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 Language testing has been an elemental part of the teaching- learning the 

process, though views on language testing have always been changing. This 

paper presents the various components required to construct and use a 

language test. It primarily aims at highlighting the importance of validity, 

reliability, and washback and focuses if a test paper is valid, reliable and has 

a washback effect. A test should measure what it intends to measure and for 

this validity, of a test is an essential component. Reliability of a test refers to 

how a test should be measured and is also concerned with the consistency of 

scoring and the accuracy of the organization of the test, hence reliability also 

is an important factor for a test. Further, any item should ideally have a 

positive washback effect i.e., the test must have a beneficial effect. Any test 

setter has to consider these three qualities of a test discussed above. The 

paper aims at highlighting about these important aspects of test i.e. validity, 

reliability and washback and elucidates how these three aspects could be 

integrated into testing writing skills. 
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1.  Introduction 

Many researchers discuss the issue of a paradigm shift in testing issues ranging from psychometrics 

(questionnaires, personality tests) to a broader model of assessment in education, from an examination culture to 

an assessment culture. Gipps (1990) also observes that a much wider range of assessment practices are now in 

use than there were twenty-five years ago. Teachers today in engineering usually design and administer 

classroom tests to their students for decision-making and problem-solving purposes. To aid in decision-making 
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and problem-solving, it is imperative that these tests are both valid and reliable. Test validity and reliability could 

be achieved by taking a systematic approach to designing a test. The various components that are important for a 

test are validity, reliability, and washback and it is important that these principles are given their due 

consideration for a test to have a positive effect. This paper analyses a model question paper of a third year 

Engineering Graduate and examines if the paper is designed in a way to enhance the validity, reliability, and 

positive washback. 

 

2.  Research Methods 

Definition and Principles of Assessment 

Validity and Reliability are two principle components of a test that indicate the quality and usefulness of the 

test. Hence, while evaluating the suitability of the test we have to examine these two features. Validity is the 

extent to which a test measures what it is supposed to measure. It also refers to what characteristic the test 

measures and how well the test measures that particular characteristic. This principle also demonstrates how good 

a test is for a particular situation. The question of validity is raised in the contexts where we have to decide the 

form of the test, the purpose of the test and the population for whom the test is intended.  Thus, in place of the 

routine question “Is this a valid test?”, the question “how valid is this test for the decision that I need to make?” 

needs to be considered. Validity testifies if the characteristic being measured by a test is related to job 

qualifications and requirements or if there exists any link between the test performance and job performance. For 

example, if a test is based on to be a valid predictor of the performance for a specific job, and then a person who 

scores high in the test is also likely to perform well in the job. Validity also describes the degree to which specific 

conclusions about the test-takers can be made. In other words, it indicates the usefulness of the test. 

According to Nunally (1982), reliability is concerned with the extent to which measurements are  repeatable if  

all items  being studied  were included.  In other  words, reliability can  be described  as the  extent to  which a 

test measures  what it  aims to measure consistently  and accurately. Reliability is the degree to which a test 

consistently measures whatever it measures. Errors of measurement that affect reliability are random errors and 

the errors of measurement that affect validity are systematic or constant errors.  (Gay) A test is considered 

reliable if it yields the same results each time the test is conducted. For example, if we take a test in synonyms 

today to assess whether we remember the meanings of the lesson and are able to use them and then took another 

test on the same next week, we would expect to see similar scores on both the tests. This would mean the 

assessment was reliable. Reliability in an assessment is important because assessments provide information about 

student achievement and progress. The reliability principle is, therefore, concerned with whether a test gives 

consistent results, as Underhill (1987, p. 9) says: If the same learners are tested on two or three occasions, do they 

get the same score each time? Furthermore, the terms test-retest and parallel tests were emphasized by teachers 

when discussing the reliability concept even though those methods have problems. A test must be reliable, as a 

test cannot be valid unless it is reliable. 

