch between the assessment criteria for 

Bachillerato and the content of the PAU exam. In real terms, only objectives four and 

six are assessed through the PAU test. There is an obvious lack of an oral component in 

the exam, which is nevertheless specified in the objectives for the programme. 

Although a much larger study would be necessary to establish what really happens in 

the Bachillerato classroom, if the concept of washback is taken into account, it would 

be only natural to assume that this high stakes exam has a major impact on the learning 

process, particularly during the second year of the course.  

In October 2009, the results of a survey carried out amongst Bachillerato 

teachers were published. The investigation was conducted by the Polytechnic 

University of Valencia (UPV) research group Computer Assisted Multimedia Language 

Learning Environment (CAMILLE) in order to ascertain teachers’ views in the light of a 

new format of the English exam which was supposed to take effect by June 2012. A 

parallel purpose of this study was to gain some insight into the opinions of classroom 

practitioners about the possibility of introducing a computer-based exam, since the 

CAMILLE research group has been conducting research on Computer Assisted Language 

Leaning since 1993 and had also developed a variety of multimedia courses.  A total of 

214 teachers took part in the survey. The participants were asked to score (on a scale of 

2,4,6,8,10, and 12 points) different options of exam tasks, according to what they 

thought would be more suitable for an English PAU. The options were relevant to the 

different skills that were going to be part of the new exam –Reading, Writing, Speaking 

and Listening. Some of the teachers’ comments were also included in the final report. 

The results of the evaluation of the reading and writing skills were in accordance with 

what teachers were used to at that moment: most of them gave a higher score to T/F 
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comprehension questions and the writing of an essay than to the other options.  

Regarding the Listening comprehension section, teachers expressed concern about 

three main aspects: first of all, possible technical failures on the day of the exam, which 

would no doubt jeopardise the potential grade reliability of students; secondly, that the 

activities only assess reading and not writing; and thirdly, queries about the number of 

audio clips to be potentially included in the new PAU and their length were mentioned. 

However, the addition of a new oral component into the test generated the most 

comments, a reflection of the anxiety felt amongst both teachers and students. 

Regarding the oral test, the report points out that: 

 

[…] hay una gran inquietud debida al hecho de que la producción oral nunca se había 

examinado antes en las pruebas de acceso a la universidad, y se considera que el tiempo, 

las condiciones y los recursos didácticos con los que cuentan son insuficientes para 

afrontar tal reto. Los profesores se muestran escépticos respecto a preparar a los 

alumnos adecuadamente para una prueba oral en la PAU, y señalan el gran número de 

impedimentos, tales como: la falta de horas lectivas, hecho que impediría una correcta 

preparación para el examen; la necesidad de un amplio espacio tiempo para adaptar la 

metodología, los libros, etc. de un modo lógico, gradual y productivo; el elevado número 

de alumnos en cada aula, que dificulta la atención personalizada y la corrección y práctica 

individualizadas; la necesidad de reestructurar las clases y de disponer de profesorado 

nativo; y la posible falta de objetividad de la prueba, pues en ocasiones la actuación del 

alumno dependerá del estado en que se encuentre en el momento de realizar dicha 

prueba. (Martínez, Sevilla & Gimeno, 2009, p.13) 
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Also in the report a model exam that would fulfil the preferences expressed by the 

participants in the survey was included. For the oral component, their preference 

involved an interview based upon some of the topics students have studied during the 

course. Whereas this seems a sensible idea, it also raises a number of questions, such as 

how that interview would be structured, who would conduct it, and what the 

assessment criteria would be. Those three aspects and, in particular, the last one, 

should undoubtedly be part of the work of expert assessors. Nevertheless, even if the 

role of teachers is limited in terms of their influence on assessment design and 

development, the perceptions of classroom practitioners should be taken into account 

for the evaluation of, for instance, the impact of external factors that could affect 

student performance beyond the exam itself.   

 García Laborda and Fernández Álvarez also discuss their concerns about the 

initial implementation of the oral exam: 

 

[…] because of the high stakes consequences attached to this exam in combination with a 

previous lack of training and a specific speaking development, scores in the first year may 

be challenged and thus, the test great impact on the students fate and the instruction 

and educational experiences of PAU, magnified.(2011, p.1) 

 
 

 Some of the issues related to the structure of a potential oral test were clarified 

in a letter by the Ministry of Education (see Appendix 4) that was sent to the 

Selectividad Commissions in October 2010 regarding the structure of the new oral and 

listening tests. The document contained a basic description of the oral exam, which 

would be divided in two parts (a monologue and a dialogue) but no indication about the 
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listening comprehension paper was given. The document did not shed any light upon 

the way these tests would be administered, which was – and still remains — a key 

worry for universities, educational centres, teachers and students alike. It did, however, 

refer to the weight of the skills in the overall mark. Listening comprehension would be 

worth 25% of the mark and oral expression would have an initial value of 10% and then 

increase its importance by 3% annually so that, by 2017, it would also be worth 25% of 

the total grade. Although undoubtedly the four skills would have the same weight 

eventually – as they do in other internationally recognised exam such as Cambridge 

Preliminary English Test (PET) or International English Testing System (IELTS) – this 

distribution of marks, therefore, represents an attempt to balance the different 

linguistic skills demonstrated by the students. Yet, the reason why there is a progressive 

increase in the speaking exam value and not in the listening test is to some extent 

unexplained, given that they are both intrinsically linked and new to the exam. 

However, despite an effort from the government and also from individual 

academic groups such as CAMILLE to promote changes in the structure of the exam, the 

reality is that it is still affected by Oller’s Unitary theory: 

 

[…] según dicha teoría, los estudiantes evidencian una competencia homogénea escrita y 

oral. Es decir, que un estudiante tenga cierta competencia escrita probablemente tenga 

la oral de nivel análogo. Esta teoría fue rebatida por el propio Oller, pero sus efectos han 

permanecido a pesar del reconocimiento del error por parte del propio autor (García 

Laborda, 2005, p.29).  
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To conclude this section, the construct validity of the English PAU will be analysed,as it 

was previously for A-level Spanish, using Bachman and Palmer’s framework: 

 

 Is the language ability construct for this test clearly and unambiguously 

defined? The language ability construct is defined through objetivos and 

criterios de evaluación in the BOE and DOCV, with a reasonable amount of detail 

(see Appendices 5 and 6). The DOCV goes to the extent of explaining the 

rationale behind each assessment criterion, making very clear what is intended 

of the Bachillerato educational stage.  

 Is the language ability construct for the test relevant to the purpose of the 

test? The answer to this question must be negative. Both the Bachillerato 

foreign language curriculum and the assessment criteria of the PAU present a 

view of the language which includes the four skills: reading comprehension, 

written expression, listening comprehension and speaking expression, as well as 

an additional range of abilities such as grammatical accuracy, adequacy of 

register or textual organization, which fall under the umbrella of Communicative 

Competence. As seen in Chapter Two, this is the philosophy encouraged by the 

CEFR, which is also mentioned in Spanish and Valencian curriculum legislation. 

However, the purpose of the PAU English test is to evaluate the students’ ability 

to comprehend a written text and also to produce written language, leaving the 

oral component completely aside.  

 To what extent does the test task reflect the construct definition? Based on the 

answer to the previous question, the PAU test tasks reflect only partially the 

construct definition, since they assess both reading comprehension and written 
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production. The PAU includes, therefore, receptive and productive skills, but 

only of a written nature.  

 To what extent do the scoring procedures reflect the construct definition? Since 

the scoring system does not take into account any form of oral reception or 

production, it reflects the part of the construct definition that is included in the 

exam, the written aspect of the language, both at comprehension and 

production levels. Also, when the marking scheme is examined in detail, 

grammatical correctness constitutes 2.5 points of the total possible 10: 1 point 

in the comprehension questions (out of 2) and 1.5 in the production question 

(out of 4). This represents a quarter of the mark, which indicates the importance 

given to grammatical accuracy over communication. The weight given to 

language accuracy contravenes the communicative nature of the construct once 

again.  

 Will the test scores obtained from the test help us to make the desired 

interpretations about test takers’ language ability? Since the PAU does not 

measure any oral or aural skills, the test only serves as an instrument to make 

interpretations about test takers’ written language ability, and even this 

interpretation would be partial to a great extentowing to the lack of a wider 

range of questions and items in both the reading and writing sections. 

 

In conclusion, the current PAU English test is not valid to assess the Bachillerato 

construct as it is defined at the moment – that is to say, it is not valid to evaluate a 

construct based on the concept of Communicative Competence and the mastery of 

receptive as well as productive skills, both in written and oral contexts. The validity of 
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the PAU exam construct, therefore, is only partial and needs a thorough review so 

either the curriculum is adapted to the realities of Spanish education and PAU 

assessment systems, or on the other hand, so the exam is a clear reflection of the 

construct.     

 

5.5 COMPARISON OF THE SPECIFICATIONS: CONSTRUCT DEFINITION 

Both the English and the Spanish curricula for A-level and Bachillerato focus on 

the definition of Communicative Competence as it is stated in the CEFR and encourage 

students to develop the different skills identified in the document. In both countries, 

the curriculum also refers to broader cultural and social competences, including “to 

take their place in a multilingual global society” (Ofqual, 2011a, p. 3), or “valorar 

críticamente otros modos de valorar la experiencia y estructurar las relaciones 

personales comprendiendo el valor relativo de las convenciones y normas culturales” 

(DOCV, 2008,  p. 71326). Furthermore, there is a clear link established between the 

learning of a language and the development of personal values (such as respect for 

other cultures), as well as a focus on development of IT skills.  

The main differences between the two countries are fundamentally structural 

and procedural: in England, the curriculum is broadly established on the basis of initial 

government guidelines, before the exam boards decide upon the concrete content of 

the specifications for each level of academic achievement as well as developing the 

tests that will assess students’ skills and attainment. Yet throughout the whole 

process, Ofqual monitors the exam boards’ production of assessment material. 

Globally, Ofqual’s responsibilities can be summarised as: 

 Maintaining standards in qualifications and assessments. 
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 Raising awareness of any issues while maintaining public confidence in the 

qualifications system. 

 Ensuring the qualifications industry is as efficient as possible. 

 

Therefore, despite there being the appearance of an independent and autonomous 

exam board system in England, as the following diagram shows, the reality is that they 

all have to comply with centralised government regulations — that is to say, they are 

required to operate within certain prescribed margins and they are held accountable 

to Ofqual for any errors within their own assessment processes. 

 

Figure 7. Exam boards in England and the regulatory body 

 Similarly, in Spain the government also sets the general guidelines for the 

curriculum, including, in the case of languages, the competences that each student 

must achieve at every educational level and this is legally enshrined in the Royal 

Decrees. The central government’s decision making, therefore, constitutes the first 

stage of Spanish educational planning. Its second component is added by the role of 

the autonomous regions as governmental resolutions are then adapted by each region 

which has had its educational competences transferred, so that these are appropriate 

to each of their particular circumstances. For example, in the Valencian region, the 
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curriculum necessitates the teaching of the regional language, which is allowed for but 

not specified by the Royal Decrees. The curriculum delineates the knowledge that will 

be selected by the Comisión de Selectividad for evaluation when it comes to evaluating 

the PAU exam. Figure 11 represents the hierarchy in the Spanish system:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 8.Hierarchy for developing the content of the English PAU 

 

Except for the period mentioned in Chapter Three when only a few universities 

had the power to set the entry exams, national regulations have been implemented 

across England and Northern Ireland since 1917. Exam boards have flourished 

throughout this time, but there has always been a government body in charge of 

overseeing them and monitoring their work. This is not to say, however, that the 

system is not without problems. Despite the existing control measures, in 2011, secret 

filming by undercover reporters from The Daily Telegraph newspaper (Paton, 2011, 

December 9) attending an WJEC exam board GCSE History meeting with teachers 

revealed that inappropriate advice had been given by exam officers to the effect that 

teachers could eliminate some curricular content from their course planning, since it 

CENTRAL GOVERNMENT: Education regulation through Royal Decrees 

REGIONAL GOVERNMENT: Adapt national regulations through regional legislation 

COMISIÓN DE SELECTIVIDAD: follows established content specification in the regional 

curriculum to develop test material 

ENGLISH PAU 
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would be extraneous to the final exam. This investigation caused public outrage at the 

apparent decline in standards that The Telegraph’s exposé revealed. However, Paton 

(ibid.) also mentions some of the comments made by professionals and teachers, 

which were provoked as a backlash to the newspaper’s story: “Schools are being 

turned into ‘exam factories’ as staff are forced to go to extreme lengths to maximise 

pupils’ results”, “the system is robbing a generation of children of key skills, leaving 

many struggling to function in university and the workplace”, “[teachers have] been 

encouraged to cheat for years, including writing children’s coursework and turning a 

blind eye to plagiarism” (ibid.).  In many ways, the main cause of the summer 2011 

examination series scandal can be perceived to be the intense competition that exists 

between exam boards, as in the words of Mansell, “[…] Exam boards are very anxious 

to keep their customers satisfied, and perhaps they think it only fair to give a little 

extra. After all, those attending [the specification meetings] are paying good money – 

often hundreds of pounds- to go to a short talk.” (2012, January 2).  

Since the WJCE scandal in 2011 became publicly known, the British government 

has reacted quickly, an indication of the rigor that exists to respond to problems within 

the system. To this end, Ofqual has already begun to implement steps towards 

improving the exam board system in the light of the 2011 controversy with a 

tightening of the regulations by which awarding bodies must abide. As Winnett, Watt 

& Newell (2011, December 9) indicate, serious consideration is being given to 

transforming the way in which exam boards operate, one of the options being to 

collapse all competing exam boards into a single body that will take charge of a specific 

exam or subject.  
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Although, at this stage, there is no indication of if this will policy will ever 

become reality, the Education Secretary, Michael Grove, has reinforced the possibility 

of introducing competition as a means to engineer quality improvement by suggesting 

a system in which current exam boards (and perhaps also universities) would compete 

to offer the “best” exam for individual subjects rather than trying to simply attract 

students to take their exams. Therefore, heterogeneous exam boards will still exist, 

but there will only be one exam for Mathematics, Geography, Spanish, and so on. The 

Girl’s Day School Trust,4the largest group of independent schools in the UK and the 

UK’s largest educational charity, has submitted their opinions about how the exams in 

England should be managed for 15-19 years old to the British parliament. Their report 

mentions the positive outcomes of having a variety of exam boards; for example that 

“if only one exam board existed we believe that it would in effect act as an arm of the 

government, prey to political pressure, and susceptible to one-size-fits-all solutions. 

We believe that it is the role of the state to set broad education strategy, not to decide 

on the content of specifications, or determine the questions in exam papers” (see 

footnote 8). On the other hand, they also mention that “[a] big disadvantage is that 

the existence of several powerful and wealthy exam boards has led to the growth of a 

very powerful examination lobby, with a vested interest in maintaining the status quo 

of expensive, high-stakes exams” (ibid.).  

Despite some of the problems that having a system of exam boards might 

present, such as the ones just described, it is a structure which is monitored by the 

British government. Furthermore, as independent organizations within a competitive 

market place, heterogeneous exam boards strive to maintain a good reputation, 

                                                           
4Further details can be found in the :  http://www.gdst.net/2264/current-parents/viewpoint---spring-
2012/the-real-exam-boards-scandal/ 

http://www.gdst.net/2264/current-parents/viewpoint---spring-2012/the-real-exam-boards-scandal/
http://www.gdst.net/2264/current-parents/viewpoint---spring-2012/the-real-exam-boards-scandal/
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therefore ensuring that they review their processes and problems with a high degree 

of frequency. Within the system, there is then a rigorous process of internal and 

external monitoring that makes it possible to have a pool of experts on both 

administrative and academic levels who guarantee that their exams comply with 

governmental regulations and challenge students in a valid and reliable way. With that 

in mind, the proposal of the Ministry of Education to make exam boards compete for 

subjects rather than for centres which use their services could potentially represent a 

significant improvement of the English assessment system, given that they will 

compete not in terms of student registrations but in order to develop the highest 

quality of tests.   

In contrast with the scrupulously monitored and research-active assessment 

field in England, Spain has no such comparable regulatory body for PAU. As a result, 

accountability is not determined in any way, as there is no agency to implement such a 

measure. Instead, a distinct appeal committees deal with students’ complaints in each 

university, and data is produced every year in relation to the number of complaints 

and their outcomes. For example, in the June 2010 exam series, 2,290 complaints were 

filed in relation to the English exam (CEFE, 2010b, p. 56).  However, there are no 

official published reports that explain the reasons for the candidate’s objections or the 

nature of their outcomes, nor is there a regulated and consistent process for 

overseeing the assessment procedures used in any regional or national institution. Yet 

the PAU is probably the most important exam Spanish students will take in their lives, 

given that its outcome will determine their academic futures in very specific ways. As 

such, it is difficult not to wonder how it is possible that these exams can be given such 

little importance in terms of examination procedures.  
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Each Spanish university is in charge of producing the papers that will be used 

for the PAU exam through a commission of experienced lecturers  — the Comisión de 

Selectividad — that hold a biannual meeting with teachers in order to exchange ideas 

and to solve potential problems. In reality, though, there is a lack of specialists in test 

development, an observation that stands in stark contrast to the situation in England, 

where the A-Level Spanish tests are produced under the guidance of highly 

experienced examiners. Indeed, as García Laborda states,  “lo cierto es que, en la 

mayoría de los casos, su [de la PAU] encargado en España puede ser un especialista en 

cualquier rama de la lengua, la literatura o la lingüística excluyendo el campo de la 

evaluación educativa. Algunos casos incluyen algún especialista pero, por lo general, 

son escasos”(2012, p. 22). Furthermore, as a consequence of this lack of expertise, 

there is also a research deficiency in the area of language test design and assessment 

which has a significant impact upon Spain’s ability to evaluate and reformulate its 

educational practice (García Laborda & Fernández Álvarez, 2012).  

Unlike in the English system, the involvement of both the central and regional 

Spanish governmental agencies does not go beyond the production of curriculum 

guidelines, as there is no specific body that monitors the creation and implementation 

of the Bachillerato or PAU exams. This is not to say, however, that there is not a 

regulatory body for education: there is, for instance, the Agencia Nacional de 

Evaluación de la Calidad y Acreditación (ANECA), and, the Agencia Valenciana 

d’avaluaciò I Prospectiva in the Valencian region (AVAP), but these are bodies that are 

focused on Higher Education and, specifically, the quality of the lecturers rather than 

the exams that they implement. There is also the Inspección General de Educación de 
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la Comunidad Valenciana, which focuses on quality assurance procedures of 

educational centres up to Bachillerato level. For example, one of its aims is that 

 

Los inspectores de Educación impulsarán en los centros los programas de mejora 

continua, sobre la base de una medición periódica de indicadores del rendimiento 

académico y educativo en relación con los objetivos establecidos, e igualmente sobre 

la base de un diagnóstico de las causas de las deficiencias observadas; y asesorarán y 

guiarán el diseño y desarrollo posterior del nuevo programa de consecución de dichos 

objetivos (Carta de Buenas Prácticas de la Inspección Educativa de la Comunidad 

Valenciana, Anexo 1).  

 

The PAU exam therefore exists in a limbo of educational appraisal, neither part 

of the Further Education System nor integrated into the mechanisms that monitor 

undergraduate study.  

 In Spain, since the beginning of democracy in 1978 (the year the Constitution 

was signed), educational policy has moved towards decentralization as a way of giving 

individual regions more autonomy and independence. In practical terms, this increased 

regionalization means that because of the non-existence of a government agency 

which acts in a mediatory role, it is very difficult to implement and supervise coherent 

inter-regional assessment standards. However, the lack of a body whose purpose is to 

critically evaluate the PAU exam is a serious failing of the Spanish system. Indeed, it 

can be argued to be one of the foremost reasons for the inadequacies of the PAU 

system. Although researchers have often suggested that alterations to the Selectividad 

exam are needed in the future, I wish to insist that, without also instigating a national 

body to oversee its creation and implementation, any such adaptions will never have 
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the required, significant and long-lasting effect. It is therefore the recommendation of 

this thesis that the Spanish government must learn from its British counterpart in 

establishing a centralised PAU agency that will standardize all aspects of the 

Selectividad exam and its assessment.  

 

5.6 COMPARISON ASSESSMENT TASKS: CONSTRUCT VALIDITY 

Regarding England, and more specifically the AQA Spanish exam from the 2010 

series, Bachman and Palmer’s framework makes it clear that the test has construct 

validity, since it assesses what it intends through its well-defined objectives: the 

students’ Communicative Competence. This is achieved by dividing the exam into two 

distinct phases (AS and A2) which involve a total of four modules studied over the 

course of two years. Modules one and three are concerned with listening, reading and 

writing skills, whereas modules two and four deal with speaking. All the papers contain 

an adequate number of items to assess individual abilities in the broadest possible 

manner within the time limitations. In the writing papers, there is a wide choice of 

tasks available so that students can select their preferred topics, which are always 

related to those established by the exam board as appropriate for either AS or A2.  

With regard to Spain, however, the conclusion established by the analysis in 

section 5.3 is the opposite: at the moment, the way the Spanish Selectivo is designed 

(and therefore what it assesses), in contrast with what it should be examining, reveals 

that the PAU lacks construct validity. The main reason for this assertion is that, during 

the Bachillerato course, students are supposed to acquire a set of skills based on the 

concept of Communicative Competence. However, the current exam taken in the 

Valencian Region, by focusing exclusively on reading comprehension and written 



CONSTRUCT VALIDITY 

 

167 
 

production, assesses only partially the elements that constitute such a notion. Sanz 

Sainz and Fernández Álvarez (2005) address this issue in their article “La validez del 

examen de inglés en selectividad”, in which they scrutinised the validity of the English 

PAU including content, concurrent, predictive validity, and construct validity. The 

authors, based on what a student should know at the end of Bachillerato, determine 

that the English PAU should have developed a Communicative Competence in terms of 

the CEFR level B1. However, when they analysed the actual exam paper, they 

concluded that:  

 

[…] ni las secciones de la prueba ni los ítems parecen cumplir esa función. Por una parte, 

están ausentes las destrezas orales (speaking, listening and interacting), para las que se 

supone que ha sido preparado el alumnado. En las destrezas que sí son evaluadas, 

reading y writing, las tareas que tienen que desarrollar los estudiantes no parecen estar 

diseñadas para reflejar su capacidad comunicativa en situaciones reales (p. 151)  

 

In their conclusions, Fernández Álvarez and Sanz Sainz show their frustration 

regarding the fact that, despite there being several different researchers who have 

expressed their concerns about the quality and validity of the English PAU, the 

government, while not denying the judgements of those academics, has still not 

offered any  defense of the quality of the exam. As such, in agreement with Sanz Sainz 

and Fernández Álvarez (2005), one must conclude that nothing has changed since 1984 

and this high-stakes assessment remains somewhat stagnant.  

