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1 
Language Testing Past and Present 

Language tests from the distant past to the present are important historical
documents. They can help inform us about attitudes to language, language
testing and language teaching when little alternative evidence of what went on
in the bygone language classroom remains. Seeing where we have come from
also helps us better understand where we are today. The Cambridge ESOL
Certificate of Proficiency in English (CPE) has by far the longest track
record of any serious EFL examination still in existence, so it is a particularly
useful vehicle for researching where we have come from in European
approaches to language teaching and testing over the last century. We will
trace some significant events in its history to exemplify the developments
in the field during that period (see Weir 2003 for a full history of the CPE). 

1.1 The Cambridge Proficiency Examination 1913–1945: 
‘The Garden of Eden’, ‘the pre-scientific era’ 

Weir (2003: 2) describes how Cambridge’s formal entry into testing the
English of foreign students took place in 1913, when it first offered the
Certificate of Proficiency in English (CPE). The examination was based on
the traditional, essay-based, native-speaker language syllabus including an
English literature paper, the same as that sat by native speakers for university
matriculation, and an essay, but also a compulsory phonetics paper, a gram-
mar section and translation from and into French and German. These were
complemented by an oral component with dictation, reading aloud and
conversation. 

The emphasis in this early pre-scientific era was thus on language use, though
some attention was paid to form in the grammar and phonetics sections.
The ‘scientific’ issue of test reliability was still relatively little understood, at
least outside the United States (see Spolsky 1995) and the notion of the
‘connoisseurship’ of an elite group of examiners prevailed. All was thought
to be well in this testing Garden of Eden.  
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The 1913 test corresponded closely to the contents of Sweet’s (1899) The
Practical Study of Languages: A Guide for Teachers and Learners (see Howatt 1984
for details) and mirrored a concern with pronunciation as well as translation.
Phonetics occupied a central position in the field of linguistics and language
studies which was to survive until the 1960s in tests such as the English
Language Battery Version A (ELBA) and the English Proficiency Test Battery
(EPTB) used in university admissions (see Davies 2005 for a detailed account
of these exams) and even later in the Professional and Linguistic Assessments
Board (PLAB) test for overseas doctors wishing to practise in Britain. Grammar
translation as a basis for testing proficiency was also to endure into the
1970s in most foreign language testing in the UK and still lingers on in the
university sector. In contrast, the testing of English as a foreign language
was to progress more quickly. 

It is also interesting to note that an oral test (reading aloud and conversa-
tion) with associated dictation, was present in an international English as a
Foreign Language (EFL) test at such an early stage. This multi-componential
approach with a variety of discrete point, integrative and communicative
tasks was to differentiate the Cambridge main suite examinations from most
of its competitors through the twentieth century. It marks a British/European
preoccupation with the trait, with what we are testing, as against an American
preference for the method, the how of testing. This contrast was to last
throughout the twentieth century until the Test of English as a Foreign
Language (TOEFL) Next Generation programme.  

Weir (2003: 14) points out how the approach in the first half of the century
was to aim for construct validity and work on reliability, ‘rather than
through the single-minded pursuit of objectivity seriously curtail what CPE
would be able to measure. A valid test that might not present perfect
psychometric qualities was preferred to an objective test which though

1913 CPE Examination 

(i) Written: 
(a) Translation from English into French or German 
(b) Translation from French or German into English, and 

questions on English Grammar 
(c) English Essay 
(d) English Literature (The paper on English Language and 

Literature [Group A, Subject 1] in the Higher Local Examination) 
(e) English Phonetics 

(ii) Oral: 
Dictation 
Reading and Conversation

2 hours

2 ½ hours
2 hours
3 hours
1½ hours

½ hour
½ hour
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always reliable might not measure that much of value, e.g., not test speak-
ing or writing.’ 

In America the reverse was true and some aspects of validity were
sometimes sacrificed in the pursuit of reliability. It is only with the recent
development of TOEFL Next Generation that an attempt has been made to
redress the situation by focusing on test activities more relevant to the
demands of real-life academic study. Similarly in mainstream education in
the USA, there is now increasing public concern over several aspects of
validity of a number of the standardized tests that proliferate in school
assessment despite their undoubted claims to reliability, i.e., measurement
consistency. 

We return to the issues of validity in Chapters 2, 3 and 4. 

1.2 Developments in the 1960s: the move towards a 
language-based examination  

Up to this point, the case for a language-based test had been hampered by
the desire of linguists to gain academic respectability and recognition for
language degree programmes in the older universities by injecting a heavy
dose of literature and culture into their courses and examinations.  

Concept 1.1 Reliability and validity: competing paradigms in 
test development? 

In these early days of language testing, reliability and validity were often seen as
dichotomous concepts, a question of where priorities were to be placed. The cardinal
guiding principle for Cambridge was construct validity, i.e., appropriateness in what
was being measured, followed closely by utility for the teaching community. This does
not mean they did not seek to achieve reliability, i.e., consistency of measurement, but
reliability was not the overriding determinant of what went into the examination.
According to Spolsky (1995), until the work of Roach in the 1940s on improving rater
reliability, they appear to have remained relatively immune to psychometric influences
from across the Atlantic. 