The third principle of assessment is washback which also has a lot of importance while designing a paper as 

the paper must have a beneficial effect.  Washback has led to a greater understanding of this construct than was 

available earlier. Washback in simple terms refers to the impact the test has on teaching and learning. Moreover, 

when the concept of washback was examined, it was clear that it is a powerful tool for both language learners and 

teachers. The final principle, washback, “refers to the effects the tests have on instruction in terms of how 

students prepare for the test” (Brown & Abeywickrama, 2010, p. 38). The literature suggests that the focus 

should be on impact and not processes. The washback effect of testing is a well-designed phenomenon common 

to all. The washback or backwash mainly emphasizes on the effect that the test would have. As rightly said: ‘the 

influence of testing on teaching and learning’ (Gates, 1995).We as teachers, always design our tests to keep it 

outcome based. As G. Buck rightly observes, ‘There is  a  natural tendency  for both  teachers and  students to  

tailor their  classroom activities  to the  demands of the test, especially when the test is very important to the 

future of the students, and pass rates are used as a measure of teacher success. This influence of the test on the 

classroom (referred to as  washback  by  language  testers)  is,  of  course,  very  important;  this  washback  effect  

can  be  either  beneficial or harmful.’ Hence, the washback effect of a test is decided by the test focus, test type, 

test content and test delivery. The test focus describes whether the test has a larger or narrower scope which 

should be decided while designing a test paper. Test type also focuses on whether the test is Computer based, 

Paper-based, Oral Proficiency test etc. While the test content states whether the test has a positive effect of the 

syllabus. Test delivery explains whether the test is from textual to oral or other modes.  There could be a positive 

or negative washback of the test. Hence, studying the washback effect of tests is also a very valuable as it helps in 
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verifying the appropriateness of the test. So, tests must be part of learning experiences for all involved. In a later 

paper, Shohamy (1993a, p. 4) summarized four key definitions that are useful in understanding the washback 

concept: 

a) Washback effect refers to the impact that tests have on teaching and learning.  

b) Measurement-driven instruction refers to the notion that tests should drive learning.  

c) Curriculum alignment focuses on the connection between testing and the teaching syllabus. 

d) Systemic validity implies the integration of tests into the educational system and the need to demonstrate 

that the introduction of a new test can improve learning. 

  

In this paper, a 3rd Year, External Lab examination paper of an Engineering College is analyzed and the 

common characteristics of the test samples are scrutinized in terms of validity, reliability, and washback effect. 

The syllabus of a third year Engineering consists of Speaking, Reading and Writing Skills and all the three skills 

were tested. Writing skills include topics such as writing a SOP, abstract, report, summarizing & synthesizing, 

and writing a resume and cover letter. The question paper requires students to write questions based on writing 

for an academic and specific purpose. The sample question paper of a 3rd Year paper is analyzed against the three 

principles is as follows: 

 

III B. TECH –I SEM. ADVANCED ENGLISH COMMUNICATION SKILLS LAB EXTERNAL 

EXAMINATION  

Time: 3 hrs                                              Max. Marks: 70 

                                                              Section- I  

                                                        (Speaking Skills)                                         35 Marks 
I. Participate in the Group Discussion                                                                            20 Marks                             

II. Participate in JAM.                                                                                        15 Marks                                                             

Section- II 

                                           Part-A (Reading and Writing Skills)                              15 Marks  

1. Read the abstract given below and use the information to write the Introduction, Discussion & 

Recommendations for a report. 

Renewable Energy Resources 
The electricity requirements of the world including India are increasing at an alarming rate and the power 

demand has been running ahead of supply. It is also now widely recognized that the fossil fuels and other 

conventional resources, presently being used for generation of electrical energy, may not be either sufficient 

or suitable to keep pace with ever increasing demand of the electrical energy of the world. The recent severe 

energy crisis has forced the world to develop new and alternative methods of power generation, which could 

not be adopted so far due to various reasons. The magneto-hydro-dynamic (MHD) power generation is one of 

the examples of a new unique method of power generation. The other non-conventional methods of power 

generation may be such as solar cells, fuel cells, thermoelectric generator, thermionic converter, solar power 

generation, wind power generation, geothermal energy generation, tidal power generation etc. This paper 

elucidates about Different Energy sources, why we are going for non-conventional energy sources, Different 

non-conventional energy sources & comparison between them, about fuel cells and their applications.                                                  
2. You are applying to a University to pursue Master Degree (MS) in your specific field of study. Write a 

Statement of Purpose as part of the application process.     

Section- III 

                                   (Behavioural and Interview Skills)               Marks: 2X10=20 

      

3. Respond to the advertisement given below and draft your resume and cover letter for the same.  

1] Wanted Junior Engineers (Projects), with B.Tech./B.E, and must have 1-2 years of experience. The work 

responsibility includes: 

[a] Operate software like Autocad, Ms. Office. 

[b] Create a schedule and prepare evaluation/monitoring reports. 

[c] Supervise the development of work. 