Despite this, several academics are still urging for there to be improvements 

made to the English Selectividad, the most common and pressing suggestion being for 
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an introduction of the speaking components, listening comprehension and oral 

production. In Fernández Álvarez’s thesis (2007), a very detailed proposal is given for a 

new English PAU. One of his main arguments for this alteration is that there is a need 

to expand the range of activities students have to carry out in order to demonstrate 

their level of ability in the different skills. His proposed exam would have a total 

duration of 90 minutes and its structure can be summarized in the following way: 

 

Section Name Time Content Focus  

 

1 

 

Written 

comprehension 

 

40 

minutes 

Four parts to evaluate reading skills 

using different length texts.  

To assess the candidates’ 

ability to understand 

information from a text.  

 

 

2 

 

Listening 

comprehension 

 

10 

minutes 

Three parts to evaluate listening 

comprehension skills using different 

length recordings 

To assess the candidates’ 

ability to understand 

dialogues and monologues in 

standard English, on everyday 

life situations  

 

 

 

3 

 

 

Written 

expression 

 

 

30 

minutes 

Two parts to evaluate written 

expression by having to write a text 

from a visual input and having to 

correct a vague text.  

To assess the candidates’ 

ability to produce meaningful 

written texts, from simple 

sentences to full texts.  

 

 

 

4 

 

 

 

Oral expression   

 

 

 

10 

minutes 

 

 

Two parts to evaluate oral 

expression by using pictures and 

having to respond to situations 

To assess the candidates’ 

ability to produce oral 

narrations of personal 

situations and respond to 

different oral situations paying 

attention to language 

functions.  

 

Table 11.Fernández Álvarez proposal for the English PAU 
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Since the focus of this thesis is on construct validity, there is no need to provide 

further details about Fernández Álvarez’s proposal; however, it is clear from the table 

above that his exam model, which he formulated based on the Andalucian Bachillerato 

curriculum, would be a more valid assessment tool than the current model given that 

it involves students being tested for Speaking and Listening as well as Reading and 

Writing. In essence, what Fernández Álvarez’s study demonstrates, is that the 

curriculum is not the most important issue, but instead the way in which it is 

misrepresented in the construct of the English PAU exam.  

Unfortunately, although the autor conducted a pilot of the exam, that trial 

could not include the oral component, as, “por motivos prácticos, no se pudo llegar a 

evaluar la expresión oral, ya que habría sido necesaria la participación de más 

profesores, así como el tiempo de realización de la prueba habría aumentado 

considerablemente” (Fernández Álvarez 2007, p. 557).  Of course, the conclusion that 

follows from this observation is somewhat problematic and this leads to one of the 

major concerns regarding the introduction of an oral exam in the English PAU: if 

Fernández Álvarez could not manage to pilot an oral test with a sample group of thirty 

students, this suggests that to do so with thousands of students would be logistically 

impossible.  

In section 5.3 the general guidelines the Ministry of Education sent to the 

Comisión de Selectividad in October 2010 regarding the oral component have been 

discussed. The intention is that new oral expression and listening comprehension 

components in the PAU would follow a similar structure to other internationally 

recognized exams such as the Cambridge series, which combine monologue and 

conversation. But, even leaving aside the question of the actual design of the test, it is 
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necessary to ask: who would be responsible for conducting these oral tests? At the 

meeting with teachers that I attended, it was clear that, in Valencia, the suggestion 

was that the centres themselves would be in charge of them, an announcement 

provoked a myriad of questions from teachers about the practicalities and reliability of 

this procedure. As the introduction of the English oral component assessment has 

been halted until 2014 (Real Decreto 961/2012, in BOE, 2012), these issues remain 

unresolved. 

García Laborda and Fernández Álvarez, have also considered the issue of 

teachers’ reactions to the possibility of an mandatory oral test for Bachillerato classes 

by distributing a questionnaire amongst 138 teachers in the province of Valencia. Their 

questionnaire focused on aspects such as sex, age and workplace as key elements that 

influence the use of English in the classroom and it also asked participants about their 

use of English in different interactions — for example, when giving instructions, using 

questions and making requests. Their conclusions are extremely important but also 

alarming:  

Las implicaciones más importantes de los resultados de este estudio son el cambio en 

los últimos cursos de Bachillerato y la introducción de tareas orales en la P.A.U. Por 

tanto, parece necesario realizar una labor de preparación no solamente de los alumnos 

sino de los profesores. Es necesario que los alumnos reciban mayor input en inglés y 

que, a ser posible, comience lo antes posible. El hecho de que este cambio se limite 

especialmente a un sector del profesorado favorece su logro. Lo segundo es que si este 

grupo de profesores es incapaz de incrementar su output  en L2, debería apoyarse más 

en medios audiovisuales que sean accesibles con el libro de texto o a través de 

Internet […] el uso de las tecnologías de la información para el desarrollo de destrezas 
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que hoy por hoy parecen no haber alcanzado su madurez plena en el Bachillerato 

español. (2010, pp. 100-101)  

 

Unquestionably, the educational authorities at both national and regional levels 

will have to address this issue, the inadequacy of many teachers to speak English, 

before implementing any changes to the students’ assessment; otherwise they will be 

jeopardizing students’ chances of achieving their potential and obtaining fair grades, 

which is of course ultimately the main issue in relation to the English PAU. In the 

context of construct definition and validity, therefore, it is important to emphasise that 

the introduction of an oral component itself will be insufficient if the teachers who are 

responsible for assessing students’ speaking abilities are themselves unfit to do so.  

Possible solutions to the practicalities of not only the introduction of an oral 

test, but to the overall PAU exam have been investigated in the last few years by 

several authors: Garcia Laborda (2006, 2010), Fernández Álvarez (2007), Herrera Soler 

(2005), Amengual-Pizarro et al. (2012), Sanz Saiz (1999), and Martín-Monje (2012), 

among others, all suggest a change to the exam format from paper to computer.  

To this end, in 2005, the Universitat Politécnica de València began a series of 

projects about the computerization of language exams. These projects have developed 

different computer-based assessment tools which culminated in the national project 

PAULEX (García Laborda, 2012, p.22) According to the members of the group, the 

benefits of a computerized English PAU would be: 

 

 Una reducción en los costes de realización (aunque exigen un desembolso 

inicial en centros donde la red o el equipamiento informático sea claramente 

insuficiente).  
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 Un incremento en el número de destrezas que se podrían evaluar, ya que 

permite una mayor flexibilidad en los ítems. 

 La medida es más precisa en ciertas habilidades, como la oral o la escrita, ya 

que el alumno posee soporte audiovisual añadido al input oral o escrito. 

 
(Ibid.) 

 

 

García Laborda also defends the computerization of the assessment from a practical 

point of view: students could do the test in their own academic centres, there would 

be a wider flexibility in the type of exercise to be used, audiovisual material could be 

included and tasks would be integrated (2010, p. 73). He also suggests that after an 

initial investment, cost would reduce and it would be logistically more effective to 

have a computer-based exam than the current English PAU: 

 

[…] los exámenes de lengua extranjera de las PAU habrían de renovarse 

sustancialmente e incorporar todas las ventajas que suponen las nuevas tecnologías 

para medir de una manera más justa, equitativa y objetiva el nivel de conocimiento 

que de una lengua extranjera tienen los estudiantes que aspiran a formarse en una 

universidad española, máxime cuando se exige desde la propia Comisión Europea que 

haya la máxima convergencia posible entre unos estados y otros. (García Laborda & 

Gimeno Sanz, 2007, p.729) 

 

This would involve reviewing the construct validity of the test and, furthermore, 

he insists that there is a need for more transparency with English PAU results to 

greater involve the different stakeholders so that the data given to students is 
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comparable to the results obtained by those who take TOEFL or Cambridge Board of 

Exam tests. 5According to García Laborda, it is therefore important that the PAU exam 

not only have internal validity but also external validity, in terms of how its results 

compare to the standards of other internationally recognized exams. The last key issue 

in his article is that of washback: 

 

Una P.A.U. asistida por ordenador […] tendría un efecto concatenado que va desde la 

realización del propio examen a la obtención de datos y descubrimientos de 

investigación. La realización del examen conllevaría la obtención de datos 

cuantitativos (las notas) y cualitativos (las reflexiones de los alumnos al final del 

ejercicio) que muevan tanto a los profesores como a los administradores a realizar 

cambios y mejoras en todo el proceso. Como resultado aparecerían modificaciones 

en el examen […] También habría, sin duda, variaciones en la metodología usada en 

impartir la lengua extranjera en Bachillerato adaptando los tipos de tareas, extensión 

de los ejercicios, registros de lectura y otros aspectos que, generalmente, son 

menores (García Laborda, 2010, p.  77) 

 

The author, thus, believes that a computerized PAU would have a very positive 

impact in classroom practice, as well as facilitating the collection of information 

about the exam process.  

 In an article that explores similar issues, García Laborda, Gimeno Sanz and 

Martínez Sanz (2008) attempt to anticipate the potential washback of a computer 

                                                           
5García Laborda, Magal Royo and Bakieva (2010) have a very interesting article about iB TOEFL, an 
online test to measure students’ to use and understand English at university level, in which they 
describe some of the potential drawbacks this exam might present to Spanish students. Although they 
do not compare directly the English PAU with the iB TOEFL, their reflections and conclusions shed some 
light on some of the potential difficulties of implementing a computerized version of the university entry 
test.  
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based exam by analysing the reaction of a hundred teachers to the idea of a 

computerised test. For them, as well as for other authors, it is important to 

acknowledge that any change cannot be successfully applied without the cooperation 

of classroom practitioners, and also to value their expertise in order to propose 

changes that could realistically be applied. Most teachers’ attitudes were positive 

towards the introduction of a computerised oral test, but nevertheless they were 

somewhat sceptical about the technology available and the large investment needed 

from schools and local authorities to make such a proposal a reality.  

 Amengual-Pizarro (2009) also refers to the issue of washback in her article 

“Does the English Test in the Spanish University Entrance Examination Influence the 

Teaching of English?” in which she assessed the impact of the university entrance 

examination on the teaching of English. She designed a questionnaire which was 

completed by seventeen teachers who had been raters in the 2007 series of the PAU 

exam; the participants were asked to respond to questions about the curriculum, the 

materials they used and their teaching methodologies. The results obtained confirmed 

that, despite teachers’ willingness to include all the skills proposed by the Spanish 

curriculum in their day-to-day practice, they inevitably taught the content and skills 

that are more relevant to the specific PAU exam in order that students could obtain 

the best possible grades: 

 

 […] although most of the teachers in this study […] reported to pay some attention to 

the skills not tested in the examination and to spend some time working with them, 

the majority of them admitted devoting less than the third part of their course time, or 

less than half of their course time to the practice of these latter skills […] all the 
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teachers who reported that students’ oral production has affected by the ET (fourteen 

teachers out of seventeen) stated that they would change their methodology and 

teach in a different way if they were not bound by this examination.  (Amengual-

Pizarro, 2008, pp. 586-590) 

 

The author, consequently, concludes that it would be interesting to investigate the — 

allegedly positive — impact of introducing the oral and listening components in the 

PAU on students’ communicative competence. Tragant et al. reached similar 

conclusions in their survey of high school teachers with a high success rate in the 

English PAU: 

 

El argumento que algunos profesores dan para explicar que esta destreza [la práctica 

oral] se practica menos de lo que desearían es el hecho de que no se evalúe en las 

PAU. Ello hace que se tienda a no dedicarle suficiente tiempo en clase ni a hacer un 

tratamiento sistemático. Tampoco tiene un peso relevante en la nota final ni se suele 

evaluar específicamente. Otros argumentos que los profesores mencionan son el 

número de alumnos en el grupo-clase, la falta de tiempo y la dificultad en conseguir 

que los alumnos hablen en inglés. Asimismo, el profesorado se da cuenta de la 

importancia de la práctica oral y tiene inquietudes de cara al futuro para potenciar esta 

destreza. (2011) 

 

 Whether it will eventually become a computer based test or not, suffice to say 

that there is a willingness from the government to include the oral skills (listening and 

speaking) as part as of second language assessment. The problem however is that, in 

the very year when the oral component was supposed to become part of the PAU, the 

construct and format of this new test still remains unclear. As Martín-Monje puts it, 
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“En 2012, se espera incorporar una prueba oral al ejercicio de lengua extranjera ya 

existente pero todavía no hay pautas claras para dicho examen” (2012, p. 143). As 

stated before, such is the confusion surrounding this issue that all plans for instigating 

an oral test have been suspended until 2014.  

In summary, and from the perspective of construct validity, although it is 

important to acknowledge the implications and potential benefits of having a 

computerised version of the English PAU, this modification does not address the more 

pressing and fundamental issues that such a substantial change would have for Spain’s 

second language teaching culture in terms of all the stakeholders involved in the 

process. It would be more productive and feasible, therefore,  to move progressively 

from the current PAU to an enhanced test that would include the oral component in 

line with the proposals of authors such as Fernández Álvarez (2007), Amengual-Pizarro 

& Méndez García (2012), or Bueno Alastuey & Luque Agulló (2012).  As long as the 

current construct is thoroughly revised so that the English PAU overcomes its most 

significant drawbacks, the process could eventually lead to a more natural transition of 

the exam format, provided that the teaching community and the financial situation 

allows for it to happen.  

The focus of this chapter has been the aspect of validity. The issue with the 

English PAU, after analysing the contents and objectives of the Bachillerato curriculum 

and the exam generic content, is that there is only a partial match between what 

students should attain at Bachillerato level and the exam they must take to prove it. By 

focussing strictly on the reading/writing aspects of language, the consequence is that 

there is a clear lack of construct validity: The test is not testing what it should be testing 

or, as Sanz and Fernández (2005) put it, “the items do not present candidates with 
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meaningful, purposeful activities; the test does not measure students’ communicative 

competence” (p. 2).  

García Laborda (2005) addressed the necessity for a change, 

 

[…] probablemente no exista una cuestión que levante tanto interés, promueva más 

críticas y haya permanecido absolutamente estática durante 20 años como la 

Selectividad en lengua extranjera. Pocos dudarán la necesidad de que sufra profundos 

cambios y, sin embargo, la cuestión de cómo hacerlo está latente. (p. 27)  

 

And, despite various proposals by the few Spanish experts on assessment who 

have been critical but also innovative about the English PAU, and despite the fact that 

the oral component due to be introduced in summer 2012 has now been delayed to 

2014, the future of this highly controversial test remains unresolved.  

According to Sanz and Fernández (2005, p. 150),  

En el campo de testing se acepta de forma unánime que, en especial, este tipo de 

exámenes debe ceñirse a unos criterios de calidad muy estrictos, porque, además, no 

son responsabilidad de individuos aislados, sino que dependen de las autoridades 

educativas que son quienes los regulan y financian. Éstas tienen la obligación de crear 

pruebas válidad y fiables, con un impacto positivo en la enseñanza, y que sean viables.  

 

 There is an interesting quote from Insa, J.R., García Pastor, M., & Gómez López, 

A., in which they comment on the fact that: “el nivel de dominio del Inglés en la 

población española presenta una enorme variabilidad, a pesar de lo cual debe ser bien 

evaluado para garantizar los standards europeos”(2010). From my point of view, “a 

pesar de” should be substituted by “precisamente por eso”: taking into account the 
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importance of languages and the aim of the EU to standardise qualifications across 

Europe, Spain cannot afford to delay the implementation of changes for much longer if 

it wants to compete with other countries and also to offer students the possibility to 

study or work abroad. 

In summary, the English PAU exam needs to undergo a serious and thorough 

review in order to be able to offer students assessment that reflects the contents of the 

curriculum,  includes a wealth of activities aimed at different levels of achievement, and 

is fairly marked, producing reliable results which match students’ real ability in the 

foreign language.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER VI 

 

RELIABILITY AND TASKS CHARACTERISTICS 

 

 

 

 

 

Whenever a test is administered, the test user would like some 

assurance that the results could be replicated it the same individuals 

were tested again under similar circumstances. This desired consistency 

(or reproducibility) of test scores is called reliability.  

Linda Crocker & James Algina  
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6.1 THE A-LEVEL SPANISH TEST 

Chapter Four outlined the basic notions associated with reliability. The focus of 

the current section is to evaluate this concept from an English assessment policy 

perspective. It is useful to begin with a clear definition of reliability as it is outlined by 

Ofqual:  

 

[It is] the consistency of outcomes that would be observed from an assessment 

process were it to be repeated. High reliability means that broadly the same outcomes 

would arise. Unreliability can be attributed to ‘random’, unsystematic causes of error 

in assessment results. Given the general parameters and controls that have been 

established for an assessment process – including test specification, administration 

conditions, approach to marking, linking design and so on – (un)reliability concerns the 

impact of the particular details that do happen to vary from one   assessment to the 

next for whatever reason. (S. Johnson, 2011, Preface) 

 

In England, exam boards have generally reported learners’ performance levels 

or grades for national curriculum assessments and public examinations within the A*-E 

range,without any indication of the likely error-rates involved. However, since the 

creation of Ofqual, it has been suggested that there is a duty to publish the relevant 

data associated withthe reliability of assessment results. As such, it has had a key role 

in encouraging a shift of focus from comparability (the area that had traditionally 

received more attention in exam monitoring reports) to reliability.                                   

Chapter Three mentioned that Ofqual was created in 2008 and initially developed its 

duties under the supervision of the QCA. Until that moment, the QCA had a Regulation 
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& Standards division in charge of monitoring assessment. When Ofqual began its new 

role as a regulatory body in April 2010, there was the realisation that the standards 

debate (and comparability in particular) had been the almost exclusive focus of 

regulatory attention for years and that this had created a distinct imbalance, with 

other useful determinants of assessment quality been largely ignored.  

There are numerous ways of calculating reliability, from Classical Test Theory 

(henceforth,CTT) – which can measure the difficulty of an item (its facility) or how 

performance on an item correlates to performance in the test as a whole (which is 

discrimination)– to the more recent True Score Theory, which also takes into account 

sources of random error in relation to students’ true ability. However, since no specific 

information about the reliability of individual results was available (other than the 

cumulative percentages for each grade), for the purposes of this thesis, the notion of 

reliability will not be used to ascertain to what extent the A-level Spanish exams are 

reliable as a whole — after all, no exam is completely immune to error (Hughes, 1989; 

Alderson, Clapham & Wall, 1995; Bachman & Palmer, 1996). Instead, the focus will be 

on three key processes that maximise the reliability of results – that is to say, sources 

of controllable error: assessment planning processes, the background and training of 

markers and the format of the marking schemes (which will necessitate some 

comments onthe procedures for awarding grades). Because of the high-stakes nature 

of A-level results, it is of paramount importance that every possible measure be taken 

to assure students, parents, institutions and the general public that the awarded 

grades accurately correspond to the skills and abilities of candidates. It is also crucial 

that tests are fair, regardless of which board or series students take. 
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In England, there are currently five accredited awarding bodies: AQA, CCEA, 

Edexcel, OCR, and WJEC. Each school or college offering an A-level qualification, 

therefore, has to choose a corresponding syllabus from one of these approved exam 

boards. Although most schools tend to favour one board or another in specific 

departments, there is no obligation, even within the same subject, to use the same 

board. For instance, it is perfectly feasible that a MFL department could employ AQA 

for students taking French, Edexcel for those studying Spanish and the WJCE for 

Germanists. Purely for the ease of administrative procedures, this tends not to happen 

but it is evidence of the trust that institutions have in the various regulatory bodies 

and the commonality of their standards. If all the awarding bodies have to respect the 

guidelines set by Ofqual and are monitored on an annual basis, there is the general 

understanding that there is no significant difference in quality between one group of 

students to takethe exams of one board and, another group, a totally different exam 

board. Because of the flexibility of the exam system, the idea that all awarding bodies 

should be offering A-level students tests of comparable quality across the country is a 

concept that is enshrined into the English assessment system. 

Ofqual announced the launch of its Reliability Programme in 2010, the same 

year that the takeover from the QCA took place. Kathleen Tattersall, the new Ofqual 

Chair, compared the project to not just a “health check” but to a full “medical 

consultation” (Ofqual, 2008). The main intention of this project was to investigate 

more about reliability and to engage stakeholders (students, parents, teachers, 

education managers, employers and awarding bodies) in an open and honest debate 

about the topic. Ofqual set the following aims and objectives for the programme:  
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 to generate evidence of reliability of results from a number of major National 

Curriculum assessments, public examinations and qualifications offered by assessment 

agencies and awarding organisations in England  

 to stimulate, capture and synthesise technical debate on the interpretation of 

reliability evidence generated from this programme and other reliability studies  

 to investigate how results and the associated errors are reported internationally, and 

what procedures are adopted by assessment providers to communicate results and 

measurement errors to the users  

 to explore public understanding of and attitudes towards assessment inconsistency  

 to stimulate national debate on the significance of the reliability evidence generated 

by this programme and by other reliability studies  

 to help improve public understanding of the concept of reliability  

 to develop Ofqual policy on reliability.  

(He & Opposs, 2011, p.6) 

 

The programme was structured into three initial stages, all of which have now been 

completed. These parts (or strands) were: 

 

 Strand 1: Generating evidence on the reliability of results from a selection of national 

qualifications, examinations and other assessments in England through empirical 

studies.  

 Strand 2: Interpreting and communicating evidence on reliability.  

 Strand 3: Investigating public perceptions of reliability and developing regulatory 

policy on reliability.  

(He, Opposs and Boyle, 2010, p.4) 
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Despite the completion of the initial stages, the Reliability Programme is a project that 

is by no means finished. Indeed, it has to be perceived more as a starting point for 

further investigation about reliability which constitutes one important aspect of what 

is involved in assessment. There have been a number of reports produced in relation 

to the different strands of the project (such as by He, 2009; Opposs, 2011; and 

Chamberlain, 2010) which have generated a substantial amount of new information 

about various aspects of reliability.1However, for the purposes of this thesis, three 

conclusions that result from the Reliability Programme have particular relevance: 

firstly, as it undertook an in-depth review of the measurement theories and models 

used to study reliability, with a focus on classical test theory (CTT), generalizability 

theory (G-theory) and item response theory (IRT), this review will allow experts to 

apply the results in future empirical research, as well as promoting familiarisation for 

non-experts; secondly, the Reliability Programme has illustrated the need for a 

discussion about if and how data should be communicated to stakeholders involved in 

the assessment process; and,thirdly, it has also demonstrated the need for an 

organized commitment to develop more coherent policiesabout reliability. A further 

by-product of this venture has been the implementation of studies that target specific 

units or academic subjects and this will hopefully provide further evidence about 

reliability that can be used in future policy developments.  

