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Resumen 

Este artículo describe el procedimiento utilizado para formular una conceptualización del 
Dominio de Uso de la Lengua Meta (DULM) para el Examen de Egreso del Idioma Inglés 
(EXEDII).  Los exámenes para el manejo de idiomas parten de la postulación de cuatro 
habilidades: comprensión auditiva y lectora, discurso hablado y escritura.  Existe una 
controversia acerca de esa forma de conceptualizar el constructo a medir, ya que el uso 
del lenguaje en el ambiente real no se manifiesta como entidades separadas.  Por ello, 
resulta útil, antes de construir o validar los exámenes, elaborar una conceptualización del 
dominio a medir.  Se consideró la adaptabilidad del uso del lenguaje y la situación en que 
éste se utiliza para diseñar cuatro actividades concatenadas y recabar información que 
permitiera formular una conceptualización de su uso.  Mediante un grupo de enfoque y 
entrevistas, se recogieron las opiniones de expertos.  Posteriormente, se compararon las 
descripciones de las competencias correspondientes al nivel intermedio de dominio del 
inglés utilizadas por organismos internacionales, un centro de enseñanza de lenguas y en 
exámenes para certificación del inglés como lengua extranjera.  La integración de la 
información produjo la conceptualización utilizada como criterio de comparación en la 
validación de contenido del EXEDII, que es un examen de certificación del inglés, como 
lengua extranjera.  

Palabras clave: Validación, inglés (como lengua extranjera), dominio de uso de la lengua, 
validez de contenido. 

Abstract 

This article describes the procedure followed to formulate a conceptualization of the Target 
Language Use Domain for the Graduation Test of English (EXEDII).  Language tests 
consider four abilities: listening, reading, speaking and writing, but a controversy exists 
about the conceptualization of the measured construct since the use of language in the 
real environment is neither fractioned in separate entities, nor used in a single situation.  
Thus it seems useful to make a conceptualization of the field before constructing or 
validating tests.  Taking into account the adaptability of language use depending on the 
situation, four concatenated activities for collecting information were designed.  A Focus 
Group and interviews provided the opinion of experts in teaching.  Also, comparisons were 
made between the descriptions of the intermediate level of proficiency used by 
international institutions, a centre of language teaching and a couple of English language 
proficiency tests.  The integration of this information produced the conceptualization which 
will be used as a criterion for the content validation of the EXEDII test. 

Key words: Validity, English (foreign language), target language use, content validity. 
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Introduction 

The English Language Graduation Test (Spanish acronym EXEDII) is a 
computerized criteria test which is aligned with the intermediate level of the course 
On Target in the Scott Foresman English Series (Intermediate Level), developed 
by James Purpura and Diane Pinkley (1991) for certification in English as a foreign 
language. The test was created by a group of researchers at the Universidad 
Autónoma de Baja California (Spanish acronym UABC) Institute for Educational 
Research and Development [Instituto de Investigación y Desarrollo Educativo] 
(Spanish acronym IIDE), in Mexico. It is applied to UABC graduates who are unable 
to provide documented proof of their command of English. The EXEDII includes 
100 multiple choice items, grouped in three areas of evaluation: listening 
comprehension, grammar, and reading comprehension. 

The EXEDII, like other standardized tests, can be considered high impact due to its 
consequences for students who take it. For this reason, it is essential to have 
evidence of its validity as a measurement instrument. Although validity is a unitary 
concept (Messick, 1993), it is common, in the literature on test validation, to find 
definitions of the type of evidence sought, depending on the nature of the 
instrument and the interpretations made from the scores obtained by subjects. In 
the EXEDII’S case, evidence of validity should refer to content, because it is a 
criteria and certification test (Popham, 1990), and to the construct, because it 
constitutes the most important type of evidence in any kind of test (Anastasi, 1977; 
Heaton, 1988; Cureton, 1951; Messick, 1993; Bachman & Palmer, 1996). 

Traditionally, both English courses and language evaluations have been defined in 
terms of four skills: spoken discourse (speaking), writing, listening comprehension, 
and reading comprehension (reading). The first two are considered productive 
skills and the other two receptive skills. It has been thought that speaking and 
listening relate language expressed through hearing; in contrast, reading and 
writing do so through sight. While it is true that in a conversation hearing may be 
the most important sense, part of the meaning of discourse is derived from visual 
codes, such as gestures and facial and bodily movements in general. On the other 
hand, when a person reads the person is not completely passive, given that the 
meaning of the written message is recreated by the reader through reasoning and 
the reader’s socio-cultural context. Writing can be understood as an action that 
produces a message with more than one meaning, depending on the reader. 
Widdowson (1978) presents an analysis of the ambiguity of these affirmations and 
proposes a broader interpretation, which allows for other elements that had not 
been considered in approaches prior to the communicative approach, such as 
attention to the characteristics of tasks and those of the subject in a given situation. 

I. Background and theoretical framework 

Language, as an object of study, has been conceptualized from different 
perspectives which, in the literature on the subject, are commonly referred to as 
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approaches. Thus, the study of linguistics in general, and the teaching and 
evaluation of language in particular, were influenced by the structural approach, 
focused on knowledge of the grammatical rules of language. In the nineteen 
seventies Chomsky’s approach gave a new turn to the structural approach with the 
concepts of competency and use. After Chomsky (1970), Hymes (1971) developed 
the concept of communicative competency, which assumes knowledge of the 
contextual or socio-linguistic use of language. The work of Halliday (1982) 
contributed the concepts of notions and functions of language. The integration of 
the approaches of these and some other authors produced another approach, 
known as the communicative approach, which considers the user of language the 
protagonist, with communication needs in the different situations in which they 
arise. 