[d] Able to work independently.  
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4. You are the student chapter chairman and you want a student- activity- center to be built in the college 

premises for ECA/CCA activities. You have a meeting with your Principal to discuss the same. Use your 

negotiation and persuasion skills to convince him about the requirement. Draft the dialogue.   

5. Write an abstract on a topic that you have presented in your college technical fest.   

                  

The question paper includes writing a sop, report, abstract, dialogue, resume and letter. A test is valid when it 

assesses the objectives and what has been taught. The paper should be designed so that it meets the objectives. 

The course outcomes easily align objectives with course content and evaluation methods and establish a logical 

sequence of learning milestones. Hence the objectives and outcomes of the Course are: 

 

Course Objectives: 

1]  Enable the students to create clear, accurate, and succinct content to write business letters, resume, SOP, 

Proposals and Technical Reports for academics as well as for workplace 

2]  To adjust technical content to meet the needs of a specific target audience 

3]  Groom students to speak accurately and fluently and prepare them for real-world activities through 

behavioral skills. 

4]  Train students in soft skills through role play and group discussion to improve their EQ. 

 

Course Outcomes:  

Students will be able to: 

1]  Comprehend various genres of technical writing generated/encountered in the engineering profession. 

2]  Summarize and synthesize information and produce technical writing that is required in academics as well 

as in the engineering profession. 

3]  Write covering letters, resume, SOP, Project Proposals and Technical Reports 

4]  Speak fluently and address a large group of audience and participate in debates and discussions. 

5]  Negotiate terms, manage complex situations through interpersonal skills, persuade people and make quick 

decisions. 

 

The elements tested here are content, format, style and organization. The questions included in the test intend 

to test what it proposes to measure, i.e. if the students were able to write a sop or an abstract as they were taught 

and in case if they have followed the steps. It also offers meaningful information about the students’ ability 

whether they are capable of writing the given assignment. 

To ensure reliability, the instructors have provided clear administration and scoring instructions. The 

questions listed above can be considered to be are reliable because the students will be able to write a sop, cover 

letter, abstract during an exam and also in different situations while applying for a job interview or while 

applying for admission into higher studies. The rubrics for reliability are uniform. It is also important that the 

other test factors such as the formats and content of the questions and the length of the exam are consistent. 

Hence, the test is reliable as the students will be able to write the given topics in different circumstances too.  

It refers to the outcomes for the learner, the teacher, and the teaching context (Linville).  To examine if the 

test has a washback effect, it should be: 

1]  Be more formative in nature than summative. 

2]  Give chance to learners to prepare. 

3]  Positively impact what teachers teach, and what learners learn etc. 

 

Washback motivates the students the learn more. The topics as sop, abstract and report will surely create an 

interest in students to learn and know more about them as they must be able to produce an impressive sop for the 

university or an abstract for a presentation. The students realize the importance of these and the test definitely has 

a positive washback.  

The test item also examines if learners are able to analyze, infer, interpret and reason it out to attempt the 

answer. Learners taking such tests are also required to organize ideas, use linkers and sequence ideas logically to 

construct paragraphs. The question paper provides a challenge to the learners to apply what they have learnt in 

the classroom. Thus, the questions contain ample scope for learners to analyze, organize and construct coherent 

passages for letter, abstract, sop and report. Hence, the question paper was designed in context with the principles 

of validity, reliability, and washback in long run. 
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3.  Results and Analysis  

The course outcome attainment based on these questions and the result obtained after the test show that the 

question paper is designed based on the principles of assessment. It has been observed that there are some issues 

to be taken into consideration when designing language exams. The exam papers collected for the purpose of this 

study reveal the following:  

a) Around 60 students appeared for the test and about 75% were able to perform well in the exam.  

b) The paper was designed to match with the principles of assessment in mind. As a good number of students 

performed in the test, it also confirms that the test was valid, reliable and had washback as it has a positive 

impact, a good number of students performed well and was able to take it to the next level etc. 

c) Having examined these items the result proves that the paper was designed well. 

4.  Conclusion  

The past ten years have seen a growing awareness that testing can have consequences beyond just the 

classroom. Tests and test results have a significant impact on the career or life chances of individual test takers 

(e.g. access to educational/employment opportunities). The presented analysis shows that the test discussed here 

had reliability, validity, and washback issues as it has uniform rubrics for scoring, measures what it exactly 

proposes to measure and offers a chance to learners to prepare and gives feedback relevant to the objective. As 

stated by Morrow, the test reflects and encourages good classroom practice. If employed this way testing 

becomes a method parallel to teaching and learning and the teaching-learning environment becomes more 

conducive. 
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