Despite these positive outcomes, the Reliability Project has also highlighted 

potential problems. For example, although it was agreed that a way must be found to 

communicate reliability issues to the public, those involved in the seminars organised 

                                                           
1A compendium of reports on the reliability programme can be found at 
http://www.ofqual.gov.uk/standards/reliability/ 

http://www.ofqual.gov.uk/standards/reliability/
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as part of the project also recognised that reliability as a concept, owing to the 

technicality of most of its literature, is difficult for the public to comprehend. 

Therefore it was suggested that the public must be educated by academics using 

layman’s language, examples need to be provided to explain assessment processes, 

technical terms have to be clarified and the factors that affect test scores or which 

introduce inconsistency need clarification. On the other hand, there are a number of 

constraints on reporting reliability measures in terms of human resources (such as, the 

amount of people who have the necessary technical expertise), funds, and operational 

difficulties (for example, the collection of data).  

In parallel with the Reliability Programme and as part of its role as a regulatory 

body, Ofqual carries out an annual programme of monitoring, in order to evaluate the 

performance of awarding organisations. This is constituted by a thorough study of the 

examination process across a sample of the qualifications available. The aims of this 

monitoring are to: 

 determine whether the required qualification criteria and associated code of 

practice have been met  

 determine whether the assessments were fair and effective in measuring 

achievement by candidates in respect of the stated assessment objectives  

 determine whether the procedures designed to ensure consistency of practice 

and comparability of standards were implemented effectively  

 identify any aspects of the specification(s) that appear to have constrained 

fair, effective and reliable examinations  
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 identify any good practice that is worthy of encouragement and dissemination, 

to promote continuing improvement in the quality of examinations.   

(Ofqual, 2009) 

The elements emphasised in bold above are those related to reliability and it 

can be seen from this that, in England, there are a series of processes already in place 

to evaluate the assessment process effectively, since the creation of exam papers and 

syllabus design (at least for the A-level) is delegated to the various awarding bodies. 

Furthermore, there is a clear, systemic interest taken in improving every aspect of the 

assessment process, a notion that has increased in the last three years with the greater 

focus that has been put on reliability.  

 

6.1.1 Assessment planning processes in England 

The development of a new test is a complex process, which needs careful 

planning and expert advice. In England, each exam board appoints a Principal 

Examiner, who writes the paper and the marking criteria for his/her section (for 

example, in the A-level Spanish exam, the Reading and Writing sections). These are 

then passed on to a reviser and, afterwards, to an evaluation committee or senior 

expert team, who further refine the questions. AQA organises the process by holding 

two weekend-long meetings at one its national offices in October and December of 

each academic year. At these meetings, the experts check the following elements of 

the proposed exam: 
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Figure 9. AQA expert’s checklist  

 

The process of evaluating the suitability of assessment tasks is lengthy, 

occurring approximately eighteen months before the test takers actually sit the exam. 

This time span is adequate for the discharge of relevant administrative duties and it 

ensures that there is sufficient time to check all the quality standard procedures have 

been followed.2Therefore, the Spanish papers for June 2012 were evaluated in 

September 2010 and the final versions were produced by December of the same year. 

Working so far in such has the added benefit of ensuring that there is always a reserve 

paper available in case there are any problems that may compromise exam security. In 

2008, such an incident occurred when a security van carrying AQA papers was stolen. 

However, as the exam board had already prepared exams for the following 2009 

series, a potential crisis was swiftly and efficiently averted. Indeed, as an Ofqual 

spokesman declared at the time: “Ofqual is confident that AQA has taken the 

                                                           
2 The information related to exam production and revision was obtained through AQA’s website and 
also thanks to the generous collaboration of Derek Bacon, Chief Examiner for A-level Spanish and 
Principal Examiner for SPAN1, through a series of telephone conversations between December 2011 and 
April 2012.  
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necessary steps to ensure that candidates will not be effected and that the integrity of 

the exams will not be compromised” (BBC, 2008).   

 

6.1.2 Background and training of markers 

 A-Level Spanish exams are externally marked. The exam boards employ raters 

to work temporarily, as well as a team of experts, or principal examiners, who create 

the exams and also produce the marking criteria. In order to become an assessor with 

AQA, a candidate should have at least three terms’ recent teaching experience and 

hold an appropriate academic qualification (that is, a degree in the subject for which 

they apply). All examiners must also attend a standardisation meeting, which is held at 

a specific venue or, increasingly, online. This meeting includes an explanation of the 

question paper and mark scheme, marked exercises to stimulate discussion about 

awarded grades and feedback. Examiners are also allocated to a specific examiner’s 

team and assigned a Team Leader, who mentors them through the marking process.  

Before the official exam marking commences,  raters must mark a sample script 

which is reviewed by the team leader. If the marking of this sample is not satisfactory, 

the rater is given additional training or, in extreme cases, s/he can be dismissed over 

the poor quality of his/her work. Yet, if the marking is in line with the standard set by 

the exam board, then the rater is allocated a pool of exams to mark. In recent years, 

online marking has become increasingly used, thereby changing the traditional 

assessment process as raters now mark individual questions or groups of questions 

rather than an entire exam paper (although one exception to this is the A-level Spanish 

oral exam, which is marked in its totality by one rater). Markers, consequently, tend to 

specialise in a particular type of question which allows exam boards to have a high 
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level of expertise within their pool of raters, a factor that contributes to the increased 

reliability of the results. Furthermore, thanks to online marking, data about the 

behaviour and consistency of a particular rater is available for analysis by the Team 

Leader immediately after each exam series. In addition to the thorough (and complex) 

process described above, the Chief Examiner and Principal Examiners mark some 

candidates’ work themselves and they also second mark samples from the raters that 

they supervise. The direct involvement of Principal Examiners in the marking process is 

an essential part of the exercise, giving senior examiners first-hand experience of the 

question paper in action. 

Since there are no publicly available reports on examiner’s behaviour, it is 

logical to assume that exam boards use the data they gather purely for monitoring 

purposes. However, there is a definite need for more intra-rater and inter-rater 

reliability research. Intra-rater reliability refers to the marking consistency of a single 

examiner. Therefore, “an examiner is judged to have intra-rater reliability if he or she 

gives the same set of scripts or oral performances the same marks on two different 

occasions” (Alderson et al., 1995, p.129).  On the other hand, inter-rater reliability is 

related to the consistency of marks between two or more examiners. As Alderson et al. 

again assert, “It would not be realistic to expect all examiners to match one another all 

the time; however, it is essential that each examiner try to match the ‘standard’ all the 

time” (p. 129). Research on intra- and inter-rater reliability would help examining 

bodies to identify areas for improvement. For AQA (and, indeed, for the rest of the 

English exam boards) samples of marked work are drawn from each rater’s pool 

randomly, in order to detect possible problems and to ensure that standards are 

maintained throughout the marking process.  
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6.1.3 Awarding of examination grades 

In developing their question papers, exam boards aim to produce papers that 

are comparable in terms of level to those of previous years but, in practice, it is 

impossible to determine precisely the relative difficulty of the questions for the 

candidates until they have taken the examination and the results are available. 

Therefore, a candidate’s script given a particular mark in one year cannot be assumed 

to completely correspond to a different candidate’s script from another exam series. In 

reality, the demands of the paper may be different and the marking scheme may be 

more severe or more lenient than in a previous year. These factors must be taken into 

account before candidates’ marks can be translated into grades. 

In order to guarantee the reliability of results, once the examination scripts 

have been marked, an awarding meeting is held for every specification to set grade 

boundaries on each question paper. The boundary mark for a given grade is the 

minimum mark a candidate must score on that paper to obtain the grade in question. 

It would, of course, be impossible for the awarding committee to check candidates’ 

work for each grade on every paper. What happens instead is that recommended 

grade boundaries are set for specific grades. These are called the “judgemental 

grades” because the awarders’ opinions are directly involved in the setting of the 

boundary. For A-levels, these boundaries are A/B and E/U. The remaining grade 

boundaries are determined by calculation and, therefore, they are termed “arithmetic 

grades”. The awarding committee must ensure that the awards remain in line with 

those from other syllabuses in the same subject and with other examining bodies. The 

outcomes are then recommended to the Accountable Officer of the awarding body, 

who makes the final decision about the grade boundaries for that exam series. 
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The evidence presented to the awarders is substantial as the following list of 

minimum requirements from the code of practice indicates: 

 
Qualitative 

 Copies of question papers/tasks and final mark schemes 

 Reports from the principal examiner(s)/principal moderator(s) on how the 

question paper functioned 

 Archive scripts and examples of internally assessed work (including, in 

appropriate subject areas, photographic or videotaped evidence) at the 

relevant grade boundaries, together with relevant question papers and mark 

schemes 

 Samples of current candidates’ work (marked scripts and/or internally assessed 

material) distributed evenly across key boundary ranges for each component, 

with enough representing each mark to provide a sound basis for judgement so 

far as the size of entry and nature of work permit. The material should be 

selected from a sufficient range of centres where work has been 

marked/moderated by examiners/moderators whose work is known to be 

reliable 

 Any published performance descriptions, grade descriptions and exemplar 

material, where available 

 Any other supporting material (such as marking guides for components where 

the evidence is of an ephemeral nature 

Quantitative 

  Technical information – including mark distributions relating to the question 
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 Papers/tasks and individual questions for the current and previous series, 

where available 

 Information on candidates’ performance in at least two previous equivalent 

series, where available 

 Details of significant changes in entry patterns and choices of options 

 Information on centres’ estimated grades for all candidates including: 

– Qualification-level estimates for linear (including linear unitised) 

[syllabuses] 

– Unit-level estimates for externally assessed units in all other unitised 

[syllabuses] 

 Information about the relationship between component/unit-level data and 

whole subject performance, where available 

Regulatory authority reports 

 Relevant evidence from the regulatory authorities’ monitoring and 

comparability reports. 

(QCDA, 2010) 

 
It is clear from the above that the setting of the grade boundaries is a very 

complex process, involving human expertise as well as the effective and meticulous 

collection of data by the exam boards (the many layers of the process are summarised 

in Figure 10). This complexity ultimately originates from the clear intention to ensure 

that all students achieve a result that is fair and an accurate reflection of their 

ability/performance in the exam (though this is never a perfect science). In essence, 

the aim of the English A-level grade awarding system is to achieve a reliable outcome. 
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Figure 10. Overview of the processes followed in an AQA A-level awarding meeting 

6.1.4 Tasks characteristics-Spanish 2010 AQA series 

 In order to further assess the validity and reliability of the A-level Spanish tests, 

it is necessary to examine another important determinant: the practical realisation of 

the theoretical assessment content described in the construct of the exam. For that 

purpose, an analysis of the tasks that formed the 2010 series Spanish AS and A2 exams 

will be presented in this section. It is necessary to evaluate two papers,  since the final 
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grade awarded to students for university entry is an overall mark derived from the 

results they achieved in the two assessment periods at the end of each academic year.  

 

6.1.4.1 AQA AS Spanish Paper Unit 1: Listening, Reading and Writing 

 Although a copy of the entire AS Spanish exam can be seen in Appendix 7, it is 

sufficient for the analysis that follows to exemplify key extracts from the test. The 

paper begins with a Listening exercise which includes four tasks, as described below:  

 

 Task 1: Listen to a short extract (1 minute and 25 seconds) and provide short 

answers to the set items  

 

As this is done in the student’s native language, transfer of meaning is being 

assessed through the items of this task.  These short answer questions are open-

ended, since the students have to think about their own answers. Alderson et al. 

(1995) classify this type of question as objective-type item but Davies et al. (1999) 

suggest that there is still a danger that these questions can be marked subjectively. 

The marking scheme (See Appendix 8) will play a key role to ensure marking reliability 
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in such cases. Following the opinion of Davies et al., Hughes (2003) argues that the 

best short-answer questions are those with a unique correct response.  

 

 Task 2: Listen to a short extract (1 minute and 58 seconds) and provide non-

verbal answers to the questions, by filling in some boxes with numerical values. 

 

This type of activity is known as an information transfer item. It is mostly used 

to assess reading and listening and constitutes an attempt to include authentic tasks in 

the test, since, according to Alderson et al. (1995), these tasks usually resemble real-

life activities.  

 

 Task 3: Listen to a short extract (2 minutes and 7 seconds) and provide non-

verbal answers to the questions.  
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This is a multiple-choice exercise in which students select what they believe to 

be the correct statement from a selection of three. There is also some visual stimulus. 

Multiple choice items are a widespread assessment tool. While they are undoubtedly 

cost and time efficient, their reliability is highly dependent on the successfulness of 

their design. In order to reduce the possibility of students simply guessing the correct 

answer, there are generally four possible answers. As Anderson et al. states, “the 

correct alternative should not look so different from the distractors that it stands out 

from the rest. It should not be noticeably longer or shorter, nor be written in a 

different style” (1995, p.49).  In this particular item, there are two distractors and a 

correct answer. This is an acceptable multiple-choice task as long as it is acknowledged 

that the guessing potential is also increased by the reduction in choices.  

 

 Task 4: Listen to a short extract (1 minute and 15 seconds) and provide short 

answers to the questions, using the target language.  
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In this task, students are penalised for inaccurate spellings which interfere with 

meaning of affect basic orthographic rules, such as “ataces” rather than “ataques”. 

To summarise, in the A-level Spanish Listening paper, there is a gradation of the 

tasks in terms of length and complexity, from transfer of meaning to a more 

independent use of the target language. Candidates take this part of the paper in a 

language laboratory under exam conditions. As a result, each student has a copy of the 

recordingsand a set of headphones. This is important because it is made clear in the 

rubric for the paper that students control the recordings individually, therefore being 

able to work at their own pace and to play each part as many times as they wish during 

the 45 minutes of the exam. This methodology promotes lower anxiety levels for the 

candidates, thus decreasing uncontrollable errors and contributing to an increase in 

the overall level of the test’s reliability. Table 8 provides a summary of the types of 

tasks included in this part of the paper:  
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 OBJECTIVE 

TYPE ITEM 

SUBJECTIVE 

TYPE ITEM 

VERBAL 

RESPONSE- 

L1 

VERBAL 

RESPONSE- 

L2 

NON-

VERBAL 

RESPONSE 

TASK1      

TASK2      

TASK3      

TASK4      

 

Table 12.Summary of types of items and response required in AQA AS Spanish 
Paper Unit 1- Listening 

 

After the Listening paper, students then take the Reading test which (in 

combination with the Writing test) lasts for 90 minutes. This part of the AS Spanish 

exam consists of four tasks (5-8 on the paper). 

 

 

Task 5 is a matching task in which students much find correspondence between 

the services offered by the yahoo website and what some users want to do. Non-

verbal response is required. Matching is an objective type of item where students have 

to connect a list of possible answers with another list of words, sentences, paragraphs 

or visual clues. In this case, they are sentences. Good practice has been followed 
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herein the creation of this exam by giving more alternatives for students to choose 

than the task requires. If there were an exact equivalence, the last item would be 

automatically resolved for students.  

 

 

Task 6 again is a matching task in which students must find correspondence 

between definitions and services and names of sports. Non-verbal response again is 

required. There are some visual aids but not all sports are represented. These could 

beincluded to provide some context to assist weaker students. There are as many 

distractors as correct answers, minimising the guessing potential. 

 

 

 Task 7 is a short-answer question task in the target language based on a text 

with an extension of approximately 200 words. The topic is attitudes towards 

bullfighting. The questions are worded in such a way that direct lifting is very difficult.  

 



RELIABILITY AND TASK CHARACTERISTICS 

 

201 
 

 

 Task 8 involves an information transfer task with one word in the target 

language based on a text with an extension of approximately 300 words. The topic is 

advice when travelling abroad.  

 

The following table provides a summary of the main features of the tasks 

described above:  

 OBJECTIVE 

TYPE ITEM 

SUBJECTIVE 

TYPE ITEM 

VERBAL 

RESPONSE- 

L1 

VERBAL 

RESPONSE- 

L2 

NON-

VERBAL 

RESPONSE 

TASK5      

TASK6      

TASK7      

TASK8      

 

Table 13.Summary of types of items and response required in AQA AS Spanish Paper Unit 1- 

Reading 
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As was the case with the Listening paper, the Reading paper contains an 

evolution from very short paragraphs to some of considerable length that will require 

more processing from test takers. Again, the tasks reflect a gradation in complexity.  

On the Writing paper, the first exercise (Task 9) involves language 

manipulation.  

 

 

This is a traditional gap filling exercise in which students are given the word to 

be manipulated (such as, noun, adjective or verb) in brackets at the end of the 

sentence. It is an objective-type exercise, widely used to evaluate a student’s 

knowledge of grammar. The inclusion of the word to be manipulated in brackets at the 

end of the sentences prevents potential problems associated with this type of item 

because it limits what students can write, therefore minimising problems with marking 

(in case students think of a possible answer that has been overlooked by the exam 

designers). Furthermore, students do not have to spend time thinking about the 

missing element but instead they can consider how to transform the word given to 

them as stimulus. Therefore, this task is assessing their real knowledge, not their 

memory or concentration.  
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Finally, the last part of this paper (Tasks 10, 11 and 12) is the essay writing task. 

 

 

Students must write a minimum of 200 words. There is no maximum word 

count explicitly mentioned. Although there are three topics available (which are taken 

from the specification), candidates only need to choose one to write about. This is the 

only question on the paper whose rubric is written in English. In 2010, the topics were: 

motherhood, pop musicians and advertising (shown above). This is a subjective-type 

task. According to Alderson et al. students need to know: 

 

 How long the essay should be. 

 Who will be the recipient of their words (register) 

 How the essay is to be marked (1995, p. 59) 

 

For the AS 2010 paper (in common with any year), students should be very 

aware of the minimum number of words required for the essay and the allocated 

marks for the task. The marking scheme is available for them on the AQA website and 

most teachers use it to mark homework assignments so students become familiar with 
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the marking criteria early in the course. However, as there is no target audience 

specified for the students’ responses, there is a lack of context that, it could be argued, 

may be problematic in terms of their choice of register.  

 

6.1.4.2 AQA AS Spanish Paper Unit 2: Speaking 

The AS Spanish speaking test is conducted on a different date to the Listening, 

Reading and Writing test, usually prior to that exam in May. Whether institutions 

choose to use an external examiner or their own teaching staff to conduct the test, an 

audio recording is made of each student’s exam and strict procedures must be 

adhered to in all centres. Clear guidelines that are issued well in advance of the exam 

date as well as the potential for an unannounced visit from an exam board inspector 

ensures a high degree of compliance to the rules.  

The total amount of time allocated for the oral exam is 35 minutes. Students 

have 20 minutes of preparation time, supervised by an examiner, during which they 

can read the material provided and make notes, though the use of dictionaries is not 

allowed. The remaining 15 minutes of the test are divided in two sections: the first is 

based upon a stimulus card. Students have a choice between two cards given to them 

by the examiner. On each stimulus card, there is an image and some questions, which 

form the basis of the discussion. The cards should be selected at random by the 

examiner, but he/she must be careful that none of the cards overlap with the student’s 

choice of topic in the second part of the test. In this second (conversation) part, three 

out of the four AS topics specified in the syllabus will be covered. The student can 

nominate one topic that s/he wishes to discuss. The remaining two topics of the 

conversation will be decided by the examiner, avoiding any overlap with the topic of 
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the stimulus card discussed in part 1 and with the candidate’s nominated topic. In the 

2010 AS Spanish exam, the topics were: media, popular culture, healthy living/lifestyle 

and family/relationships. Therefore, if a student had chosen a stimulus card in part 1 

about media and, in part 2, to discuss family/relationships, the two remaining topics 

(in this case, popular culture and healthy living) will be covered by questions from the 

examiner.  

In summary, during the course of 15 minutes, students know that they will have 

to talk about each of the four topics they have studied throughout the AS course. As 

each topic is divided into sub-topics, it would be naïve to assume that this exam will 

cover absolutely everything students have studied during their AS year. However, 

there is a clear effort from the exam board to provide a test that is as broad in content 

as it can be, given the constraints related to time, scope of the themes and others, 

such as the tiredness or anxiety of the candidates. Anoverall summary of the AS 

Spanish paper is as follows: 
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 OBJECTIVE 
TYPE 
ITEM 

SUBJECTIVE 
TYPE  
 ITEM 

VERBAL 
RESPONSE- 

 L1 

VERBAL 
RESPONSE- 

L2 

NON-
VERBAL 
RESPONSE 

 
% BY  
SKILL 

TASK1 
LISTENING 

     100% 
objective 
type items 
25% verbal 
response L1 
25% verbal 
response L2 
50% non-
verbal 
response 

TASK2 
LISTENING 

     

TASK3 
LISTENING 

     

TASK4 
LISTENING 

     

TASK5 
READING 

      
100% 
objective 
type items 
50% verbal 
response L2 
50% non-
verbal 
response 

TASK6 
READING 

     

TASK7 
READING 

     

TASK8 
READING 

     

TASK9 
WRITING-
GRAMMAR 

     100% 
objective 
type items 
100% verbal 
response L2 

TASKS 10, 
11, 12 
ESSAY 

     100% 
subjective 
type items 
100% verbal 
response L2 

ORAL TASK      100% 
subjective 
type items 
100% verbal 
response L2 

TOTAL 81.8% 18.2% 9% 54.5% 36.5%  

 

Table 14.Overall view of AQA AS Spanish Paper, 2010 series. 

 

6.1.4.3 AQA A2 Spanish Paper Unit 3: Listening, Reading and Writing 

In June of the second A-level year, students sit the A2 examinations which will 

form 50% of their overall A-level grade – the remaining 50% being taken from the AS 
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exams. Structurally, the A2 Spanish exam is identical to the AS exam, consisting of 

Paper 1 (Listening, Reading and Writing) and Paper 2 (Speaking).  

The A2 Spanish paper begins with a Listening exercise which includes four tasks 

as described below: 

 

 

 Task 1: Listen to a short extract (1 minute and 32 seconds) and provide non-

verbal answers to the questions, by filling in some boxes with numerical values.  
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 Task 2: Listen to a short extract (2 minutes and 8 seconds) and provide non-

verbal answers to the questions.  

