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Abstract 
Industrial, high volume, high stakes language testing has recently emerged, which annually assesses 

the language proficiency of tens of millions of people, worldwide.  Important decisions are made 

using test results, so the tests and the scoring procedures should be theoretically sound.  This study 

explores an aspect of Messick’s validity matrix which explicitly identifies the potential for validity 

threat where there are hidden social and cultural assumptions in the test construct.  This facet of 

validity research and theorisation has been largely ignored by the language testing field. 

The problem of implicit assumptions in test constructs is approached through a theoretical 

framework which combines Bernstein’s model of the structuring of pedagogic discourse and the 

results of Systemic Functional Linguistics (SFL) informed text analysis.  The framework allows 

connections between semantic and lexicogrammatical analysis of test responses and the social and 

cultural assumptions of the institution which evaluates that discourse.  Analysis using SFL was 

pursued on the basis that the orientation to language which underpins the test construct under 

investigation, the International English Language Testing System (IELTS) General Training Version 

Written Module Task One (GTVWMT#1) is ill equipped to address questions of social and cultural 

assumptions implicit in texts, tasks, and test constructs.  

The IELTS GTVWMT#1 scoring criteria performance dimension Task Achievement, and its constituent 

elements ‘tone’ and ‘the requirements of the task’ were the particular focus of the study. The 

embodiment relationship between a test’s construct and the scoring criteria used to inform 

evaluation of test texts is an assumption of the study. 

Responses (n=54) to a single IELTS GTVWMT#1 prompt were collected from a diverse potential 

candidate population.  The prompt demanded a friendly letter which communicated three main 

messages.  The responses were double marked by trained IELTS raters.  Quantitative analyses 

informed targeted qualitative analyses, including text analysis to identify similarities between groups 

of texts with respect to semantic constituency, realisation of critical semantic text elements, and 

Tenor. 

The study found that there are implicit expectations in the test construct related to social and 

cultural values and assumptions. 

These come from; 

1. The particular task used in the study.  There is potentially limited access to the domains of 

language use specified in this task.  

2. The situational context of testing which has an impact on need for explicitness, on order of 

information, and on inclusion of detail. 

3. Community expectations of thank you letters, particularly as they are entwined with notions 

of gracious behaviour.  

The major limitation of the study is the small sample size.  Major recommendations include further 

work on the development of a model of text in social context to support language assessment, and 

consideration of the semantic constituency and potential for the impact of socially originating 

semantic variation in realisation of texts in high stakes language tests.  
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Preface 

I once had a research meeting with an informant which changed my life.  I was working on a project 

investigating candidate preparation for the International English Language Testing System (IELTS, an 

English language test) and my informant came to see me in a state of anger and confusion. She had 

been trying to get a high enough score in the IELTS General Training test to support her application 

for Permanent Residency in Australia.  She needed a score of 7 overall, with no individual score below 

7 (there are four scores reported: reading, writing, speaking and listening) but she was having 

trouble with the writing paper.  She had attempted the test many times but could not score higher 

than 6.5 in the written section, even though she was a graduate of an Australian university and had 

been living and studying in Australia for more than five years.  We talked about her writing and I 

asked to see a sample of it for the first task, a letter writing task.  When I looked at her practice text 

alongside the scoring criteria I thought that she might be having problems with the scoring criteria 

section Task Achievement.  Task Achievement includes the descriptors ‘with the tone consistent and 

appropriate’ (level 7), ‘there may be inconsistencies in tone’ (level 6), and ‘the tone may be variable 

and at sometimes inappropriate’ (level 5).  The practice letter she showed me involved asking a 

landlord for assistance.  Reading her text gave me the impression that she was angry and 

demanding.  I was unsure but I felt that her response was probably not written with the level of 

courtesy and politeness that might be considered appropriate to the situation by whoever would be 

marking the test.  We talked for a few minutes about how she could change her writing to make it 

sound more polite and she left. 

She emailed me a few weeks later saying that her writing score had improved on her latest attempt 

at IELTS.   

When I reported the incident to my project co-author, I recalled that throughout my association with 

the informant whenever we talked about writing she always focussed on the presence or lack of 

grammatical errors in her writing and then how her response answered the question.  In time I 

realised that her understanding of test performance specifically and language use broadly may have 

been cast only in those terms. 

Since that meeting I have thought quite a bit about what ‘tone’ might mean in the context of the 

IELTS Writing Task 1.  I’ve also thought about scoring criteria for assessing writing and how   

language use and test performance is represented within them. 
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