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Abstract
Since the Spanish Educational system is changing and promoting the use of online tests, it was necessary to study the
transformation of test items in the " Spanish University Entrance Examination " (IB P.A.U.) to diminish the effect of test
delivery changes (through its computerization) in order to affect the least the current model. The purpose of this study was to
describe and suggest the properties of a new test item taxonomy for the Spanish University Entrance Examination. After a
convenient study and piloting by using previous research in computer-based language testing, the researchers created a taxonomy
of test items for the I.B. P.A.U.
© 2010 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
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1. Introduction
Since the Spanish Educational system is changing and promoting the use of online tests, it was necessary to study
the transformation of test items in the " Spanish University Entrance Examination " (IB P.A.U.) to diminish the
effect of test delivery changes (through its computerization) in order to affect the least the current model. The
purpose of this study was to describe and suggest the properties of a new test item taxonomy for the Spanish
University Entrance Examination. The study was fully funded by the Ministry of Education of Spain under the
PAUER project (HUM2007-66479-C02-01/FILO).
Over the last twenty years the same paper model has been used to evaluate the foreign language competence in the
University Entrance Examination (P.A.U.). The model based in old theories of unified competence (Oller, 1979;
1983) has experienced few changes in this time. Thus, the model is seen as old fashioned and its reputation has been
decreasing especially in the last six or seven years. It is true that this criticism has been reflected in professional and
research literature but no suggestions appeared until 2006 when the Universidad Politécnica de Valencia started two
projects to design a computer based test. Certainly, this move also corresponds with similar ones across Europe,
especially the Ösym test in Turkey. Leaded by similar incentives and final goals, both exams reflect with different
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evolutions the need to increase the presence and, overall, the need to make the use of English (or, at least, foreign
languages) present in daily life. It is in this manner that educational authorities see high stakes tests as a valid means
to change the educational panorama and introduce educational innovation, especially in foreign languages (Wall,
2005). According to figure 1, there are two main perspectives from which educational change can be introduced:
innovation oriented by the authorities and innovation claimed by the teachers. Of course, this is a simplistic
perspective that leaves offside other stakeholders but this paper intends to show how these two aspects have the
central role.

Figure 1: Designing new test items for P.A.U.