This is a multiple-choice exercise in which students select what they believe to be the 

correct statement from a selection of three. There is also some visual stimulus. 

 

 Task 3: Listen to a short extract (1 minute and 56 seconds) and provide non-

verbal answers to the questions.  

Task 3 is a selection exercise in which students select what they believe the correct 

statements are from a list of alternatives. 
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 Task 4: Listen to a short extract (2 minutes and 30 seconds) and decide if the 

statements are true, false or non-mentioned (V/F/N) 

 

As with the AS 2010 paper described in the previous section, it is clear in the 

instructions for the paper that students individually control the recordings, being again 

able to work at their own pace during the 45 minute test. It is also worth noting that, 

as on the AS Listening paper, all the tasks are objective, since there is only one possible 

correct answer. This undoubtedly contributes to a high level of reliability for the exam. 

The following table provides an overview of the listening tasks which emphasises the 

clear preference that exists for objective, non-response tasks. 

 

 OBJECTIVE 
TYPE ITEM 

SUBJECTIVE 
TYPE ITEM 

VERBAL 
RESPONSE- 

L1 

VERBAL 
RESPONSE- 

L2 

NON-
VERBAL 

RESPONSE 

TASK1      

TASK2      

TASK3      

TASK4      

 

Table 15. Summary of types of items and response required in AQA A2 Spanish Paper 

Unit 3- Listening 

In comparison to Table 14 that described the components of the AS exam, it 

can be seen that the A2 paper has a greater number of non-verbal response tasks, 
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indicating that it is constructed to test candidates’ understanding of the language that 

they hear. 

After the Listening test is completed, students then begin the Reading part of 

the A2 Spanish exam. This consists of three tasks (5-7 in the paper) and lasts for 90 

minutes. 

 

 

 

Task 5 is a cloze task in which students must select the correct word from a list 

of alternatives to complete a text so that it has grammatical sense. Non-verbal 

response is required. 
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Task 6 is a matching task based on a text (of approximately 250 words) in which 

students much find correspondence between the start and the end of 

selectedsentences. Again, non-verbal response is required. 

 

 

 

 

Task 7 is based on a 350 word text and students must complete two different 

activities: firstly, they must find synonyms for a series of words/expressions. These 

words are in order and it is clearly stated that they can be found in the first three 

paragraphs of the text. Secondly, there are some short-answer questions in the target 

language. Lifting from the text is possible – and not punishable according to the 

marking scheme- therefore the focus is on identification of information.  

As in the AS paper, the A2 Reading test starts with very short paragraphs and 

progresses to some of considerable length that will require more processing from the 

students. The task also reflects a gradation in complexity. In terms of task design, this 

paper is almost identical to its AS equivalent, although there is one question less and, 



COMPARATIVE STUDY OF TWO FOREIGN LANGUAGE EXAMINATIONS FOR UNIVERSITY ENTRY IN ENGLAND AND SPAIN 

 

212 
 

in Task 7, a subjective-type task has been allowed.The overall summary of the A2 

Reading paper is illustrated in Table 12 below. 

 

 OBJECTIVE 
TYPE ITEM 

SUBJECTIVE 
TYPE ITEM 

VERBAL 
RESPONSE- 

L1 

VERBAL 
RESPONSE- 

L2 

NON-
VERBAL 

RESPONSE 

TASK5      

TASK6      

TASK7      

 

Table 16. Summary of types of items and response required in AQA A2 Spanish Paper 

Unit 3- Reading 

 

On the Writing section of the 2010 A2 Spanish paper, there are two writing 

exercises (Tasks 8 and 9) which involve transfer of meaning firstly from a paragraph in 

Spanish to English and then sentences from English to Spanish. The two tasks are not 

related in content.  
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Finally, the last part of this paper is an essay of at least 250 words. Students 

must write a 250 word essay (minimum). Again, there is no maximum word count 

explicitly mentioned. As with the AS paper, the rubric for this question is in English but 

now students must choose one question from a range of ten options from the cultural 

topics specified in the syllabus. During the A2 year, students will have studied two out 

of five possible cultural topics: a region/community, a period of twentieth century 

history, an author, a dramatist or poet and a director/architect/musician/painter from 

the Spanish speaking world. The writing part of the exam contains two questions per 

topic, so despite the scope in questions, in reality students will only the knowledge to 

answer four of the questions available.  
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6.1.4.4 AQA A2 Spanish Paper Unit 4: Speaking 

 As with the AS Spanish paper, the speaking test at A2 level is conducted on a 

different date from the Listening, Reading and Writing exam. Indeed, the procedures 

for conducting the oral exam are exactly the same as before and students are again 

allowed 20 minutes to prepare for the test. Furthermore, the format of the exam is 

identical with the AS paper. The first part uses stimulus cards and the second involves 

a conversation. However, for part 1, rather than a discussion as was the case in the AS 

test, students must debate with the examiner and present arguments to support their 

viewpoints on a chosen topic. In the second conversational part, students discuss 

aspects of the two cultural topics that they have studied. The A2 speaking exam is, in 

comparison to the AS exam, narrower in the scope of possible topics. Nevertheless, it 

requires more compensatory and improvisation skills from the candidates so there is a 

good mixture between uncertainty of questions and the knowledge of the topics that 

will arise.  

Table 17 provides an overview of the A2 units of assessment:  
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 OBJECTIVE 
TYPE ITEM 

SUBJECTIVE 
TYPE ITEM 

VERBAL 
RESPONSE- L1 

VERBAL 
RESPONSE- 

L2 

NON-VERBAL 
RESPONSE 

% BY  
SKILL 

TASK1 
LISTENING 

     100% 
objective 
type items 
100% non-
verbal 
response 

TASK2 
LISTENING 

     

TASK3 
LISTENING 

     

TASK4 
LISTENING 

     

TASK5 
READING 

     100% 
objective 
type items 
50% 
verbal 
response 
L2 
50% non-
verbal 
response 

TASK6 
READING 

     

TASK7 
READING 

     

TASK8 
WRITING  

     

TASK9 
WRITING 

     100% 
objective 
type items 
50% 
verbal 
response 
L2 
50% 
verbal 
response 
L1 

TASKS 10, 
11, 12 
ESSAY 

     100% 
subjective 
type items 
100% 
verbal 
response 
L2 

ORAL TASK      100% 
subjective 
type items 
100% 
verbal 
response 
L2 

TOTAL 81.8% 18.2% 9% 54.5% 36.5%  

 
Table 17. Overall view of the AQA A2 Spanish exam tasks, 2010 series. 
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6.2 THE ENGLISH PAU EXAM IN THE VALENCIAN REGION 

6.2.1 Assessment planning process in Spain 

  
 In the Valencian region, the planning of an exam series is conducted in the 

following manner. Firstly, a representative from each of the five universities in the 

region (Universitat Jaume I, Universitat de València, Universitat Politècnica de València, 

Universidad Miguel Hernández and Universidad de Alicante) is selected to join the 

Comisión de Selectividad whose remit is to develop the PAU test. Members of this 

committee also accept suggestions and proposals for tasks from Bachillerato teachers, 

with whom they hold biannual meetings, in October and March. At these meetings, 

teachers are informed of the procedures for the coming academic year, and they can 

ask questions about the exam structure and the potential content of the test. However, 

the final decisions aboutPAU exam tasks for each exam series reside solely with the 

Comisión de Selectividad. 

 The format of the PAU exam has remained remarkably consistent. Indeed, the 

last time there was a modification in the structure of the exam was in 2005, and only 

minor changes to it were applied. For example, regarding the essay writing question, it 

was decided to provide students with some context, for instance information about 

who is the receiver of the text, or what is its purpose.  

In each PAU exam series,there are the same number of questions, with a 

marking scheme that never changes in order to maintain the internal consistency of the 

exam. This could be seen as positive in terms of minimising the errors that jeopardise 

test reliability in general but, in reality, it means that the criteria need to be very 

generic to satisfy all questions and there is no process by which it comes under review.  
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6.2.2 Marker training 

 
The pool of raters is composed of Bachillerato teachers, “Los tribunales 

calificadores de las pruebas de acceso a la universidad, estarán integrados por personal 

docente universitario y por catedráticos y profesores de enseñanza secundaria que 

impartan bachillerato” (Real Decreto 1892/2008, BOE, 2008, art. 17). These markers 

have a coordination meeting on the evening of the day of the exam is taken, at which 

the marking scheme is presented by the university coordinators. Of course, this 

necessitates that the meetings are held separately in each province. Any issues 

concerning the paper are raised at that moment so raters can begin marking the exam 

papers straightaway. Final marks must be submitted only two or three days later. There 

is no system of online marking and, instead, each teacher takes hard copies of the 

exams home. All trace of a candidate’s name has been deleted from these copies so 

that they are anonymous and, in this sense, there is no danger of malpractice in terms 

of examiners knowing or having any relation with a candidate.  

 At the coordination meeting in Valencia I attended in September 2011, I was 

surprised by its duration as it was very short, lasting only approximately 15-20 minutes. 

No issues were raised related to the objective marking questions. Regarding the writing, 

no standardization was undertaken to ensure that the marking scheme was applied 

correctly and, more importantly, equally across the team of raters. The notion of 

follow-up is a key issue affecting the reliability of the Selectividad exam and one that 

has been raised by several different academics. Moreno Olmedilla mentions that “Los 

correctores no solo realizan su labor de forma aislada, lo cual no garantiza la 

comparabilidad de las puntuaciones obtenidas en distintos tribunales, sino que además 
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están condicionados por la presión del tiempo y por un número de exámenes a todas 

luces excesivo” (1992, p.95) 

In 1992, an investigation was conducted by Escudero and Bueno in order to 

assess PAU marker reliability, since the research literature has traditionally highlighted 

the team of raters as key to the assessment process: “en todos los trabajos anteriores 

se suele percibir el factor tribunal como el elemento potencialmente más perturbador 

de la fiabilidad de la prueba, indicando que el procedimiento debe revisarse en este 

sentido” (1994, p.219).  For the purpose of the research and, in collaboration with the 

University of Zaragoza, parallel teams of official and non-official markers were 

appointed. The initial idea had been to establish two parallel panels and that the study 

would be replicated in other universities but various constraints led to reducing the 

scope of the research. The awarded grades of the first panel (who were appointed by 

Escudero and Bueno) were compared to those of the official panel (of PAU raters from 

Teruel). It must be said that no members of the marking tribunals, with the exception of 

the president and the secretary, were made aware until the final stages of the process 

that their marking was being used for monitoring purposes. It was decided that not 

informing the members of each panel was the best way to preserve the authenticity of 

the study.  After collating the results, one of the main conclusions drawn by Escudero 

and Bueno was that, contrary to general belief, the results of the PAU university entry 

exam were not completely random: “el procedimiento es mucho más consistente de lo 

que se suele decir, o al menos puede serlo, si se utiliza razonablemente, siguiendo las 

previsiones e indicaciones legales” (1994, p.296). Yet, Escudero and Bueno were also 

aware that the consistency of awarded grades in terms of the overall PAU final rating 

was due to a process of compensation between different exams: 
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[…] los distintos ejercicios de la prueba juegan un papel compensatorio entre sí […] sin 

embargo, sí que se observan diferencias particulares, por debajo de este efecto 

compensatorio global antes aludido, que pueden afectar a los ejercicios aislados de la 

prueba de selectividad y a individuos concretos que la realizan […] No se puede olvidar 

que se trata de pruebas abiertas y que su corrección está sujeta a diferencias de criterio. 

Esto se nota en el estudio, aunque luego unas asignaturas compensan con otras. (1994, 

p.296) 

 

They conclude that the nature of the PAU test design, “una prueba abierta” (Escudero 

and Bueno, 1994, p.297), made it almost impossible to avoid some issues such as the 

one described in their study, but they were aware that some solutions could be found 

in order to minimise their effect: “[…] diseñando de manera precisa las cuestiones y los 

criterios de corrección y potenciando los sistemas de coordinación entre tribunales y 

áreas de corrección” (p.296). 

Since Escudero and Bueno’s research, no official reliability data has been 

released and no similar study has been undertaken in Valencia so there is no way of 

assessing the quantifiable impact of the lack of a thorough rater training on the 

students’ final grade. This issue is very important and it needs to be addressed, given 

the high impact of the PAU exam on students’ future professional and academic 

careers.  

 

 

 



COMPARATIVE STUDY OF TWO FOREIGN LANGUAGE EXAMINATIONS FOR UNIVERSITY ENTRY IN ENGLAND AND SPAIN 

 

220 
 

6.2.3 Awarding of grades 

 
 The process of grading the Selectivo exams is relatively straightforward: each 

marker follows the marking scheme (which will be described in Section 6.2.4 below) 

and after any issues referring to the questions have been discussed at the 

standardisation meeting on the day of the exam, raters award marks between 0-10 to 

the papers. There is no potential fluctuation of pass marks, as was the case in the A-

Level marking system. However, as the English PAU exam is a percentage of the overall 

university entry mark (between 8-10%),  it is not necessary to pass each component 

part to be able to pass the overall PAU, as long as the total average for the General 

phase is 4 or higher. Nevertheless, every decimal counts so the higher the mark for the 

student, the better chance s/he will have to access their chosen degree.  

 There is no official post-marking meeting for the PAU. In their equivalent role to 

the UK’s Chief Examiner, the members of the Comisión de Selectividad do not produce a 

final report, although some statistical figures are published about the number of exam 

takers, the average grades and standard deviations. In the last few exam series, the 

English PAU exam average for all students was around 6.2 on a scale of 10. 

 

6.2.4 Task characteristics: English PAU June 2010 Valencian Region 

6.2.4.1 Background information 

As indicated in Chapter Four when describing the purpose and materials used to 

carry out the research for this thesis, a sample from the Valencian region’s (hereafter, 

CV) 2010 English PAU will be analysed, the choice of which can be justified for several 
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reasons. Firstly, given the nature of the decentralised Spanish education system, a 

sample from seventeen different regions would have been too onerous a task given the 

constraints of this project. Secondly, as Table 18 below shows, the PAU exam in 

Valencia does not differ in its core components from the majority of tests in other 

Spanish regions. Furthermore, despite the existence of a Comisión de Selectividad for 

each region (an issue that will be discussed later in the chapter), several Royal and 

regional Decrees establish the nature and configuration of the exam. Therefore, in the 

same way that a sample of the AQA A-level Spanish exam was considered to be 

representative of the tests for other exam boards, it is also possible to assert that the 

exam in the Valencian Region is sufficiently representative of Spain as a whole. Below is 

a comparative table of the characteristics of the 2010 PAU exams in the seventeen 

autonomous Spanish regions. 

 
REGION 

 
TEXT MAIN 

COMPONENT 

 
READING 

COMPREHENSION: 
 

 
USE OF 

LANGUAGE 

 
COMPOSITION 

 
LISTENING 

ANDALUCIA  Short answer 
T/F 

Gap-filling 
(lexis, grammar) 

Choice of 2 
120 words 

(related topics) 

X 

ARAGÓN  Short answer 
T/F 

Rewriting No Choice 
80-120 words 

Related to main 
topic 

X 

ASTURIAS  Short answer Gap-filling 
Cloze (no options) 

Phonetics 

No Choice 
100-120 words 
Related topic 

X 

BALEARES  Short answer 
T/F 

Synonyms 

Gap-filling 
Rewriting 
Phonetics 

No choice 
100-150 words 
Related to main 

topic 

X 

CANARIAS  T/F 
Synonyms 

Gap-filling 
Short answer in 

context 

Choice of 2 
Related-ish to topic 

100 words 

X 

CANTABRIA  T/F 
Short answer 

Synonyms 

Rewriting No Choice 
100 words 

Related to topic 

X 

CASTILLA LA MANCHA  T/F Synonyms 
Phonetics 
Rewriting 

No Choice 
100-125 words 
Related to topic 

X 

CASTILLA LEÓN  T/F 
Short answer 

Multiple choice 
Synonyms 

Rewriting/ 
transformation 

No choice 
90-120 words 

Related to topic 

X 



COMPARATIVE STUDY OF TWO FOREIGN LANGUAGE EXAMINATIONS FOR UNIVERSITY ENTRY IN ENGLAND AND SPAIN 

 

222 
 

 

Table 18.The seventeen Spanish regional PAU tests and tasks 

Table 18 illustrates a number of interesting similarities between the regions that are 

worthy of brief comment: 

(i) There is no speaking part in any of the PAU exams across Spain. 

(ii) All of the PAU exams use a text as their main task element. Therefore it 

can be asserted that, without a doubt, Reading is the central skill 

assessed in the PAU exam. 

(iii)  70.5% of PAU exams use a short answer or a T/F exercise. The remaining 

29.5% use synonyms or multiple choice as a way of assessing reading 

comprehension. In addition, 70.5% of PAU exams use more than one 

CATALUÑA  Multiple choice X Choice of 2 
100+ words 

Related to topic 

 
Multiple choice 

EXTREMADURA  Short answer 
 

Rewriting Choice of 2 
80 + words 

Related to topic 
Short advice? 

X 

GALICIA  Summary 
Synonyms 

Short answer 

Rewriting No Choice 
120 words 

Related to topic 

 
Multiple choice 

LA RIOJA  Multiple choice 
T/F 

Rewriting/ 
transformation 

Gap-filling 
Synonyms 

Summary 
(40-45 words) 

Choice of 2 
100-150 words 
Related to topic 

X 

MADRID  T/F 
Short answer 

Synonyms 

Gap-filling No choice 
Composition 

100-150 words 

X 

MURCIA  Multiple Choice 
 

Synonyms 
Cloze 

Complete the 
sentence 

No Choice 
2 x 50 words 

One related to 
reading 

comprehension 

X 

NAVARRA  Short answer 
T/F 

Synonyms 
Cloze (with words 

given) 

Choice of 2 
150 words 

Related to topic 

X 

PAIS VASCO  Short answer 
T/F 

Synonyms Choice of 2 
130 words 

Related to topic 

X 

COMUNIDAD 
VALENCIANA 

 Short answer 
T/F 

Multiple Choice 

Synonyms No Choice 
130-150 words 

Related to topic 

X 
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exercise in the reading comprehension section. The CV exam belongs to 

this group. 

(iv)  11.7% (only 2 regions in total) include a listening test in the PAU. These 

are Cataluña and Galicia and, in both cases, the tasks are multiple-choice. 

CV is one of the large majority of regions that do not have a listening 

component. 

(v) All PAU exams include a “use of language” section. 35% of them use a 

synonyms exercise to evaluate this, 17.6% include a phonetics task, 35% 

employ a rewriting exercise and a further 47% use some sort of gap-

filling or cloze exercise. In the CV, a synonyms exercise is used.  

(vi) Finally, all seventeen PAU exam variants insist upon one piece of writing, 

with the exception of Murcia and La Rioja where students write two 

compositions. However, the number of words students must write varies 

from 80 to 150. The CV is one of the regions to have the highest number 

of words for this task, stipulating that candidates must write 130-50 

words. 41% of the exams offer a choice between two topics (in the vast 

majority of cases, these are related to the main reading text students 

have worked on before). The 59% of remaining exams contain just one 

option. The CV exam belongs to this last group.  

 

Taking the above comparative data into account, there is clearly enough evidence to 

support the view that the CV PAU exam shares most of the characteristics features of 

most PAU exams in Spain and it is therefore a valid sample for the purposes of this 

thesis.  
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6.2.4.2 The English PAU June 2010 Valencian Region3 

 The main element of the PAU test is a text, around which both the reading and 

the writing tasks are set. There are no tasks in this test that require the use of the 

students’ native language. The whole exam lasts for 90 minutes. 

 

 

For Task 1, students must answer two questions based on the content of the 

text. Students must use their own words and use the target language. 

 

 

 

In Task 2, there is a True/False exercise in which students also have to justify 

their decision by underlining the relevant phrase/sentence in the text. 

 

                                                           
3The complete 2010 June English PAU paper can be consulted in Appendix 6. 
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Task 3 is a synonym task. Students match some given words from the text with 

their corresponding synonyms. There are two extra distractors that are not needed but, 

nevertheless, this exercise could easily be completed without the text. 

 

 

 

For Task 4, students have a multiple-choice activity. They must complete a 

number of sentences with one of the options a, b or c. 

 

 

 

Task 5 is a written composition. Students must write 130-150 words based on a 

set question related to the content on the previous text. Students have no choices of 

topic and neither is there an indication of the format or the register they must use. 



COMPARATIVE STUDY OF TWO FOREIGN LANGUAGE EXAMINATIONS FOR UNIVERSITY ENTRY IN ENGLAND AND SPAIN 

 

226 
 

 

Table 19. Item typology in the English PAU 2010 series 

  

From Table 19, it is a clear that there is a conscious design of the PAU to make student 

responses as objective as possible, with three out of the five tasks (60%) requiring 

closed responses and therefore fulfilling this requirement. However, 40% of the tasks 

(the ones that involve verbal response) are of a subjective nature and, for these 

sections, the marking scheme acquires paramount importance to judge students’ 

responses. 

The marking scheme for the subjective tasks in the PAU is worth considering in 

more detail so as to illustrate some of the problematic reliability issues that it raises. 

For the reading comprehension, Option A has been selected but, as the same marking 

scheme applies to Option B, this could just as easily have been chosen for comment 

(Appendix 10). 

 

 

 OBJECTIVE 
TYPE ITEM 

SUBJECTIVE 
TYPE ITEM 

VERBAL 
RESPONSE-
L1 

VERBAL 
RESPONSE- 
L2 

NON-
VERBAL 
RESPONSE 

% BY SKILL 

TASK 1 
Reading 

     75% objective, 
non-verbal 
response type 
items 
25% subjective, 
verbal 
response type 
items. 
 

TASK 2 
Reading  

     

TASK 3 
Reading  

     

TASK 4 
Reading  

     

TASK 5 
Writing  

     100% 
subjective, 
verbal 
response L2 
items. 
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TASK 1, Reading comprehension. 

I. Answer the following questions using your own words but taking into account 

the information in the text (2 points: 1 point each) 

a) Why can YouTube users get money from video sharing? PAR. 1 

b) How can YouTube be used for democratic purposes? PAR. 3 

  

 

Firstly, although the rubric of the question clearly states “using your own words”, in 

terms of rating students’ responses, there is only a brief indication of where the 

information regarding the answer can be found. (In this case, “PAR. 1” and “PAR. 2”). 

Without providing further detail about the nature of the expected answers, it is unclear 

how raters will respond to several unresolved issues. For example, 

 

(i) In such short-answer questions, how much “lifting” is allowed?   