Concept 1.2 Language tests should only test language 

In the early 1960s we see the beginnings of a critical shift in the language testing
tradition in Britain towards a view that language might be divorced from testing
literary or cultural knowledge. It is thus possible in this period to date the start of a
gradual but critical change of the English language examination to one which focuses
on language as against an assortment of language, literature and culture. 
(Weir 2003: 17–18) 
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Weir (2003:19) describes how:  

candidates still have to take two other papers in addition to the compulsory
‘English Language’ paper. However, unlike the previous major revision in
1953, candidates can choose both ‘Use of English’ and ‘Translation from
and into English’ as two additional papers, which means they do not
have to take anything from (b) ‘English Literature’ or its alternatives. 

In section (b) of the Use of English paper 3 option, multiple-choice items are
introduced. This marks a growing interest in improving the reliability of the
test overall, at least in terms of the internal consistency of the discrete item
components (see Chapter 9). The more consistent the items were with each
other in terms of how candidates performed on them, the higher this
internal reliability. Spolsky (1978), in line with wider developments in the
fields of statistics and linguistics, labelled this the ‘psychometric-structuralist’
era and Morrow (1979) ‘The Vale of Tears’. The latter title was a reaction
to an obsessive pursuit of objectivity, not just in tests of micro-linguistic
knowledge (e.g., vocabulary) but also, for example, in the Multiple-Choice
Question (MCQ) structure and written expression section in TOEFL. This
indirect measure was used as an estimate of academic writing ability until
the introduction of the bolt-on Test of Written English (TWE) paper in
response to consumer wishes in 1986. Breaking language down into its
elements also fitted well with the immediate constituent analysis of
sentences in vogue with linguists in this period. 

1.3 The 1975 and 1984 revisions: ‘The Promised Land’? 

The 1975 revisions saw the CPE examination taking a shape that, in its
broad outline, is familiar to the Cambridge candidate of today and largely

1966 

Oral: Dictation, Reading and Conversation 
Written: Candidates must offer (a) English Language and two other papers chosen from
(b), (c) or (d). No candidate may offer more than one of the alternatives in (b). 

(a) English Language (composition and a passage or passages of 
English with language questions. The choice of subjects set for 
composition will include some for candidates who are specially 
interested in commerce) (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)
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represents the content coverage of language tests at this level across the
world. Weir (2003: 24) describes how 

the new CPE listening, reading and speaking tests in particular repre-
sented major developments on the 1966 revision and echoed the bur-
geoning interest in communicative language teaching in the 1970s; an
increasing concern with language in use as against language as a system
for study . . . . The 1970s saw a change from teaching language as a system
to teaching it as a means of communication as set out and discussed in
Widdowson (1978). 

In the UK it was reflected in the teaching and publications emerging from
CALS at the University of Reading under the influence of Ron White, Don
Porter, Keith Morrow and Keith Johnson, and at Lancaster University under
the influence of Chris Candlin, Michael Breen and colleagues. 

The increased reliance on multiple-choice formats (in papers 2–4)
acknowledged the attention international examinations felt they must pay to
the demands of objectivity. The concern to improve marker reliability, par-
ticularly from the 1980s onwards, also aimed to improve the dependability
of the scores in productive tests (papers 1 and 5). 

The direct connection between the exam and British culture was com-
pletely broken and this potential source of test bias much reduced.  

Weir (2003: 26) describes how  

the five papers have replaced the old division of Oral and Written and
indicate some movement to recognizing further the need to address the
notion that language proficiency is not unitary but partially divisible. It
was to take a number of American applied linguists rather longer to
discard their firmly held convictions that language proficiency was
unitary and that therefore it mattered little what was tested as long as it
was done reliably (see Oller 1979). 

During the 1980s and 1990s there was, however, a degree of convergence
of views on testing internationally, helped in no small part by the growing
influence of the Language Testing Research Colloquium, which annually

Content of the 1975 Certificate of Proficiency in English 

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)
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brought together researchers and scholars interested in language testing
from around the world. The birth of the journal Language Testing as a result
of a weekend meeting of a small group of British testers at Lancaster University
in 1980 (see Alderson and Hughes (eds.) 1981) was to promote further the
exchange of views across the Atlantic. The advent of the Language Testing
list-serve, a web-based discussion forum in the 1990s, similarly promoted the
exchange of views and an understanding of different traditions. The growing
acceptance, or at least recognition, of international standards for language
testing spawned by the drawing up of the American Educational Research
Association et al. (1974, 1985, 1999) standards made an equally positive
contribution. Full details of links to all of these can be found in Part 4. 

Now that the channels of communication are open and earlier
entrenched positions have softened, the future development of the field will
depend on clarifying, codifying and disseminating a framework for test
development, administration and analysis that all test developers can buy
into. The rest of this book explores what might go into such a framework. 

Further reading 

Spolsky (1995) is an impressive, scholarly history of the development of ESOL examin-
ations in the USA and Britain, if somewhat predisposed to the psychometric
orientation of the former. 

Weir and Milanovic (eds.) (2003) gives a full history of the development over a century
of a major international ESOL examination the CPE looked at from a British
perspective with its humanistic/sociolinguistic leanings. 
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