The current test of P.A.U. has been criticized by both teachers and administrators. In 2008 the Ministry of
Education announced that a new format would be introduced in 2012. Little has been known from the Ministry
about the future plans for the test especially considering its importance and the fact that the new test will introduce
new oral tasks that may have a deep impact in the teaching methodology and syllabus design. Thus, although the
current test (red arrow) is still in use and will bring new experiences to shape the new test tasks, teachers need to get
ready for the new changes (of which so far in November 2009 they know nothing) while following the traditional
preparation. At the same time (grey arrow) researchers are currently working towards new suggestions. Among
these suggestions, lately the idea of a computer based test is gaining ground. This is how the Universidad Politécnica
de Valencia (Spain) started a three-year research project to implement a new test. So far, most work has been done
in the field of computer design and delivery. At this point, what seems really important is to obtain a series of tasks
that could be included in the future computer based test.
2. Designing the new tasks
In their previous paper, Garcia Laborda & Gimeno Sanz (2008) planned to implement an adaptive testing system.
In that case, most tasks should be graded similarly and have exactly the same style. It has been suggested in
literature that since the students show a “Whole language competence” (Newman, 1985; Oller, 1979) just testing
certain aspects of their competence would suffice to diagnose their foreign language competence. However, this
trend has been considered wrong even by Oller himself (1983) and the latest advances in language testing have led
to consider a completely different set of principles to design the new test items.
The first intention of the research team was to use the teachers’ ideas to implement the new tasks. The idea was
that since Garcia Laborda (2010a) detected a great deal of interest in changing the current paradigm and construct of
the language test in a questionnaire given to 120 teachers from the city of Valencia and accounting for their
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extended experience (most teachers were in their last 15 years before retirement), it was expected that their
suggestions would bring new ideas into design phase. In order to facilitate the data selection, the questionnaire
administered to 214 teachers in the Valencian Region (East of Spain) classified the tasks in four categories
according to the foreign language use: speaking, listening, reading and writing. In order to design the method, a
Delphi method was utilized with three main task designers as the original source of ideas and ten more teachers to
provide feedback and propose changes. The items run from conservative tasks like multiple choice to innovative
productive tasks abounding open ended questions. After the analysis, Gimeno Sanz et al. (2009) found that teachers
preferred traditional tasks in three of the four skills but a very open question for the speaking skill. Overall, the
computer based exam as suggested by the teachers consisted in the following sections:
a)
Reading: Reading a text and answering three open questions or a set of multiple choice questions.
b)
Writing: Writing a 200 word composition about a topic but little mention was given to doing more than one
written piece with different registers or epistolary styles.
c)
Listening: Listening to a two or three minute audio recording or video clip followed by a multiple choice
section.
d)
Students get a card and give a short (3 minute speech) on their own topic.
3. Moderating the teachers’ attitudes and the communicative competence evaluation through the Delphi
method
According to the test administrators in Valencia the results clearly evidence the teachers’ reluctance to change the
current format of the test supposedly due to a variety of reasons like fear to change, need to change teaching
methodologies, fear of failure, incapability to approach the test from a different perspective or even some incapacity
to cope with a more communicative approach. Since the goals of the educational reform under research are far more
challenging and demanding with the current situation in the Spanish Educational system the administrators decided
to submit the report, responses and proposals to a number of experts to moderate the responses and give
recommendations for both further studies teachers’ attitudes, in-school experimentation, teacher training and test
construct design.
According to all of these premises the report was sent to two completely different teams of experts in language
acquisition and educational measurement. The first team suggested including more open questions which may make
the test more productive. They also acknowledged that communicative approaches are more difficult to achieve
because these methodologies require full production and full understanding and testing strategies do not have such a
significant role as in objective test types.
In order to achieve the moderating goal, the statistics team correlated the teachers’ responses to the questionnaire
to find that their answers were well linked. Given the responses of both teams their reactions and considerations are
currently being under consideration. The Delphi method, however, seems to be an excellent means of providing a
second view when extra opinions are necessary or just when moderating becomes the cornerstone of educational
changes.
4. Results of moderation
As a result of the moderation process, the research team and the administrators observed that dramatic changes in
language testing need to be gradually implemented in Spain. Currently, García Laborda et al. (in press) have
observed that the best possibility to achieve a renovating situation is to combine both teachers’ objective test items
and more communicative ones. However, the idea would certainly not be by including both types of exercises but as
García Laborda & Gimeno Sanz (2008) suggested, by mixing them in each exercise. This would also be the idea
behind the new IB TOEFL format.
The new test for the University Entrance Examination that is currently being tested in Valencia includes the
following tasks Appendix 1):
Skill
Reading

1)
2)

Task
Reading and check True/False response followed by a justification
Short communicative opinion based answers
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3)
Writing
Listening
Speaking
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Multiple choice questions
A 130-150 word composition based on personal attitudes and opinions

1)
2)

Watching a mini-clip followed by open questions
Watching a mini-clip followed by a multiple choice exercise

1)
2)

Students watch a mini-clip and answer short questions
Students receive a prompt and then give a 2 minute mini-talk

Currently trialing is being carried with a simplified version in order to observe three main issues: ergonomics,
washback in the language classroom and students’ adaptation to the new environment.
5. Conclusions, findings and suggestions
The results provided a table and taxonomy of computer based items which resembles to those used in the TOEFL
test but are clearly different from those used in IELTS. The experimentation also suggested possible sources of
problems in the adaptation and singularities of computer based constraints. Current reactions from language teachers
are also being collected by now with the hope that cooperation between the different stakeholders.
This study suggests that since educational change is extremely difficult, the Delphi method can be very valuable
to design polls or taxonomies of items for computer based language testing, at least, it has been of great value in the
case of Valencia.
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Appendix 1
Table 1: Descriptive statistics of the percentages obtained by items and skills