(ii) How much grammatical/spelling inconsistencies are allowed?  

(iii) If accuracy is to be taken into account, what percentage of the mark does this 

represent? 

(iv) To what extent is sentence structure important? 

 

There should be, for example, a list of acceptable misspellings provided to raters and 

further guidelines should be given about the tolerance for lifting or copying from the 

text. Already, this brief analysis of the marking scheme for the first subjective question 

of the PAU exam (worth 15% of the overall mark) shows that there is a need to give 
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more detail if raters’  judgements about students’ responses are going to be consistent 

and therefore reliable. 

 Task 5 is, as mentioned before, the only written task that PAU students perform 

during the exam. Although one might think this question clearly elicits an opinion essay, 

it could be argued that more context and instructions should be provided for students 

(in fact, in accordance with the agreed modifications in 2005) if they are to do the task 

successfully. For example, the instructions could give an indication of the intended 

audience for the composition, since it is not the same to write an article for a magazine 

that specializes in technology as it is to publish one’s opinion on a personal blog. 

Students’ decisions about register would be fundamentally affected by such a 

stipulation and, consequently, so would the rater’s ability to judge the successfulness of 

the candidate’s language choices. The more specific the instructions that are given, the 

more focused the writing will be, and as a consequence, the more precise the marking 

scheme will become. 

Further instructions regarding the marking of the writing component can be 

found in Appendix 10. But, for the purpose of the current analysis, a brief extract will be 

sufficient:  
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Parte B. Producción escrita. Valor total de este apartado 4 puntos. 

En esta parte se pide que los alumnos produzcan un texto de 130-150 palabras. 

En este apartado se ha de valorar la capacidad de comunicación del alumno en un 

inglés aceptable al expresar su opinión e ideas sobre aspectos relacionados con el texto 

propuesto. Habrá que valorar cuanto de positivo haya podido llevar a cabo el alumno y 

no fijarse únicamente en los errores gramaticales. Sería fundamental considerar los 

siguientes aspectos: 

 

1.- Aspectos de carácter estratégico: con un máximo de 0,5 puntos. 

2.- Corrección gramatical: con un máximo de 1,5 puntos. 

3.- Claridad de expresión y organización textual: con un máximo de 1 punto. 

4.- Variedad, riqueza y precisión léxica: con un máximo de 1 punto. 

 

 

This is an example of an analytic marking grid, in which various aspects are 

considered in certain detail. As each aspect also has some sub-traits, it slows down the 

marking process but it also has a positive impact on the reliability of the marking, since 

raters need to award specific grades to specific areas. This type of marking is 

particularly useful to guarantee a certain level of reliability amongst inexperienced 

raters or, in the case of the PAU, raters who have not received any training or 

standardization.  

However, it can clearly be seen that, as was the case with the marking scheme 

for the reading comprehension, there is a straightforward inconsistency in the marking 

scheme for Task 5. On the one hand, it tries to encourage positive marking (indicated in 
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bold font above), insisting that raters should not only focus on grammatical mistakes 

but instead value what the student has done successfully. However, on the other hand, 

the grammatical accuracy of the composition is allocated 1.5 marks (or 37.5%) out of a 

possible 4 for this section.  

The small range of marks for each criterion also represents a problem. For 

example, the “Claridad de expresión y organización” criterion, worth one point (or 25% 

of the overall mark) includes six further descriptors that need to be taken into account. 

This makes it almost impossible to determine how much value should be given to each 

descriptor. For example, it is not clear if a rater should award 0.1667 for a student’s 

performance in each descriptor or allocate marks more holistically.  Furthermore, the 

lack of ability bands undoubtedly creates problems and affects the reliability amongst 

markers. This is even more accentuated by the fact that, at the standardisation 

meeting, no mention is given to the written part of the exam. There is, therefore, no 

indication of what constitutes strong or weak writing, no Examiner’s Reports from 

previous years are made available to allow raters a comparison with earlier exam series. 

Raters are not provided with essay models and there is no benchmarking.   

 In conclusion, the open answer or subjective parts of this exam which, in terms 

of the points awarded to students represent 60% of the overall grade, need thorough 

revision in order to ensure the reliability of results and marking standardisation. 

Otherwise, students’ results are being assessed by fundamentally subjective 

judgements about their work, which is ultimately unfair. No matter how experienced 

the raters are, they need a framework to help them make objective decisions about a 

candidate’s work.  
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 Watts and García Carbonell have studied the issue of rater agreement in the 

English PAU exam, obtaining remarkable results. They wanted to investigate the 

precision of the marking criteria and the way in which raters negotiated these in 

relation to the sample to be corrected. For that purpose, their work included a proposal 

for a focused-holistic marking scheme (which is included in Appendix 11).They suggest: 

 

Los criterios representan los perfiles de los varios niveles de corrección atendiendo a 

ciertos rasgos definidos. Las muestras que son objeto de evaluación se juzgan por su 

adecuación a dichos perfiles. Este tipo de criterios combina las ventajas de la rapidez del 

método global y la obligación de considerar diversos aspectos del método analítico, que 

en principio favorece a los jueces menos experimentados. El uso de este tipo de criterio 

parece apropiado en los exámenes a gran escala, como lo demuestra el hecho de que se 

utilicen en la evaluación de la producción escrita en los renombrados exámenes de Inglés 

como Lengua Extranjera de la University of Cambridge Local Examinations Syndicate (el 

Proficiency y el First Certificate); el de Educational Testing Service (el Test of Written 

English del TOEFL); y del Instituto de Lengua Inglesa de la Universidad de Michigan 

(también llamado Proficiency) (1999, p.180) 

 

Watts and García Carbonell conclude that the correction criteria for the English 

PAU is insufficient to discriminate students accurately and, therefore, clearer grade 

boundaries and descriptors are needed to be introduced. In order to prove the 

consistency of their proposed criteria, they worked with two groups of four raters each, 

who would be in charge of marking a sample of one hundred exams. One group used 

the current marking criteria for the PAU exam and the other group used the newly 

devised criteria by Watts and García Carbonell. None of the raters had previous 
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experience of marking PAU exams and, therefore, they could not be influenced by prior 

familiarity with the marking scheme in place. The results of the study showed that the 

new focused-holistic criteria produced more consistent results than the traditional-

holistic ones and, as a result, reliability increased in the overall marks: 

 

[…] los nuevos criterios actúan sobre los jueces restringiendo su variabilidad y sobre las 

calificaciones diversificándolas. Es decir, con los nuevos criterios los jueces consiguen una 

mayor finura o precisión en la medición, que se complementa con una mayor diversidad 

de los resultados, teniendo como efecto una mejor situación de los sujetos (1999, p. 

185). 

 

This improved level of consistency and reliability was further demonstrated 

when, four months after the initial study, two experienced raters were invited to mark 

20 of the tests using the focused-holistic criteria. Again, the results showed a high 

degree of consistency in the awarded marks. As such, Watts and García Carbonell’s 

study highlights the need to coordinate raters regularly in order to preserve uniformity. 

In terms of extrapolating the results of their investigation within the context of the 

Spanish university entry exam, they also make several suggestions to improve the rating 

process: firstly, a careful design of the marking criteria is needed, as well as samples of 

answers that would correspond to the different levels and would be the model for 

raters; secondly, raters should meet regularly to discuss any issues arising from the 

application of the criteria; and, thirdly, Watts and García Carbonell propose assessing 

marker consistency through the use of statistical data to check both inter- and intra-

rater reliability. Their study, therefore, is further proof that, with adequate (and 
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relatively cost effective) changes, the reliability of the English PAU grade awarding 

system could improve dramatically.  

A further study by Herrera Soler, which analysed if the English exam was 

sufficiently discriminatory, is also worthy of brief comment. Using data from the 1998 

PAU English test and, specifically, the first thirty papers marked by a group of eight 

raters, he analysed the distribution of marks in both the open (or subjective) and the 

closed (or objective) items. In Herrera Soler’s conclusions, there was a shocking 

revelation:  

 

[…] the objective items, which average 50% of the final scores, affect the goal of the test: 

to discriminate among students. Consequently, the discrimination of the students’ 

performace merely rests on the subjective items […] Hence, it can be concluded that the 

validity of the objective items is called into question in the ET [English Test] studied and 

that attention should be focused on the design and calibration of the objective items in 

order to guarantee the validity and the discriminative power this specific English 

Proficiency Test should have (1999, pp. 104-105).   

 

Herrera Soler’s findings about the objective items, together with Watts and 

García Carbonell’s reflections on the rating system, further support the argument that 

urgent change is needed to the English PAU exam if the marks that it generates are to 

have a higher degree of reliability. 

The English PAU has been subjected to criticism for a number of years, mainly 

because of its lack of an oral component. Despite the efforts of some academics, 

Comisiones de Selectividad and teachers to improve the test – for example, by 

introducing more objective questions and lengthening the reading comprehension text 



COMPARATIVE STUDY OF TWO FOREIGN LANGUAGE EXAMINATIONS FOR UNIVERSITY ENTRY IN ENGLAND AND SPAIN 

 

234 
 

– the reality is that the exam still remains much the same as it was in 1984, the year in 

which foreign language university entry exams were introduced. The conclusion that 

can be drawn from this is that the PAU marking scheme needs a thorough revision, a 

more defined rubric and a move towards a focused-holistic format. This will help 

markers make more objective decisions about student grades, which will result in an 

increased level of both marker reliability and in the reliability of the overall exam. It is 

also worth highlighting, in complete agreement with the proposals made by Watts and 

García Carbonell, that marker training needs to improve and that a system of rater 

monitoring must be implemented. Specialization in different questions or online 

marking of exams could also be alternatives to the traditional paper test currently 

available, allowing for statistical data to be rapidly produced, analysed and used for the 

further improvement of the testing system. With the use of online marking, some tests 

could be monitored by the examiners and also double-marked for consistency. Aside 

from technical issues, the current pool of raters should hold a meeting after the PAU 

exam during which they are able to go through a process of thorough standardisation, 

particularly regarding the written questions. At this meeting, it would be a good idea to 

introduce exam samples to be marked and discussed openly with other colleagues. This, 

of course, might be affected by time constraints if real samples from the current cohort 

were used, since the meeting would have to be held after the date of the exam and, as 

mentioned before, the deadline for the submission of marks is very tight. However, a 

slight delay in the submission of marks is justified from the point of view of the 

importance of the final grade obtained.  

If some or all of these changes to the English PAU would come into place, there 

would be an initial period of adaptation but, with a relatively stable pool of examiners 
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in each region, it would only take few exam series (perhaps four convocatorias) for 

them to become familiar with the new marking system and for the whole process to 

work efficiently, provided, as mentioned before, the monitoring and coordination of 

raters is done on a regular basis. The long-term benefits of this would outnumber any 

possible short-term inconveniences as there would be a much more reliable assessment 

system. Furthermore, all stakeholders in the PAU process would be assured that there 

were measures in place to ensure the quality of the marking and the reliability of the 

awarded grades.   

 

 

6.3 COMPARISON 

Reliability is of paramount importance for test design. For that reason, it is 

rather surprising that, in both England and Spain, this concept has only recently 

become appraised with any degree of thoroughness in the critical literature. When 

comparing the English and Spanish assessments in this chapter, reliability has been 

evaluated from a double perspective: on the one hand, the reliability of the exam itself 

(its internal consistency) and, on the other hand, its reliability in terms of rater 

performance.  

 On the subject of internal consistency, the reality is that very little data is 

actually available. In Spain, in fact, no data is published about the reliability of the PAU 

tests in any of the Spanish regions. As Herrera Soler points out, “Research both on 

placement tests […] and on the ET [English Test] in the Spanish University Entrance 

Examinations is scant: just cut off points, pass or fail percentages and little more in the 

media” (1999, p. 90). Without statistical information about the exam papers, it is 
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impossible to make a judgment about this aspect of the assessment process. If there 

were a will to carry out this research, it would be responsibility of the Comisiones de 

Selectividad to manage the collation and analysis of data for each exam series, and 

that would necessitate an independent study for each regional commission. However, 

a more satisfactory proposal would be that, in order to provide a review system with 

sufficient rigour and impartiality, this data should be collected by the Ministry of 

Education, since its results could potentially shed light onto the inequalities that 

seriously affect students’ results — for instance, if the PAU in a specific region is more 

or less reliable than the ones in other regions.  

In England, reliability studies have been produced by the exam boards and 

government regulatory bodies since 2010 in order to comply with quality assurance 

regulations and assessment design guidelines set by Ofqual. This data, however, has 

not been made available to the general public. Yet, in order to ascertain the usefulness 

of releasing such reliability data to the stakeholders, Ofqual undertook the Reliability 

Programme in 2010 and its initial conclusions were presented in March 2011. Since 

this initiative has already been described in Chapter Four, there is no need for further 

exhaustive comment here. However, Ofqual’s observation that the public must be 

educated if they are to be able to access the complexities of reliability data displays 

the commitment that exists to improving their assessment processes and to maintain a 

high standard at every level. Not only that, but Ofqual also wants the general public 

(and particularly students, parents and teachers) to understand as much as possible 

about the statistical mechanisms in place and the implications that particular results 

can have. In short, they want to make the assessment process and the delivery of 

results as transparent as possible for everybody involved, an attitude that stands in 
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marked contrast to the Spanish system, where data (if it is produced at all) is not made 

available for public scrutiny.  

Another fundamental aspect of reliability is related to the marking process and 

the role of markers in ensuring the results are trustworthy. In England, candidates can 

apply for different roles within the assessment process (such as Principal Examiner, 

examiner or moderator) and they are approved for these roles depending on their area 

of expertise and their teaching experience. This process is, in essence, replicated in 

Spain as experienced Bachillerato teachers also apply to the regional universities to 

become markers. The main difference between the English and Spanish systems, 

therefore, resides not in the selection of raters but in their standardization and the 

marking process itself.  

Leaving aside time constraints (Selectividad examiners have only a few days to 

mark their exams, whereas English markers have around two to three weeks), there is 

a clear difference of procedure in the two countries. In England, raters from the 

individual exam boards are required to attend a standardization meeting —which is 

either face-to-face or online —and, at that meeting, the raters are allocated the 

questions that they will be marking. In the English system, not all markers correct all 

parts of the same candidate’s exam, as there is a preference for specialist raters to 

assess specific questions (not only according to their academic expertise but also in 

terms of their teaching and marking experience). They also have the opportunity to 

meet with their coordinator/supervisor and, most importantly, they are obliged to 

mark a set of sample papers following the marking scheme provided by the exam 

board. Very often boards require that this has been done prior to the standardization 

meeting so that an individual rater’s performance can be compared and analysed in 
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relation to others. In this way, markers whose evaluation of the sample papers is found 

to be inadequate are sent home thus ensuring that substandard raters do not have the 

opportunity to mark official exams. What is of paramount importance here is that this 

meeting grants the opportunity for those raters who meet the exam board’s standards 

to discuss any issues that arise from the standardization process and to resolve 

disagreements that occur about the awarded scores. It is also a chance for the 

coordinators to identify any problems within the marking scheme in order to make the 

necessary adjustments before the official exam is marked.  But the reliability process 

does not end there. As most of the marking for the A-level Spanish exam is nowadays 

conducted online, coordinators are required to moderate marking samples regularly, 

thus ensuring that all markers comply with the same standards. Markers, in turn, can 

also redirect problematic scripts to the coordinator, who will take the ultimate 

decision about the grade to award. Thus, there is a constant monitoring process within 

the English system and also a well-established support network for markers that 

intends to proactively resolve any issues before the students’ marks are officially 

submitted.  This structure clearly intends to ensure that the marking of an exam paper 

is carried out as thoroughly and as fairly as possible, thus increasing its reliability.  

In contrast to the English system, in Spain, the English PAU coordination 

meeting is held on the very same day of the exam, therefore meaning that there is no 

time to select any samples for potential discussion amongst examiners. Consequently, 

the meeting is mostly used to confirm the correct answers for the multiple choice 

exercises but there is no discussion about the writing component of the test.This is 

particularly problematic because it is the one part of the exam that involves rater’s 

subjective interpretation of the given mark scheme and, as such, it is the part of the 
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PAU in which reliability is most at issue. Even if no issues in relation to the marking 

scheme arise at the coordination meeting, some sort of standardization process must 

be introduced into the Spanish PAU system if the reliability of the marking is to be 

increased.  

 The design of marking schemes is another key aspect of the process by which 

an exam can be deemed reliable, particularly regarding the more subjective or open 

response questions, which are unavoidable in language tests if the intention is to test 

students’ ability in the four skills. The A-level exam works on what Watts and García 

Carbonell have termed a focused-holistic marking criteria: “Este tipo de criterio 

combina las ventajas de la rapidez del método global y la obligación de considerar 

diversos aspectos del método analítico” (1999, p. 179). By situating students within 

bands, markers make decisions which take into account different aspects of 

candidates’ written and spoken productions. The marking scheme for Selectividad, on 

the other hand, is analytic. There are no bands, just examples of criteria used to 

evaluate the students’ written work and even those seem incomplete (see Appendix 

10).   

Of course it is self-evident that the more defined the bands are, the better and 

more reliable the marking of an exam paper will be, an observation that is reinforced 

by Watts and García Carbonell’s experiment. Reliability can be further enhanced by a 

thorough standardization process which uses meetings with raters to engage with and 

to critically evaluate the marking procedure. Furthermore, detailed and frequent 

monitoring of marker performance is required for quality assurance. None of this is 

possible in the current Spanish PAU system, as there is inadequate time between the 

exam going live and the deadline when raters must submit students’ marks.  
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CHAPTER VII 

PROPOSAL FOR ASSESSING SPANISH STUDENTS’ LEVEL OF 

ENGLISH 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A failure is not always a mistake, it may simply be the best one can do 

under the circumstances. The real mistake is to stop trying. 

 

B.F.Skinner 
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7.1 INTRODUCTION 

Despite what was said in Chapters Five and Six about systemic failures 

associated with the English PAU, there are still some who proclaim the virtue of the 

Selectivo’s face validity:  

 

[…] el rodaje de tres décadas del sistema de selectividad ha desembocado en una 

situación que, con un amplio consenso social, podría considerarse como 

razonablemente satisfactoria: se reconoce que las pruebas, sucesivamente afinadas, 

discriminan aceptablemente entre sujetos aptos y  no aptos […], siguen sirviendo para 

refrendar los conocimientos adquiridos y las capacidades desarrolladas durante la 

etapa preuniversitaria, y sirven igualmente para ordenar de una manera ecuánime el 

proceso de elección de estudios universitarios.(Cátedra UNESCO, 2005, p. 5) 

 

Such a viewpoint is, however, in marked contrast to the majority of experts 

who concur that this high-stakes test needs significant alterations if it is to conform to 

the best European practice established by the CEFR. To date, the proposed changes 

have been of three main types:  

 

 The most discussed amongst Bachillerato teachers and academics (Gimeno, 

2008; Sanz Saiz, 2005; García Laborda, 2012; and Fernández Álvarez, 2005), is 

that there is a need to include the oral component in the PAU by adding a 

listening comprehension and a speaking part to the exam.  
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 That tests should become computerized as a way to make the test easier to 

implement and because of the positive washback effect it would have (García 

Laborda, 2006; Gimeno, 2008; and Sanz Saiz, 2005). 

 Improvement has to be made to the Selectivo’s marking schemes and there is a 

need for greater training of assessors (Watts and Carbonell, 1999; Figueras, 

2007; and Fernández Álvarez, 2007). 

 

In this chapter, each of these options will be discussed in more detail. But, 

unlike in previous studies, a proposal will be made that goes beyond making 

suggestions for modifying the PAU exam. Instead, it will be explained that radical 

reformulation of the entire structure that underpins the PAU is essential if any 

superficial future changes to the exam’s format are to be effective. 

 

7.1.1 Addition of the oral component to the English PAU 

Firstly, regarding the inclusion of speaking and listening items in the English 

PAU, it needs to be stressed that the 2008 Royal Decree established the need for an 

oral element to become a mandatory part of all foreign language PAU exams (DOCV, 

2008). In addition, it allowed for a period of four years during which schools and 

colleges could adapt to this new requirement, therefore giving them adequate time to 

make the necessary alterations within their centres in terms of planning, staffing and 

other logistical issues. The Decree and its reinterpretation in the Valencian Region 

were also flexible in terms of the weight that the oral component would have for the 

students’ overall Selectividad mark. Initially, the listening and speaking parts would 

weigh 10% of the overall mark, before that percentage gradually increased until the 
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four skills would be equally balanced at 25% each. This approach, which seems 

intended to be as fair as possible with students, teachers and educational centres, also 

relied on the assumption that each cohort, having had longer to prepare for the new 

format than the one before, would be able to cope with the new test better 

(particularly as past papers would progressively become available, a valuable resource 

through which students could become familiar with the specifics of the PAU exam).  

It is now 2012 and at the English Selectividad coordination meeting in 

November 2011 which I attended, it was announced that the process of introducing 

this oral component will now be delayed in the Valencian region for at least another 

academic year. This caused a large amount of consternation amongst teachers, 

particularly from those who, in the midst of a period of economic frugality and even 

cuts, have already invested part of their valuable budget in providing extra preparatory 

oral opportunities for the students. Of course, these lessons constitute a valuable 

source of practice for the students who will consequently improve their oral skills. Yet, 

as they will now only have to take a written exam, many teachers felt that they had 

wasted both time and money practicing the oral skills when they could instead have 

focused on improving their students’ grammatical and lexical competences, aspects 

that have much more relevance in the context of this year’s PAU exam. 

Additionally, on the 5th of March, a press release in Levante, one of the local 

newspapers (Ducajú, 2012), announced the piloting of the oral component in May 

2012 with a small group of students, in order to “conocer el nivel de los alumnos y 

comprobar el tiempo que se tarda en realizar una prueba oral” (ibid.), since “[…] la 

falta de un procedimiento establecido y el tiempo que hubiera supuesto someter a 

miles de alumnos al mismo llevó al Ministerio de Educación a retirar el borrador del 
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real decreto que lo desarrollaba” (ibid.). In personal communication with J.R. Insa, and 

Carmen Soler, English coordinators from the Comisión de selectividad in Valencia, I 

asked for more details about the pilot (J.R Insa, personal communication, March 10; C. 

Soler, personal communication, June 26). Unfortunately, at the time of the 

communication, neither of them was in a position to provide much detail about the 

procedure for the pilot or its outcomes. Such a pilot will also take place in another six 

regions (Principado de Asturias, Aragón, Baleares, Castilla-La Mancha, Madrid and La 

Rioja), a clear indication that it is not only Valencia that has defaulted on the 

requirements of the 2008 Royal Decree and, thus, of the widespread inability (or 

unwillingness) of the autonomous regions to implement such changes.  

Apart from the fact that the pilot, as far as the news article indicated, will only 

involve the oral expression component and not listening comprehension, there are 

three key — and striking — issues regarding this matter. First of all, there is the tacit 

suggestion that the other parts of the exam will remain the same as they are now. That 

is to say that, since 2008, there has been no procedure in place to review the current 

assessment from a holistic point of view. As was pointed out in Chapter Five, however, 

there are important flaws within the current examination that have nothing to do with 

the lack of the oral component but instead with issues that affect the validity and 

reliability of the test, such as the number of questions and the marking criteria used. 

Yet again, it seems that another opportunity to establish a mechanism for PAU review 

and appraisal (in line with the English and/or CEFR model) has been lost.  

Secondly, if national and local governments want to add a listening 

comprehension component and an oral production section to the assessment of 

second languages (in this case, English) in order that educational authorities can feel 
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that they have satisfied the requirements of evaluating Communicative Competence, 

then they are sadly mistaken. Teachers will of course make greater efforts to improve 

the oral skills of their students, whose level of spoken English and overall experience of 

learning a language will improve over time, but this approach will not solve the 

underlying problems of this high-stakes test because, although all four skills will now 

be assessed, the manner in which they are evaluated remains problematic in terms of, 

for instance, the scope of the sample of language assessed (content validity). It will 

only serve to mask a highly flawed process.  

Thirdly, and perhaps more significantly, it is impossible not to wonder why this 

pilot which intends to determine the length of time required for an oral component 

has not been carried out before in the four years since the 2008 Royal Decree. In 

essence, it has taken the entire period of time originally allocated for logistical 

adjustments simply to reach a decision that a pilot to gauge what those logistical 

factors might be should be begun.  

Although the Levante article asserts that the intention of the pilot is to know 

the level of the students and to find out how long it will take to complete each of the 

exams, it could be argued that this is simply a way by national and local governments 

to disguise their lack of planning and the failure of their quality management. 

Fundamentally, the level of attainment for the students taking the PAU should be that 

already established in the Bachillerato curriculum. In addition, even taking into 

account the different variables involved in the assessment process, it is not realistic to 

think that a small scale oral pilot such as this one is going to reveal the true complexity 

of students’ ability and so, to this extent, the pilot will reveal nothing that is not 

already known. Given that the English Selectivo is a criterion-referenced test, the 
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results of the pilot will not influence the pass mark, unless the authorities are 

considering the possibility of adapting the current PAU to the students’ real levels of 

competence. But since the local Valencian government has indicated that the current 

standard for Bachillerato lies above an A2 level, it is difficult to envisage a change in 

such a criterion-referenced approach.1The results of the pilot, therefore, will have little 

(if any) influence on the level of attainment for any future PAU oral tests. Furthermore, 

if that was really the intention, the final report should provide details about the sample 

of participant students’ attainment in relation to the other skills and also a number of 

factors that affect linguistic ability such as gender, type of school, ratio of students per 

class, experience of travelling abroad and so on. This information would provide the 

general public, and more importantly, Selectivo stakeholders, with a thorough picture 

of the generalizability of the results. However, it seems rather unlikely that such 

valuable and detailed data will result from the pilot.  

The second objective of the pilot (to ascertain how long it takes to conduct an 

oral test) seems equally pointless. Given that the process will use a procedure “similar 

al de las pruebas de certificación de idiomas” (Ducajú, 2005), it would have been 

sufficient to liaise with test designers and experienced assessment professionals from 

the local Escuela Oficial de Idiomas (EOI), University Language Centres or prestigious 

external exam boards (such as Cambridge) in order to obtain an accurate picture of the 

timings required for such a test.  A degree of cynicism about the true rationale for 

undertaking the pilot seems unavoidable. From the above, it is clear that the most 

likely outcome of this venture is an investment of time and money that will produce 

very little that is not already known or that could have been established with much 

                                                           
1 Students who wish to do so, can obtain certification of A2 level in a foreign language at the end of the 
compulsory secondary education by taking a special internal exam. 
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greater efficiency. It is difficult, therefore, not to conclude that, rather than being 

undertaken for the purposes of essential research, the pilot is merely an attempt to 

further delay the introduction of the official oral test as part of the PAU.  

 

7.1.2 Computerization of tests 

Having considered the implications of adding an oral component to the English 

PAU, the second commonly proposed change that will be critically evaluated is a 

possible computerization of the test.  

First of all, it is important to stress that, as García Laborda & Gimeno Sanz, 

(2007) have previously suggested, if such an innovation was introduced, the construct 

of the exam would have to be thoroughly revised. Secondly, computer-based marking 

would not only would mean a faster turnaround of exam results, but it would also 

provide a set of statistical data that could be used to inform both test users and 

stakeholders about different aspects in relation to the examination. For example, if the 

time allocation is sufficient to perform the tasks, or more technical data about test 

item behaviour. Finally, from a practical point of view, students could take the exam in 

their own centres, a factor that could contribute to lower their stress levels and 

therefore reduce the percentage sources of uncontrollable error. 

However, despite the potentially positive consequences of using a 

computerized test, this remains in reality an unattainable goal at the moment. On the 

one hand, there is a significant lack of resources in some centres. Moreover, even if 

students from those centres that are unequipped to deliver the PAU tests themselves 

continue to take the test at their local university, not having the resources to practice 
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the exam prior to it going live would give students in centres that do have appropriate 

computer facilities a clear and unfair advantage.  

However, having pointed out these potential problems, the computerization of 

the PAU test must be a long-term goal of the Spanish educational system. It will have 

many long-term advantages for the exam even though, at the moment, such 

computerization by itself would not solve the more pressing issues regarding validity 

and reliability of results.  

 

7.1.3 Improving of the marking schemes and rater training 

The third type of commonly proposed change is related to the notion of 

marking criteria and rater training. Some academics (including Watts & Carbonell, 

1999; Figueras, 2007; and Fernández Álvarez, 2007) have been highly critical of the 

current marking procedures for the PAU and they have, in particular, emphasized the 

lack of standardization measures for the marking of the open questions (which account 

for approximately 40% of the overallmark). This lack of standardization and rater 

training was something I witnessed personally when I attended the PAU markers’ 

meeting in September 2011. At the meeting, held after a tiresome evening of 

invigilating the English PAU exam, there was no opportunity to discuss the marking of 

the more subjective part of the test, the essay question. Instead, the correct answers 

for the objective questions were given to check if there were any issues with them.  

There have also been several proposals for alternative marking schemes (by, for 

example, Watts, 1997 or Watts & Carbonell, 1999). However, nothing has changed 

which suggests that those with the power to instigate assessment reform have little 

interest in (or knowledge of) the proposals of academics with expertise in this field.  
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The fact that raters have very little time to mark the PAU exam papers should 

not be an excuse to justify the lack of standardization that currently exists. In fact, 

raters are not monitored at any stage of the marking process, neither before they start 

or during their marking of the tests. Furthermore, unlike in the English system, there is 

also no procedure in place by which statistical data about a marker can be made 

available. For example, markers may be asked to mark the same item more than once, 

therefore the level of inter-rater consistency can be assessed. In England, this type of 

data allows the coordinators of the Spanish A-level exams to assess the training needs 

of the individual raters and, in some extreme instances, it also demonstrates the 

unsuitability of some markers to perform their tasks adequately. 

It goes without saying that the introduction of a rigorous system of marker 

training is of paramount importance in Spain. With such a mechanism, raters who are 

shown to lack the necessary expertise could be given further training to improve their 

performance or they could even be removed from the process altogether. Both 

outcomes would help to ensure the quality and consistency of PAU exam marking. At 

the moment, as there is no such system in place, rater performance can have a 

significance (and unquantifiable) impact on the grades that are awarded to students 

and, thus, on their futures. As such, the reliability of the marking for the PAU is 

currently highly questionable and, therefore, severely undermines the integrity of the 

whole exam process. 

 

7.1.4 Next Steps 

All of the aspects discussed above – the introduction of an oral component, the 

computerization of tests and improvements to the marking schemes and rater training 
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– would undoubtedly contribute to a more reliable English PAU exam. Yet these 

alterations, though important, are also superficial in the sense that they focus on the 

nature of the test without fully considering the underlining process upon which it is 

based. However, in this thesis, having examined both the parallel exam system in 

England and the guidelines from the CEFR (and related documents issued by the CoE), 

it has become apparent that the Spanish system needs is a fundamental and radical 

transformation of its whole second language assessment policy and, ultimately, a 

complete reconsideration of the role of English for Spanish students in the PAU.  

National and regional politicians may have the best intentions, but nothing can or will 

change unless there is meaningful agreement between governmental officials, 

academics and teachers (perhaps parents and students too) so that any change to the 

system is implemented thoroughly and with a clearly defined process from the 

beginning. It could be argued that PAU stakeholders are currently experiencing how 

such a lack of cooperation and coordination in the past has created the present 

uncertainties with regard to the Bachillerato curriculum: the elusive oral component 

has still not materialized and, as a result, the PAU exam that will be taken this year 

again falls short of the testing standards that are now common across Europe.  

Consequently, in this last part of the thesis, a proposal will be made for an 

action model of essential changes to the current Spanish assessment system for the 

PAU that will be implemented within a realistic timeframe. This proposal is based on 

the following two key premises:  
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 PREMISE 1: No effective change will be possible unless all the participants that 

are involved in the PAU process fully understand their role and are genuinely 

integrated into the process. 

 PREMISE 2: No effective change will be possible unless the necessary steps are 

taken in a common direction, under a functional management structure and 

with the allocation of sufficient resources in terms of time and money. 

 

In relation to the first premise, national and local governments need to take a 

proactive role in ensuring that quality management procedures are in place which, in 

turn, would result in wider international recognition and acceptance of Spanish 

assessment processes and the qualifications that it produces. In the interests of 

reliability and validity, it is essential that all students from across Spain sit exactly the 

same PAU English test. However, as each autonomous region currently has the ability 

to adapt national educational policies to meet their own specific requirements, a 

demand for such a unilateral exam seems unlikely to be realized in reality. As an 

alternative, the central government could establish a set of procedures to ensure that 

assessment standards are maintained in every region by establishing regional 

assessment offices to coordinate local training and exam implementation. Since 

students can apply to study at any Spanish university with the grades they obtain from 

the Selectividad, it would make sense that they compete with students from other 

regions on the same terms. Moreover, while across Europe governmental agencies, 

international testing associations, academics and teachers are nowadays being 

encouraged by the CoE to take part in cooperative projects (and benefiting from 

them), it would make no sense whatsoever that Spanish regional education 
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departments and universities do not also make an effort to work together for the 

improvement of such a high-stakes exam as the PAU.  

Universities are the places where the PAU exam is currently designed and 

taken. At the moment, each Selectividad commission is organized by subject and has a 

coordinator, under whose guidance all members of the committee contribute with 

their ideas to the final PAU paper. It is the responsibility of this commission to produce 

an exam that, while respecting the content of Bachillerato curriculum, also complies 

with basic assessment development standards (although these are not currently 

codified in any way). Throughout this thesis, the importance of validity and reliability 

as key aspects of any testing process has been stressed. With this in mind, it is clear 

that those university professionals in charge of developing the English PAU should also 

be held accountable for the consequences of their work, as well as being expected to 

provide as much information about the process to students and other stakeholders, 

such as teachers and parents. It is also worth mentioning that, as the institutions in 

which post-PAU students will continue their education, it is in the universities’ own 

best interests to ensure that the access process is as transparent and reliable as 

possible. The more information that is available and the greater the reliability that the 

PAU results have, the easier it will be for universities to plan their provision of courses 

according to the needs of their students. It will also, in turn, benefit students’ overall 

level of achievement. 

Teachers, as the individuals who have most contact with English PAU students 

and who also understand the limitations of their centres to provide opportunities for 

the development of Communicative Competences, should be an integral part of the 

Selectividad planning process.  Without the support of the teaching community, any 



PROPOSAL FOR ASSESSING SPANISH STUDENTS’ LEVEL OF ENGLISH 

 

255 

 

future changes to the educational system will be very difficult to apply. The challenge 

is for teachers not to see any alterations to the PAU process as an imposition but as a 

cooperative project. In the different surveys conducted by Martínez Sáez et al. (2009), 

Amengual Pizarro (2009) and García Laborda and Fernández Álvarez (2012), despite 

expressing some initial reservations, teachers made clear that they understood the 

importance of the oral component for the linguistic development of their students, 

and that, given the time, appropriate class sizes and a greater availability of key 

resources, they would be more than willing to implement any modifications that could 

enhance their students’ second language skills. In summary, it needs to be emphasized 

that, thanks to their privileged closeness to the students, teachers can provide very 

valuable insight for test developers who are seeking to modify the PAU exam.  

It is the argument of this thesis that students should also be given greater 

consideration in terms of the educational changes that will affect them. They do not 

(and should not) have the power to make important decisions about educational policy 

and neither do they have the expertise to assess the relative merits of any changes in 

the system to the same extent as their teachers or academics. Yet, in spite of this, their 

interests are — or should be — at the core of the testing process. Students should, 

therefore, be provided with as much information as possible about the requirements 

of the PAU, its format and its assessment so that they can have a clear understanding 

of the grades that are awarded to them.   

In relation to the second premise, it is currently the case that “La Comisión 

Europea (CE) sitúa en la cola el conocimiento de ingles en España, por debajo de 

Grecia, Portugal, y los países bálticos” (Las Provincias, 19/03/2012, p. 25). 

Furthermore, the English Proficiency Index published by Education First (EF, 2011), 
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which measures the command of English by adults worldwide, locates Spain in 24th 

position (out of 44 participating countries), only just ahead of Russia and Turkey. 

English has been taught in Spanish schools since the mid-1950s and yet, according to 

Morales et al. (2000), the country is still at the bottom of linguistic ability rankings. 

What these surveys demonstrate, therefore, is that, despite a relatively long history of 

teaching English in secondary schools, the Spanish system simply does not work as it 

lacks a coherent direction, rigorous management of quality issues and sufficient 

logistical investment. If Spain wants to be competitive at European level, the pertinent 

authorities must understand that the processes necessary to improve students’ 

attainment in English must be implemented with sufficient time for them to be 

effective. In addition, an important (and large-scale) investment in human and material 

resources is required for any such changes to be meaningful. With this in mind, three 

steps should be taken to achieve this objective: 

 

(i) A change in the syllabus. The foundation is theoretically promising, as 

the Bachillerato curriculum already stipulates that the four skills should 

be developed in relation to the notion of Communicative Competence. 

However, a much more detailed explanation of what precisely students 

are expected to have achieved at the end of Bachillerato is needed.  

(ii) A change in assessment procedures. As a consequence of a shift in the 

focus of the curriculum, the evaluation process should also be reviewed 

in depth in all its scope, from a thorough modification of the 

examination paper to the reconsideration of exam logistics. 
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(iii) A change in the way the PAU English qualification relates to the CEFR.  

An effort to link Spanish foreign language systems more steadfastly to 

the CEFR would allow for greater recognition of national attainment 

levels abroad and student mobility would be enhanced as individuals 

could use their B1 certificate to study in other regions of Spain or in 

different European countries. Furthermore, in order to adapt the PAU 

qualification, the level of testing expertise needed to undertake such a 

task will in turn result in Spain having a greater understanding of 

assessment processes and it will produce a group of experts in a field 

that, for political or funding reasons, hasremained stagnant for too long. 

 

Figure 11 displays diagrammatically the proposed changes to the PAU exam structure 

that have been described above. The three corners of the triangle represent the three 

foundations upon which the process must be founded, with a focus always in providing 

students, who are at the heart of the assessment process, with an exam from which 

meaningful information about be extracted about their ability. The success of the 

improvement of the quality of the assessment processes also rests on a further three 

elements: the curriculum, the format of assessment, and its linkage to the CEFR:  
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Figure 11. The proposal for the stakeholders and processes involved in the English PAU 
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7.2 THE “SOFT” MODEL 

As well as being, in principle, the option that would allow the easiest transition 

between the current format and administration of the PAU test and the new proposal, 

this strategy would also be the cheapest in terms of human and material costs as it 

would build on the existing structure rather than overhauling it. The English as a 

second language exam would continue to have the same weight in terms of the overall 

PAU grade – around 8% -, maintaining its importance as one of the core compulsory 

subjects. Students will obtain a mark out of ten for their performance and the test will 

be criterion-referenced – that is to say, students will be measured against a standard 

established by the central government. 

However, the biggest changes would take place in assessment design: first of 

all, the reading and writing sections that now exist would be reviewed, taking into 

account the views of academics, such as Fernández Alvarez (2007), who have already 

expressed their concern that there are not enough tasks to establish reliable 

judgments about students’ real level of linguistic command. A commission of expert 

assessors should be set up to this purpose, ideally composed of academics and 

classroom practitioners. Yet, the addition of new tasks does not have to mean that the 

test will be necessarily longer than its current ninety minutes as both Cambridge and 

EOI have similar tests with similar timings. For instance, the Reading and Writing 

section of the Cambridge PET exam has that duration.  

 Secondly, an oral component would be added and oral expression and listening 

comprehension would be assessed within the centres. The listening component, in line 

with the Cambridge PET, EOI nivel intermedio or Instituto Cervantes B1 tests, would 

have a duration of approximately thirty minutes. The oral assessment, also following 
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national and international standards, should include monologue and interactional 

parts (ideally conducted with a counterpart of a similar level rather than with a teacher 

or an assessor), and have a duration of around 10-12 minutes. Traditionally, these are 

the two skills that language students find the most difficult, so the fact that they could 

take the tests in a familiar environment and with their own teachers would 

considerably reduce students’ levels of stress and minimise anxiety. Centres would 

have to make sure, of course,that they have the necessary equipment to carry out the 

tests in appropriate conditions (in terms of outside noise or room temperature, for 

instance). Furthermore, the addition of speaking and listening components into the 

PAU would necessitate that Bachillerato teachers become trained as official oral 

examiners, thereby enhancing the reliability and validity of the judgements that they 

make. All tests would also be digitally recorded in order to provide a physical record of 

an individual student’s oral performance and then a random sample would be sent to 

the Comisión de Selectividad for moderation purposes. Again, by adding a layer of 

standardization into the process, the grades awarded by teachers to PAU students 

would become considerably more reliable.  

The oral component would be assessed between the end of May (when 

students finish their lessons) and the start of the PAU week, when both students and 

Bachillerato teachers have the availability to take the tests. If teachers do not teach 

any other courses, this will require between twenty and twenty-two hours during the 

week, with each teacher potentially able to examine over one hundred students. 

Finally, as there will be more raters involved in the marking process, a thorough 

training and moderation programme should be implemented. A summary of this “soft” 

model can be seen below in Figure 12. 
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Figure 12.Organisational structure of the proposal for a “soft” model
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7.3 THE “HARD” MODEL 

Alternatively, the “hard” model reflects a more radical view of the importance 

that should be given to the assessment of a second language in Spain and the awarding 

of national qualifications. As the organization of an education system and the tools 

used to measure academic success at its different stages are paramount for a country’s 

functionality, it is essential that the Spanish government understands the need for 

urgent and profound change within its educational policies and the mechanisms 

deployed to assess student attainment.  

For those who study Bachillerato and who are, thus, potential undergraduate 

students, the knowledge and skills that they develop at this point in their academic 

career are the foundations forfuture educational success. But, whether a student 

decides to pursue a university degree or a professional career after completing his/her 

Bachillerato studies, the impact of the PAU assessment must not be underestimated, 

particularly in a country which is known as suffering from “titulitis” –that is to say, an 

obsession with having numerous certificates to mark a range of different 

achievements. Indeed, according to the Royal Academy of Language (RAE), “Valoración 

desmesurada de los títulos y certificados de estudios como garantía de los 

conocimientos de alguien” (www.rae.es). Not everybody can afford the additional 

expense of using the private sector to improve their language skills by taking extra 

courses at, for example, the Escuela Oficial de Idiomas (EOI). However, the modern 

reality is that a large (and growing) proportion of Spaniards now need some degree of 

proficiency in foreign languages in order to take advantage of work opportunities. As 

the Feria de las Idiomas website makes clear, “El 78% de las ofertas que se publican en 
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España buscan profesionales con conocimientos de inglés (74%), francés (más del 6%) 

y alemán (4,5%), según un reciente estudio elaborado por Infoempleo y Adecco” 

(retrieved from www.feriadelosidiomas.es). Therefore, the national education system, 

in order to encourage equal opportunities and to boost the level of English generally 

spoken by the population, should do everything possible to guarantee a minimum 

standard within the system of compulsory education. This process, if well organized, 

will result in enhancing the development of students’ foreign language abilities 

throughout their academic and professional lives and it will also clearly establish the 

roles and responsibilities of the different public language providers (such as schools, 

colleges, universities and EOIs) in second language instruction.  

 With the above in mind, what is here termed the “hard” model for the English 

Selectividad would necessitate that the exam becomes an independent, stand-alone 

qualification, no longer tied to the overarching PAU assessment system. The grades 

from the English PAU would, therefore, not be combined with those from other 

subjects to create an overall Selectividad score out of 10 and the marks that students 

receive throughout their Bachillerato course would have no bearing on their final 

grade. Instead, a student’s mark for the English PAU would be separate and entire in 

itself, a product solely of a comprehensive four skills exam. For this reason, a change in 

the name to the Prueba de Aptitud en Inglés (PAI) would help to emphasise that the 

qualification has now become a discreet entity within the end of Bachillerato 

assessment system.  

The PAI would still be compulsory for all students and the grades that they 

receive would be used to determine their suitability to study at university (within the 

Espacio Europeo de Educación Superior, EEES, students cannot obtain a degree unless 



COMPARATIVE STUDY OF TWO FOREIGN LANGUAGE EXAMINATIONS FOR UNIVERSITY ENTRY IN ENGLAND AND SPAIN 

 

264 

 

they prove a proficiency level of at least a B1 (depending on the university) in a foreign 

language, therefore English, as the language learned by the majority of students, is 

deemed to have a key importance for their undergraduate courses). Such a change 

would offer a great opportunity to adapt the current PAU, which is a proficiency test, 

to create the PAI as a diagnostic exam, thus following the proposal made by the 

DIALANG project (Alderson and Huhta, 2005) but with the addition of an oral 

component. Such a diagnostic test would provide universities with valuable 

information about students’ abilities in English and this, in turn, would allow them to 

allocate students the appropriate courses they need in order to improve their 

particular language level. Since Spain is now within the European Higher Education 

Area, the ability to communicate in a foreign language is a paramount requirement to 

obtain a degree. Currently, some universities (such as, Universitat de Girona and 

Universitat Politècnica de València) offer diagnostic tests for new students as an 

optional tool to assess their future linguistic needs and, quite sensibly, to avoid a 

situation in which a student completes his/her degree but cannot gain accreditation 

because s/he cannot demonstrate a certain level of language skill. (At the moment, 

this could be either B1 or B2, depending on the university, as there are no national 

unified criteria to describe what level students must attain at the end of their 

undergraduate studies – again testimony to the lack of consistency currently within the 

system). It does seem a waste of effort and resources that universities have to run 

such diagnostic tests for students who have only taken the PAU English test two 

months previously, but this obviously is a consequence of two circumstances (which 

are summarized in Figure 14 below): the lack of a thorough and official correlation 

between the English Selectividad exam and the CEFR; and the lack of credibility that 
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PAU English grades obtained by students have for universities. This, in itself, is an 

obvious and worrying paradox, given that the Comisión de Selectividad (the team of 

representatives from the regional universities) designs the English PAU test but then 

the grades that result from it are not deemed to have sufficient reliability to gauge 

students’ true level of second language attainment. 

 

 

Figure 13. English PAU paradox 

 

 

The English PAU paradox is a clear absurdity that is created by the flaws 

inherent to the existing system. As a result, a valid, reliable test must now be 

implemented in order to avoid the further expense and the waste of resources that 

currently result from it.  
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 If, in contrast, a stand-alone PAI were to be implemented, students would 

become more aware of the importance of language learning for their futures and, 

furthermore, should they go to seek employment at the end of their Bachillerato 

studies, they would have a useful qualification for potential employers. In addition, 

since the grades obtained throughout the students’ Bachillerato studies would not 

constitute part of their overall English grade, this “hard” model of systemic reform 

would further guarantee the unbiased nature of the test and, therefore, the increased 

reliability of its results.  

It is not the intention of this thesis to criticize the role of the many hardworking 

and accomplished Bachillerato English teachers who currently work in Spain. However, 

the stark reality is that, currently (and through a lack of training opportunities), they 

also lack the expertise to design high-stakes tests which, by their very nature, have a 

huge impact on students’ academic and professional futures. A short extract from an 

interview with L. Bachman suitably illustrates this point: 

 

Jing Chen: Do you think that they [teachers] are in the best position to design language 

tests? Why or why not? 

Lyle F. Bachman: The answer is yes and no. Yes, because they are closest to the 

content—the construct to be assessed—and to the test takers, their students. No, 

because very few language teachers are ever given any training in developing and 

using language assessments. What should be noted is that it takes a considerable 

amount of time and effort to acquire the knowledge and skills required of a language 

testing professional. (Chen, 2011, p.288) 
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It is important to ask, therefore, how such an independent PAI test could be 

developed. As in the “soft” model represented in Figure 13, cooperation and 

coordination between teachers and university experts is also key to more radical 

reform so that some English skills will be assessed internally (in schools) and some 

others externally (at the local universities). The new PAI test will be designed to 

respond to the demands of the national curriculum and the realities of a particular 

group of students of a particular age at a particular educational stage.The test would 

take place in June, either before or after the PAU exam week, depending on what is 

deemed to be generally more convenient. In this particular case, probably an adaptive, 

DIALANG-style computerized test would be a good option for the testing of listening, 

reading and used of language.  

 Ultimately, students would receive a certificate that specifies the precise level 

they have achieved in each individual skill, so both they and their future university 

teachers/employers are aware of their language training needs. The certificate could 

be as follows: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 14. The proposed certificate for the English PAI qualification 

This is to certify that student _____________________ has achieved the following 

competences in English language.  

 

SKILL/CEFR 
LEVEL 

A2 B1 B2 C1 

SPEAKING     

LISTENING     

READING     

WRITING     

USE OF 
LANGUAGE 
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7.4 THE “COMBINED” MODEL 
 

Whereas the “hard” approach would have many benefits in improving the 

reliability of English assessment in Spanish schools, it is also the case that such a radical 

divorce of the English exam from the overarching PAU structure would be, at this 

moment, highly unlikely to occur in reality. For this reason, the “combined” model 

offers a compromise between having an exam that is integrated into the PAU system 

and a test that provides useful information about students’ levels of second language 

attainment. That is to say, under this approach, the exam would be organized as 

shown in Figure 12 and the grade that results would still be part of a student’s overall 

university entry PAU profile, as it is now.   

However, as part of their individual grades report, students would receive a 

breakdown of their level of attainment as shown in Figure 15. This practice is now 

commonplace amongst European assessment bodies such as Cambridge or assessment 

regulatory organizations such as ACLES and, as such, it would enable the Spanish 

system to conform to contemporary assessment norms. As ACLES explains, “En el 

certificado constará la lengua  examinada, el nivel consolidado alcanzado (en términos 

del MCER), la fecha de la prueba realizada y, si procede, el desglose por competencias” 

(2011, p.23). By adding an individualized skill-attainment level profile to the certificate, 

the document will be more useful for any needs analysis done by universities before 

students begin their undergraduate courses. However, this exam would have a ceiling 

level, for example a B1, since it would be an almost impossible task to create tests that 

could cover the A-C CEFR range reliably.   

Using the “combined” model, the structure of the current PAU system would 

not be greatly affected, meaning that it could be more easily and quickly implemented. 
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There would be a new format for the English PAU exam which would, of course, 

require close cooperation from teaching centres that would deliver some parts of the 

test. But the university entry system would still be maintained and the grade obtained 

by students aggregated with their overall marks in other subjects.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 15. Organizational structure of the proposed “combined”model 
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7.5 PROPOSALS FOR ACTION & THE CEFR 
 

 In the previous sections, several possible lines of action in relation to reforming 

the overall organization of the current Spanish language assessment system have been 

proposed. In reality, the “soft” model could most probably feasibly be applied in the 

short-term future, although the third (or “combined”) approach would not involve too 

major an alteration to the current system and, as has been pointed out above, it would 

significantly add to the quality of information that students receive about their exam 

performance.  

Even before considering a change in the exam format, however, there are 

several processes that first need to be either implemented or improved. Primarily, it is 

necessary to thoroughly link the English PAU qualification system to the CEFR. As was 

seen in Chapter Two, the CEFR is an indispensable tool for the design of contemporary 

language courses and, most of all, for their accreditation and recognition not only at 

European level but also globally. For that purpose, a minimum level of achievement 

must be clearly defined and implemented throughout Spain via the exam 

specifications. This needs to become a statutory obligation for all schools and, as such, 

the whole process by which exams are designed needs to be methodically reviewed. 

The linkage between the Selectividad and the CEFR must be undertaken from a 

centralized perspective, since all autonomous regions share the guidelines of the 

national curriculum. At the moment, some regions (such as Andalucía) state in their 

curriculum the desired level of achievement for Bachillerato students: “[…] la orden de 

5 de agosto de 2008 por la que se desarrolla el currículo correspondiente al 

Bachillerato en Andalucía concretamente establece que se procurará que los 
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estudiantes ‘hayan consolidado las destrezas y habilidades necesarias para la 

comunicación, al menos en el nivel B1’ al finalizar sus estudios” (Halbach, Lázaro and 

Pérez Guerra, 2011). Yet, in other regions, (for example, the Valencian community) 

there is no such stipulation. There is a need, therefore, to clarify the particular level 

demanded from all Bachillerato students, no matter in which part of Spain they live. In 

order to do this successfully, much greater use must be made of the CEFR to 

standardize the skills that will be assessed. It is to this ultimate end that the most 

important and radical proposal of this thesis is to create a national agency that will 

have overarching control of the whole PAU examination system. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 16.The proposal for alterations to the current PAU system. 
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7.6 THE NATIONAL ASSESSMENT AGENCY FOR ENGLISH 

 

The Agencia Nacional de Evaluación de Inglés (henceforth, ANEI) should, 

ideally, be an independent body that responds directly to the Ministry of Education, in 

a similar way to how Ofqual does in England (see Chapter Five above). This would 

allow for the centralization of the English PAU exam and, as such, the responsibility for 

its development and implementation would be handed to a relatively small number of 

suitably qualified professionals. However, since the final responsibility for the 

development of the PAU lies with the local universities, a less radical alternative would 

be to utilize an existing organization such as ACLES to monitor the quality of the testing 

processes that each university provides. This would clearly be a more straightforward 

modification to the existing system and, as such, it would be financially and logistically 

more efficient to introduce. However, whether a new agency is created from scratch or 

ACLES expands the remit of its current role to become an ANEI, its constituent 

members must be in post because they are testing experts who, in addition to their 

developmental and monitoring responsibilities, will also provide advice and training for 

individual regions, universities, schools and teachers.    

 The main role of such a national agency would be to ensure that the tests in 

each region are in compliance with the guidelines established in the English curriculum 

and, with the necessary adaptions suggested earlier in this chapter, by the CEFR. As 

such, it will be responsible for monitoring the construct validity of the regional PAU 

exams. Furthermore, the ANEI must develop processes to ensure the reliability of the 

results that students are awarded and, ultimately, the fairness of the tests. As Scott 

suggests, “Test developers and test users must exercise fairness in four major areas of 
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the testing process — creating and selecting, tests, administering and scoring them, 

reporting and interpreting results, and providing certain information to the test takers” 

(2011, p.471).  

 

 

 

Figure 17. The proposed role of the ANEI 

 

The constitution of the ANEI would also create the opportunity for its members 

to undertake two final and key reforms to the Spanish foreign language assessment 

system: the redesign of marking schemes and the introduction of a training 

programme for oral examiners and raters. With the introduction of the oral 

component in the PAU exam, the marking of the tests will have to be reviewed as 

there will be a need for expert oral assessors. In addition, raters will have to be first 

trained and then standardized. If, as this thesis has proposed, English oral exams are to 
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be conducted by teachers in their educational centres, Bachillerato practitioners 

should be the first to receive training in oral testing, since they will be crucial to the 

elaboration of the new process. Developing teachers’ proficiency as oral examiners will 

have the additional benefits that the tests they conduct will be more reliable and 

uncontrollable sources of error (in particular, student anxiety) can be lowered.  

Currently, both teachers and university lecturers constitute the rater team for 

the external marking of the PAU tests. Instead, under the new proposal, interested 

candidates must apply to the ANEI to become an official exam rater. In this way, the 

rater team will be formed by a select number of individuals who have demonstrated 

the greatest degree of expertise by undergoing a process of training and evaluation. 

These will, of course, be paid employment as it is now but the additional prestige that 

comes from joining a specially selected band of raters should also ensure that there 

are plenty of applicants for the posts. It is also envisioned that PAU raters will work in a 

manner that recalls the English system and, as such, they will only be allowed to mark 

the candidates from centres that are not their own or in which they have worked 

previously. In the long-term, this system would be extended even further so that 

markers from one region would only be given scripts from centres in other regions and 

the administration of such a network of inter-regional raters would be directly 

overseen by the ANEI.    

Research has shown that marking mechanisms can be applied to ensure a 

higher level of inter- and intra-rater reliability. Therefore, it is a matter of exploiting 

the available data and expertise, both nationally and internationally, in order to create 

appropriate marking grids that are specifically adapted to the types of tests on offer 

and also a cascade structure of marker trainers, coordinators and team members who 
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can offer guarantees with regards to the stakeholders’ interests. It is the belief of this 

thesis that the creation of a national body with overall responsibility for the English 

PAU is an essential mechanism through which to implement crucial and long overdue 

modifications to this high-stakes exam. This agency would have sufficient expertise to 

develop suitable, reliable examination materials and to provide the training and 

standardization required to give Spanish foreign language qualifications greater validity 

in twenty-first century Europe.  In implementing such changes, four fundamental 

objectives should be maintained: 

 

 To create greater transparency 

For the PAU to become a valuable and valued tool for assessing students’ 

level of attainment in English, information should be provided to 

stakeholders regarding the content of the curriculum, the exam 

specifications and assessment principles and procedures. Furthermore, in 

order to be truly transparent, assessment samples should be made publicly 

available. The levels awarded to students (for example, B1 or B2) must be 

clearly explained and accurately linked to the CEFR. Statistical data about 

each PAU exam series should be produced through an Examiner’s Report 

which includes analysis of item behaviour and the general successfulness of 

student responses.    

 To create greater cooperation between the ANEI and classroom teachers 

It could be argued that the current PAU exam is inadequate to assess 

students’ true level of English, particularly as it does not take account of 

their ability with respond to listening or spoken tasks. At the moment, since 
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the English PAU is an external exam taken at the local universities, the 

involvement of the teachers in curricular and assessment decisions is 

minimal. Perhaps understandably, they often perceive any mooted changes 

— particularly those that will involve more work but without them being 

provided with sufficient (or, indeed, any) training — as an abuse of their 

position. In Chapter Three, it was highlighted that, in contrast, many English 

teachers are key members of the various exam boards and they play a 

central and proactive role in determining the content and assessment of 

foreign language exams. Classroom practitioners, as the professionals who 

work most closely with A-level Spanish students, know with a high degree 

of reliability the attainment levels and limitations of those in their charge 

and, in consequence, their viewpoint is a valuable source of information 

when it comes to planning each examination series. Earlier it was proposed 

that any new oral component for the PAU should take place in schools and, 

of course, it would be impossible to introduce this innovation without the 

full cooperation of English Bachillerato teachers. In order to achieve such 

collaboration, teachers must feel themselves to be instrumental to the 

process of change and they (or their representatives) should be given a 

voice on the decision-making team at the ANEI.  

 To create greater thoroughness in procedures 

The format of the English PAU exam has changed very little since 1984, in 

contrast to the A-level exams in England which, as described in Chapter 

Three, have gone through a series of recent modifications. For over twenty 

years, academics and foreign language teachers have been raising their 
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concerns about the quality of assessment procedures in Spain. In 2008, with 

the LOGSE, it seemed that Spain had reached an important milestone: 

finally, and to the welcome relief of those who had advocated for its 

introduction, the oral component was going to be assessed as part of the 

English PAU exam, thus, bringing the qualification in line with its European 

equivalents. As has been mentioned before, 2012 was intended to be the 

year in which oral testing became live in Spain, although this date has now 

been officially delayed until 2014. As negative as this may be seen, it could 

be argued that such a delay in actual fact provides a valuable opportunity to 

reassess why there has been such a profound failure to modernize the PAU 

structure and to develop procedures that will not only prevent further 

delays but also guarantee that, whenever the new English exam is ready to 

go live, it will be a high quality and reliable test. As such, it will enhance the 

learning experience of Spanish Bachillerato students as well as their 

opportunities to study or work abroad. This, in turn, will mean that the face 

validity of the exam is increased. Furthermore, as a valid and reliable test, 

PAU results will be trusted to be an accurate reflection of students’ 

attainment in English at B1 which will allow universities to focus their 

efforts on developing the skills for the higher levels of the CEFR, the B2 or 

even the C1 in some cases. This whole process would mean a great 

qualitative leap in educational terms for the Spanish educational system. An 

investment in gathering the opinions, research data and proposals of 

academics who have expertise in testing, combined with a thorough and 

coherent programme of training for teachers, will create an ANEI that is on 
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a par with any other in the rest of Europe. As a result, the prestige of the 

PAU exam will be enhanced to a previously unprecedented degree.  

 To create greater fairness and accountability 

According to the Spanish constitution, all national citizens are equal (art. 

14). Regarding university applications, any Spanish student has the right to 

apply to the university of his/her choice, irrespective of the region from 

which he or she comes. Enshrined within the legal system of Spain, 

therefore, is the right Spanish nationals have to mobility of educational 

opportunity. Yet, at the moment, each regional university’s Comisión de 

Selectividad designs its own English PAU tests, none of which are monitored 

by any external educational authority. Despite the similarities in that many 

exams have in terms of format, there are some regions that include a 

listening component in the Selectividad (such as Cataluña) and some with a 

higher percentage of objective questions. Some regional PAU exams allow 

students to choose between two possible writing tasks (for example, in 

Andalucía) while, in Madrid, Murcia and Aragon, there is no such choice 

available. Furthermore, no comparability data is available regarding the 

relative difficulty (or attainment level) of the various regional tests and 

there is no process to standardize the assessment of the different exams. As 

such, it is impossible to say with any degree of certainty that the education 

a student of English receives in Valencia is commensurate with that of a 

student in Galicia or Canarias. 

The Comisión de Selectividad is not accountable in any way for the 

consequences of the test it produces and, what is more, the universities 
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whose lecturers produce the tests do not often accept its results as a valid 

measure of students’ English level. This patent absurdity reflects that, at the 

moment, the procedures in place are so dysfunctional that they are, in fact, 

unfair to the students who sit the PAU exam. First of all, this is because 

there is no guarantee that the exam taken by a particular student in one 

region is equivalent to that sat by another in a different region. Yet both 

could potentially apply for the same university place. It is self-evident that, 

if a Spanish student has the right to any university in the country, there has 

to be confidence that the exam which determines their suitability to pursue 

undergraduate study is equal wherever it is taken. As this is not currently 

the case, there must be a thorough revision of the role and responsibilities 

of universities in the development of the PAU exams, a notion that is 

summarized in Figure 18 below.  
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Figure 18. Proposal for the new English PAU structure
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7.7 CONCLUSION 

 
 The proposal summarised in Figure 18, which represents the culmination and 

synthesis of the proposals made in this thesis, is very ambitious. It not only 

acknowledges that the current PAU exam paper needs to change, as has been pointed 

out by many of the authors discussed above, but that a whole new structure needs to 

be created in the form of a national agency with responsibility for the English 

Selectividad. As such, the foreign language assessment procedures in Spain must 

undergo real, significant and, ultimately, positive reform.  

 At the moment, the English PAU remains as it has been for the last 20 years, a 

stagnation that stands in marked contrast to the progressive, innovative developments 

in second language testing that have occurred in that time in many other European 

countries. But proposals for change have begun to gather momentum and, as 

mentioned previously, a pilot scheme has been conducted in several regions across 

Spain to assess the logistics of introducing an oral component into the PAU exam, the 

results of which are still to be published. However, as highlighted by academics such as 

Fernández Álvarez (2007), it is not simply a matter of adding listening and speaking 

elements to the current test as such a modification would prove to be woefully 

inadequate to solve the more fundamental systemic problems inherent within Spanish 

second language assessment processes. Changing the elements that constitute the 

PAU test is long overdue but, as this thesis proposes, without a more radical rethinking 

of how the PAU functions and, indeed, why it exists, there will be no significant 

progress in the foreseeable future. 
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A national body, accountable to central government and with the power and 

expertise to oversee that each region’s version of the PAU has equivalence is of such 

urgent need that its importance cannot be overstated. As this thesis has 

demonstrated, in England, where such a body already exists, the reliability and validity 

of its second language testing (though not without problems) is amongst the best in 

the world. Years of investment in research, data analysis and training have created a 

system of assessment expertise. Yet, if England seems too remote to provide a 

constructive model for Spain’s process of reform, it is worth briefly considering several 

other European countries that have already introduced changes in their foreign 

language assessment procedures. From considering their experiences, it is clear that 

the Spanish government needs to radically rethink its plans for the English PAU if it 

does not want to repeat the mistakes and failures of the past. The language testing 

reforms in the Baltic States, Hungary and Poland are summarized in Table 20 below:  
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COUNTRY THE BALTIC STATES: 
Estonia, Latvia, 

Lithuania 

HUNGARY POLAND 

 
 
 
 
 

OBJECTIVES OF THE 
REFORM 

 To create uniform 
demands on 
graduating students 
from secondary 
schools 

 To develop a model 
of transparent and 
coherent system of 
evaluation of foreign 
language 
performance 

 To create a link 
between secondary 
and tertiary 
education in the 
form of foreign 
language 
examinations 

 Modernization of 
the school-leaving 
exam system in 
order to replace 
the university 
entrance 
examination and 
have a reference 
document for 
employers, as well 
as positive 
washback on 
teaching practice 
 

 To produce a 
standardized 
examination that 
would replace 
university 
entrance 
examinations 

 
 
 

ACTION TAKEN 

 English language 
assessment training 

 English language 
assessment system 
development and 
implementation 
(pretesting, 
moderating, 
standardization, 
rater training, etc.) 

 National assessment 
system growth and 
validation 

 British Council-led 
project in training 
of item writers, 
examiners and 
secondary school 
teachers.  

 Development of 
test specifications, 
training materials 
and courses for 
examiners 

 Piloting and 
calibration of 
hundreds of items 
 

 Baseline study of 
existing 
examinations 

 Drawing-up of 
examination 
standards, 
production of 
syllabus, proposed 
examination 
formats and 
sample tasks 

 Piloting in schools 
and feedback 
collected 

 Piloting at national 
level 

 Training of 
examiners 

TIMEFRAME 10 years 
1994-2004 

8 years 
(1997-2005) 

7 years 
(1995-2002) 

 
Table 20. Timeline for second language assessment reforms in the Baltic States, 

Hungary and Poland. (Adapted from Eckes et al., 2005) 
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From Table 20, it is clear that the two years allocated by the Spanish 

government for reform to the current PAU exam system is clearly inadequate, 

requiring as it does a thorough revision of the current foreign language curricula, the 

implementation of reliable testing processes and the provision of a rigorous 

programme of training for raters and item writers. A relatively easy solution would be, 

of course, to add an oral component to the PAU exam which would provide a ‘quick fix’ 

to the criticisms about the PAU raised by Herrera Soler (2005) and it would probably 

also help to improve the low level of foreign language attainment that is currently 

typical of Spanish students. But such a solution would definitely address the more 

fundamental problems at the core of the high-stakes English assessment for university 

entrance that were discussed in Chapters Five and Six: the PAU’s clear lack of validity 

and reliability. Furthermore, while not asserting that what is done in other countries is 

without problems, some useful conclusions can be drawn by comparing the Spanish 

context with the nature of second language university entrance tests in England and 

the actions taken by the nations described in Table 20 in order to improve their testing 

systems. In England, despite the recent WJCE controversy, the usefulness of having an 

overarching independent body to oversee exam production and implementation has 

been highlighted earlier in this thesis. Such an external monitoring agency guides exam 

boards in the development of their tests and specifications, as well as ensuring their 

compliance to existing standardized procedures. Furthermore, it encourages a system 

in which policy is frequently reviewed and a high degree of transparency exists in its 

communication with stakeholders and the general public.  

The latter examples from Eastern European countries, on the other hand, 

reflect the fact that, in educational contexts with a shorter testing tradition and a 
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system that is more reliant on non-standardized national assessment (as is Spain), a 

commitment of time and financial resources by the national educational authorities is 

paramount. Their support not only allows for professionals to have the necessary 

funding to implement good testing practice but it also provides face validity for the 

whole process as public confidence in the exams increase. 

The question remains, then, how long would Spain need to reform the English 

PAU in the manner that has been suggested in this thesis? In the final section of this 

conclusion, a framework will be provided for the various phases of what would be a 

significant process of change in Spanish high-stakes second language assessment. 

Although specific timings for each part will not be given, it is envisioned that the 

transition from the current PAU model to the one proposed in this thesis would take 

approximately five years. Therefore, working on the basis that the modifications begin 

in early 2013, the live version of the new exam would not be available until 2018.  

 

Phase 1: Revision of the foreign language curriculum and the creation of 

English PAU exam construct 

The initial phase of the reform process should include three basic lines of action:  

(i) First of all, the expertise from a number of professionals should be coordinated 

to oversee the beginning of modifications to the system. These will include 

representatives from the Ministry of Education and the regional educational 

authorities, academics, English subject coordinators for Selectividad, testing 

experts (both national and international) and, of course, teachers. In fact, as is 

the case in the English system, teachers should be at the core of the process as 
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active participants, not just marginalized as the people who will finally 

implement the changes in the classroom (as has been the case traditionally). To 

facilitate this process, surveys will need to be conducted nationally and 

conferences and seminars will be organized, initially at regional level, and 

subsequently at national level in order to identify the most pressing issues for 

reform and to stimulate a debate about the role of English in the PAU exams. 

Ultimately, an integrative view of the changes required will be achieved, which 

must include a clear definition of which level of attainment is reasonable to ask 

of students at the end of Bachillerato. A review of the existing academic 

literature will be undertaken and data will be collated from other nations’ high-

stakes university entry exams. The ultimate goal of this initial (theoretical) 

stage would be to identify the individuals, selected from the range of parties 

mentioned above, who would establish an independent, professional body with 

the responsibility to implement later reforms. As was suggested previously in 

this chapter, this national agency for the assessment of English could be 

created afresh or by modifying the current role and membership of ACLES.  

(ii) Secondly, the newly established national agency would begin developing 

foreign language curriculum guidelines and exam specifications. In order to do 

that, a variety of documents would need to be employed, including: 

o Existing national and regional curricula for English as a foreign language.  

o Existing teaching materials developed by publishing companies for 

Bachillerato.  

o The CEFR, in particular Chapters 4 (‘Language use and the language 

user/learner’) and Chapter 5 (‘the user/learner’s competences’).  
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o The ALTE Manual for Language Test Development and Examining, 

developed as a response to “the need to ensure quality, coherence and 

transparency in language provision, and the increasing interest in the 

portability of qualifications” (ALTE, 2011, p.5).  

o The British Council’s EAQUALS Core Inventory for General English. This is 

also a tool to be used in conjunction with the CEFR as it provides “a 

practical inventory of language points that should be part of a balanced 

course at each level of the CEFR […] to provide directions for teachers 

on how to select inventory items and plan lessons that will help 

students gain the competences they need within CEFR” (North, Ortega 

and Sheehan, 2010, Foreword). 

The more closely the appointed team uses the CEFR as a tool to develop the 

new guidelines, the easier it will be to provide a valid linkage between the 

newly developed tests to the attainment levels specified by the CEFR.   

(iii)  Finally, a process of thorough training of item writers and assessors should be 

begun. This, of course, will require a significant financial investment. However, 

the long-term benefits of such training would ultimately far outweigh the initial 

cost needed to create a core team of testing specialists.  

 

Phase 2: PAU test development  

Once the objectives of the new test have been clearly defined, the second 

phase of the project should be focused on developing the elements necessary for the 

new PAU test to have reliability and validity. This would involve the following essential 

stages: 
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(i) Decisions are made about exam content and its format based on the 

new CEFR-linked specifications. 

(ii) An item bank is created as a repository for possible exam tasks. 

(iii) Marking criteria are developed. 

(iv) A cascade structure is created of assessment coordinators (for example, 

the current English PAU coordinators), team leaders (experienced 

teachers or academics), and raters (a combination of university 

lecturers and Bachillerato teachers).  

(v) The training of item writers and assessors who will be part of the 

cascade structure above begins. 

Finally, when all of these stages have been completed, initial small-scale piloting 

should begin in selected schools. The data received from these pilots will then be 

collated and analyzed with a view to making the necessary adjustments before large-

scale piloting begins. Classical item analysis could be employed at this stage to 

determine the level of difficulty that specific items have for the target population, the 

degree of item-level discrimination and the performance of distractors.  

 

Phase 3: Try-out 

Once the data from the small-scale piloting has been analyzed and the 

necessary changes have been made to the original material, large-scale piloting should 

then be undertaken. This phase will provide the assessment team with essential 

information, not only about the behaviour of the items of the test but also about the 

effectiveness of the marking criteria and feasibility, two key factors in test 

development. The first element will influence decisions on further rater training needs 
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and rater aptness as well as any fine tuning needed for the marking grids. The second 

element will focus on practical issues, for instance, if it would indeed be possible for 

teachers to assess the oral performance of students in their educational centres.This 

would involve consideration of such factors as time allocation, resources needed, staff 

availability and training.   

Relevant data should be extracted from the large-scale pilot using Rasch 

analysis and Many-facet Rasch measurement techniques.2 This data would provide 

information for test developers about the performance of items in the pilot and it 

could also be used to improve the test specifications and materials. Final specifications 

and test samples should be made available to teaching centres at least eighteen 

months before the new tests go live, in order for teachers and students to have 

sufficient time to familiarize themselves with the exam format and content.  As such, 

under the new proposal, the assessor teams for each regional Comisión de Selectividad 

must produce the exams within a similar time-scale and this would mean that, for a 

PAU exam going live in the summer 2018, schools must have received the samples by 

January 2017. With a national monitoring body like the one proposed in this thesis, 

time would also be needed for each region’s PAU exam to go through a process of 

evaluation and revision to ensure that there is parity between the different regions. In 

consequence, for an exam taken in June 2018, each Comisión de Selectividad would 

have to submit their paper to the ANEI no later than September 2016.  

 

                                                           
2 Further information about these processes can be found in the ALTE Manual for Language Test 
Development and Examining (2011)  and also in sections C to H of  the Reference Supplement 
to the Preliminary Pilot version of the MRLE (Council of Europe, 2004). 
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Phase 4: Live examination  

The final phase in the process of PAU reform in reality constitutes the beginning 

of a constant process of revision and improvement of foreign language testing 

standards in Spain. Once the PAU exam goes live, the national agency should ensure 

that the following three key elements become embedded into the system: 

(i) The thorough process of piloting and exam revision is maintained. 

(ii) Statistical data (for example, in terms of student passes, the gender of 

students and their performances, the number of complaints etc.) is collected 

annually and utilised in rater trainer, standard setting, examiner’s reports and 

any relevant information is also provided to stakeholders. To this end, there 

should be an effort to be more transparent about the processes in place and 

the assessment outcomes – that is, any decisions which affect students’ 

grades or their performances in each exam series.  

(iii) Test developers, coordinating organizations and raters are held accountable 

for any practices that could jeopardize students’ opportunity to experience a 

fair, valid and reliable assessment process. Therefore, the coordinators of the 

Comisión de Selectividad for English, in their role as regional representatives,   

would have a clear responsibility to stakeholders. In short, they would have an 

important duty to conduct themselves with professionalism and integrity as 

they would be liable for their decisions.  

 The test development process can seem long and complicated. Yet it is certainly 

true that, any attempt to minimize the timescale for implementing the radical reforms 

needed for the PAU would ultimately affect the quality of any modifications and 

jeopardize their long-term sustainability. Furthermore, the cyclical nature of test 
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design (a constant process of development and review) requires a real commitment 

from educational authorities, both in terms of the financial support that they provide 

and a strong quality management for test production and administration. As Saville 

asserts, quality checks may focus on important details such as: 

 the quality of the test materials themselves – in other words the test items and 

other features of the assessment procedures; 

 the quality of the information and support provided to the clients (the test 

takers, teachers and other users); 

 the quality of the documentation needed to support the administration of the 

tests at the testing venues; 

 the quality of the data collected and stored for assessment purposes and for 

producing the test results. 

(2012, p. 400) 

 

It is the conclusion of this thesis that, if genuine, necessary and long-term 

change is going to take place in Spain after over twenty years of evidence-based 

academic criticism about an obsolete and unfair exam along with numerous 

complaints from foreign language teachers, then it has to be implemented correctly 

from the very beginning.  Learning a foreign language, and particularly English, is 

paramount in modern Spanish society. As such, the testing systems in place for PAU 

should guarantee that students are ready to pursue undergraduate study as well as 

able to participate fully in a competitive European job market. Indeed, it is a duty of 

the Spanish educational authorities at both national and regional levels to ensure that 

students are given a fair opportunity to obtain a valid and internationally recognised 
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qualification in English. The proposals that have been outlined in this thesis will allow 

for a wholesale and significant improvement in the Spanish system. In particular, the 

observation has been made that, without the creation of a national agency whose 

mandate is to oversee the production, standardization and review of the PAU exam, 

any more superficial changes to the structure or content of the test will ultimately be 

ineffective to enhance its overall reliability and validity.    
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8.1 VERIFICATION OF OBJECTIVES AND HYPOTHESES 

 The motivation for this thesis began with the observation that, following the 

publication of the CEFR in 2001, Spanish educational policy has not undergone the 

same rigorous process of modification than has occurred in many fellow European 

countries. It is clearly the case that in 2012, over a decade after its introduction, the 

Spanish government needs to appreciate the benefits that the CEFR can provide to 

redesigning foreign language policies for the twenty-first century. What is widely 

acknowledged is that the level of student attainment in English at the end of 

Bachillerato is significantly lower in Spain than it is for teenagers in a host of other 

European member states. This is even more remarkable when one considers that, 

“España es el único país en el que la enseñanza de una primera lengua extranjera es 

obligatoria desde la Educación Infantil, junto con la comunidad alemana de Bélgica” 

(Instituto Nacional de Evaluación Educativa, 2012, p. 23). If Spanish children begin to 

learn English when they are younger but the progression of their attainment is less 

successful, it is apparent that the responsibility for this must be with the national 

education policy.  

 In this thesis a number of proposals have been forwarded not only to improve 

the PAU exam system, but also to radically reconstruct the assessment culture upon 

which it is founded. As pointed out in Chapter Eight, superficial changes alone to the 

format of the test will be ultimately insufficient to enhance the reliability and validity 

of the results that students obtain at the end of their Bachillerato studies.  
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Reviewing the proposed objectives at the beginning of this research project, the 

outcomes are as follows: 

1. To carry out a comparative study, initially from a broad viewpoint, of the 

parallelisms and differences in the foreign language curriculum at pre-university 

level in England and Spain.  

 

Regarding this point, a description of the curriculum objectives and exam 

specifications in England and Spain was provided. The comparison of the two systems 

highlighted some parallelisms between the two countries in terms of intended 

outcomes and a similarly focused approach on Communicative Competence. However, 

a number of inconsistencies between England and Spain were also noted, particularly 

in relation to the hierarchical structure that oversees foreign language curriculum 

development.  

 

2. To analyse to what extent the curricula in England and Spain are in accordance 

with CEFR guidelines for the given level. 

 

In Chapter Five, the extent to which the curricula in England and Spain are 

linked to the CEFR was analysed. It was discovered that, whereas the curriculum for 

foreign languages in the Valencian region makes explicit reference to the need to 

adhere to the guidelines specified by the CEFR, there is no specific mention to the level 

of attainment that students must reach at the completion of their Bachillerato course. 

Surprisingly, the English curriculum makes no direct reference to the CEFR, however, 

the British educational authorities commissioned a project with the explicit intention 
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to map the various existing language qualifications to particular levels of the CEFR 

(Jones & Saville, 2009).   

 

3. To present an in-depth study of final language exams in each country, compare 

them and analyse the relationship to the curriculum in which they are 

embedded.  

 

Chapters Five, Six and Seven undertook a detailed analysis of the A-level 

Spanish exam and the English PAU test from a threefold perspective: construct validity, 

reliability and task characteristics. The result of this analysis revealed that there is a 

great deal of imbalance between the two examination systems. Whereas the English A-

level was found to have a high degree of all three elements and therefore it can be 

regarded as a useful assessment tool, the same, unfortunately, cannot be said about 

the Spanish PAU. From close investigation of the mechanisms that underpin the 

execution of this exam, it is clear that the lack of standardisation, rater training and 

monitoring processes renders the whole system somewhat dubious from a validity and 

reliability point of view.  

 

4. To propose an alternative evaluative structure within the parameters 

established by the CEFR 

 

In Chapter Seven three proposals were outlined for possible modifications to 

the evaluative structures within the PAU. These were identified as the soft, hard and 

compromise models, the former of which would involve the least changes to the 
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current system. Following the earlier work undertaken by Fernández Álvarez (2007), it 

was suggested that the addition of an oral component into the PAU exam would 

involve further alterations to the assessment structure (such as it would create the 

need for a programme of rater and oral examiner training). The more radical (or 

“hard”) model proposed a more fundamental shift in the function of the PAU exam. No 

longer tied to the overarching PAU process, it was suggested that a new stand-alone 

English qualification (the Prueba de Aptitud en Inglés or PAI) would be created as an 

independent certification of students’ achievement in English at the end of their 

Bachillerato studies. Given that such a change to the system would be hard to foresee 

at the current moment, a compromise model was offered, which would maintain the 

English PAU as an integral element of the existing structure. Following this, a final and 

fundamental proposal was made to establish a new national agency of assessment 

which would have direct responsibility for all aspects of the PAU’s development, 

implementation, and post-test evaluation. This agency’s remit would cover all the 

autonomous regions of Spain and it would have the power to standardise tests to 

ensure their fairness and consistency.  

 

 Having reviewed the initial objectives of this thesis, consideration will now be 

given to whether the hypotheses of the research have been confirmed: 

 

1. The contents and assessment systems of foreign language curricula in England 

and Spain are far from comparable, although they may seem superficially 

similar.  
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Having earlier commented on some of the similarities that exist between the 

two systems of assessment in England and Spain, it has also been demonstrated that, 

as hypothesis one suggests, these are ultimately only superficial. In reality, the 

assessment system of England has been shown to be far more rigorous, progressive 

and professionally constituted than its Spanish counterpart. In Spain, a lack of systemic 

mechanisms for the review and evaluation of the PAU test means that the results that 

it produces are far from unproblematic.   

 

2. There is no explicit intention at the moment to adapt pre-university studies in 

either England or Spain to the framework prescribed by the CEFR. 

 

This hypothesis has been prove to the extent that, in the case of Spain, 

although the foreign language curriculum makes reference to the CEFR, this allusion is 

in actuality only to the Communicative Competence and the division of the content in 

terms of the four skills. In itself, this is insufficient to claim a thorough linkage of the 

curriculum to the CEFR. With regard to England, as no mention is even made of the 

CEFR in the foreign language curriculum, it is clear that at this moment there is no 

intention to adapt the A-level framework to that promoted by the CEFR.   

 

3. The PAU examination does not evaluate the communicative competence of 

students or reflect the established parameters in the Bachillerato curriculum for 

foreign languages 
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Despite referencing Communicative Competence in its foreign language 

curriculum, the PAU examination, as hypothesis three suggests, is clearly inadequate 

to accurately assess its mastery by Spanish Bachillerato students. In particular, the 

glaring and continued absence of an oral component in the PAU test renders it unable 

to assess candidates’ communicative skills. Furthermore, it could be argued that this 

test, to the extent that it does not satisfy its own curricular objectives, cannot 

adequately assess a students’ appropriateness to undertake university study.  

 

4. A regulatory assessment body for foreign languages and a specialised group of 

examiners are fundamental for the successful development and implementation 

of future tests 

 

Given the failings of the PAU assessment system that have been detailed in this 

thesis, it is apparent that the need for a national regulatory body is long overdue. 

Through the comparison between the English and Spanish models that was 

undertaken in Chapters Three and Five, it became clear that one of the most 

fundamental differences between the two systems is that England already benefits 

from the operation of Ofqual, its national assessment agency. In essence, one primary 

reason why the English A-level system is more reliable than its Spanish counterpart is 

because the latter country does not have the same regulatory body currently in 

existence. Indeed, the dysfunctional nature of a regionalised system in the context of a 

high-stakes university entrance exam has become clearly apparent through the 

comparative analysis undertaken in this thesis. In conclusion, Spain can (and even 

must) learn from the English system if it is to improve the mechanisms that underpin 
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the PAU exam. Only in this way will Spanish foreign language qualifications achieve the 

same degree of reliability and international recognition that the A-level system in 

England currently enjoys.  

 

8.2 ADDITIONS BY THIS STUDY 

The English PAU exam has provoked a great amount of controversy for at least 

the last twenty years; yet, considering the impact of the exam, not much research has 

been produced by academics or encouraged by the educational authorities about this 

high-stakes test. Owing to the fact that it is a regionalised exam, under the control of 

independent Comisiones de selectividad, studies tend to involve relatively small 

samples or focus on the situation in a particular Spanish region. Research projects 

undertaken until now have focused on three main areas (Díez-Bedmar, 2011c): first of 

all, studies on validity (Herrera Soler, 1999; Sanz Saiz (1999); Sanz Saiz & Fernández 

Álvarez, 2005) and rater reliability (Amengual Pizarro, 2003; Watts & Carbonell, 2005; 

Gila González, 1996; Herrera Soler, 2000-2001). Those studies have emphasized 

principally the lack of an oral component in the English PAU and the necessity to 

improve the marking schemes and rater training procedures. The second area of study 

of Spanish academics has been proposals for improvement of the test. For instance, 

Fernández Álvarez (2007), who redesigned and piloted items for a completely new 

English PAU exam which would assess the four skills. Others (García Laborda & 

GimenoSanz, 2007) have focused on the computerisation of tests in order to 

encourage positive washback and facilitate test logistics. And finally, eight studies have 

focused on dealing with the language produced by Spanish students when taking their 
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English exam (Crespo García, 1999; Doval Suárez, 1999; González Álvarez, 1999; 

Iglesias Rábade, 1999; Woodward Smith, 1999; Wood Wood, 2002; Rodríguez Aguado, 

2004; &Díez Bedmar, 2010).  The test samples analysed have produced remarkable 

evidence of the lack of linguistic proficiency shown in students’ compositions. Díez 

Bedmar’s sample (ibid.), for instance, demonstrated that there are four key 

problematic areas for PAU test takers: selection of vocabulary, spelling, use of 

pronouns and use of articles. Taking into account that Bachillerato teachers spend a 

great deal of time preparing their students for a written exam, these results are 

striking.  

Having considered the existing literature on the PAU, it is evident that this 

thesis adds an extra, overarching dimension to the debate: the need to reform not 

only assessment materials or assessment components (such as marking schemes), but 

overall assessment policy.  By comparing two foreign language university entry exams 

in two very different educational contexts, this study has gained insight into the main 

problematic areas about the English PAU from an external perspective. The ideas 

portrayed throughout this research culminate in a comprehensive proposal outlined in 

Chapter Seven for a radical shift in Spanish assessment policy. This proposal includes a 

detailed account of the different roles educational authorities, centres, teachers and to 

a certain extent, students, would play in a renewed assessment system. Furthermore, 

realistic timeframe for any significant change to take place is also included. But 

perhaps the most fundamental change proposed in this thesis is the creation of a 

national assessment monitoring body, which would be in charge of evaluating the 

evaluation in order to guarantee equality and fairness for all students taking the PAU 
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across Spain; moreover, the monitoring role of this agency can substantially improve 

the quality of the assessment of foreign languages in Spain, a task long overdue.  

 

8.3 PROSPECTIVE RESEARCH  

 By comparing two high-stakes tests in two European countries, this thesis has 

highlighted some of the deficiencies of the Spanish assessment system and the need 

for further research on the matter of assessment policies across Europe and 

compliance to internationally recognised assessment standards. Consequently, a 

summary of proposed lines of research is presented here in three categories:  regional, 

national and international.  

i. Regional prospective research: 

 Comparability of options A and B of the English PAU exam in the 

Valencian region 

 Comparability of the June and September examination series in the 

Valencian region 

 Study of the feasibility of implementing a test cycle that included 

piloting of tasks 

 Research on the impact of further involvement of Bachillerato teachers 

on assessment decisions 

 Study of the familiarity of teachers with the CEFR 

 Analysis of the results of the pilots on the oral component conducted in 

May 2012 in various regions 
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ii. National prospective research: 

 Comparability of foreign language national assessment systems with 

other European countries with a similar testing tradition and 

educational system 

 Comparability of exams across Spanish regions  

 Comparative study of students’ English proficiency in different regions 

at different educational stages in order to implement assessment 

requirements in accordance with the reality of the Spanish context  

 Study of the feasibility of introducing an oral component in the English 

PAU by June 2014, as announced by the Royal Decree 961/2012, on 

22ndJune 2012 

 Study of the feasibility of having a unique English PAU test for all 

Spanish students. Regarding this aspect, on the 29th of June 2012, the 

government presented a proposal for a new law, the Ley para la Mejora 

de la Calidad Educativa (Consejo de Ministros, 2012). Although still in an 

embryonic stage,1 this law would mean the disappearance of the PAU 

exam and its substitution for an achievement test at the end of 

Bachillerato. This test would be the same across Spain, under the 

central supervision of the Ministry of Education. Whether the PAU 

continues as it is or becomes what is known as reválida, the basic 

organisational issues and quality management concerns highlighted in 

Chapter Seven of this thesis need further scrutiny 

                                                           
1
 Although there are some conflicting messages in the Spanish press (see Yagüe,A.M, 2012; Aunión, J.A., 

2012),  the news coincide in that the new government wants to prioritise the learning of foreign 
languages (and English in particular), and that the students’ average of Bachillerato grades will still be 
taken into account to calculate the final university entry mark. 
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iii. International prospective research: 

 Thorough linkage of the Spanish foreign language curriculum and 

assessment to the CEFR 

 Examine international assessment standards and produce a guide for 

good practice 

 Study initiatives by other European countries in terms of teacher 

training in order to assess the feasibility (mainly time and financial 

constraints) of training Secondary school and Bachillerato teachers to 

become part of a nationwide team of expert oral assessors and exam 

markers  
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