In the field of psychology, the study of language has been addressed from different 
points of view, from the concept of language as a conduct subject to operant 
conditioning (Skinner, 1957/1981) to its conception as a manifestation of thought 
(Piaget, 1969), or in accordance with the posture of Vygotsky, as a tool that a 
person uses not only to communicate with others, but that allows the person to 
construct the notion of the surrounding world (Hernandez Rojas, 2005). It is 
important to note the diversity of theoretical approaches regarding the origin, 
development, and function of language, which, in one way or another, have 
influenced the teaching and evaluation of languages, and by extension the 
construction of tests as instruments to measure skills, abilities, and competencies 
or learning.  

The Dictionary of the Spanish Language (2001) defines “certify” (certificar) as to 
assure, affirm, or hold something as true. To certify the use of language is to 
validate the display of a person’s command of that language, comparing that 
person’s performance against established criteria. To make this comparison it is 
necessary to use a measuring instrument (test) that allows one to implement tasks 
in which the subject uses language in ways essentially equal to those he would 
encounter in situations outside the evaluation. The instrument should be designed, 
constructed, and validated so that the results obtained can be interpreted as 
evidence of whether or not the subject possesses the skills evaluated. 

Most procedures used to validate the contents of a test include the comparison of 
the questions or objectives of the instrument against a particular program or 
course, which represents the content that students should know after instruction 
(Messick, 1993; Popham, 1990). On the other hand, criteria tests should be aligned 
with a criterion, which often consists of the curriculum or objectives of a given 
course (Nitko, 1994). When the instrument has the purpose of certification it is 
harder to choose a criterion because, by definition, certification tests evaluate 
subjects’ skills independently of the manner in which they have been acquired 
(Heaton, 1988). If it is necessary to validate the content of a criteria test whose 
purpose is to certify subjects in their command of a language, it is inadequate to 
use the same criteria used to construct and validate it. The communicative 
approach helps overcome the issue of using course objectives as criteria in the 
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process of validating a criteria test for language certification. The argument is to 
appeal to the concept of language use (Bachman & Palmer, 1996). 

The use an individual makes of language to communicate in the natural 
environment acquires specific characteristics, depending on the situation in which it 
occurs. Each of these circumstances has its own domain: the domain of language 
use (DLU). For measurement purposes, it can be broken down into specific 
language use tasks, based on a particular situation called domain of target 
language use (DTLU). DTLU is broader than the sub-domain covered by the items in 
a test, but if the tasks in the test are relevant and pertinent, they may represent it 
and the interpretations made based on the test results will be generalized to the 
entire domain. DTLU can be defined as the set of specific language use tasks that 
the subject is likely to encounter outside the test situation and on which the tester 
seeks to generalize inferences about the subject’s language skills (Bachman & 
Palmer, 1996).  

The work presented here is a methodological proposal, as it suggests the 
application of a series of activities interrelated to formulate the conceptualization of 
language use that an instrument will measure. The procedure starts by collecting 
the opinions of experts in university teaching and/or English teaching, by means of 
a procedure that allows them to express themselves without encumbrances. This is 
followed by a consultation of published international standards and comparing the 
two sources of information to arrive at a conceptualization of the domain, which 
serves as the operational definition of the test construct, for the purposes of studies 
of its validity. 

The task of formulating a conceptualization of the domain a test such as the EXEDII 
measures follows from the need to find the most relevant indicators of use of the 
target language in order to integrate them in an operational description of the tasks 
of the domain to be measured, which are consistent with the characteristics of the 
subjects, in the particular situations that are likely to arise. 

To gain a clear idea of the type of tasks a person making use of a foreign language 
might face (e.g. the task of communicating with a waiter in a restaurant), and 
represent them in a test of the use of that language, we need to know the type of 
situations subjects are likely to face (e.g. the situation of ordering a breakfast 
consisting of fried eggs and coffee). For this purpose, it was considered necessary 
to collect the opinions of two groups of persons, one of which had to know the 
characteristics of the subjects and their English usage needs, and the other had to 
be fluent in the language and have experience teaching students with 
characteristics equal or similar to those of the test subjects. 

To achieve these ends, we investigated the opinions of university and English 
language teachers by means of two techniques: focus group (Alvarez-Gayou, 
2005) and interviews. Then the information obtained was compared with the 
criteria that different associations and organizations use to teach, evaluate, or 
certify use of English. The associations and organizations consulted are: the 
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American Council of Teachers of Foreign Languages (ACTFL), the Association of 
Language Teachers of Europe (ALTE), Cambridge University, and the University of 
Buenos Aires, Argentina, Certification program in English as a foreign language 
(Spanish acronym CILE). The reasons these organizations were chosen are related 
to their extensive use of international standards at language teaching and 
evaluation centers, both in the Americas and in Europe and Asia. Also, the impact 
of the Cambridge University testing system on admissions criteria at universities on 
those three continents is well known. Finally, the CILE was chosen in an attempt to 
homologate the circumstances of the EXEDII with those of a Latin American 
university, given that in that language teaching and certification institute English is 
taught as a foreign language to students whose native language is Spanish. 

II. Method 

In the phase of EXEDII’S design and construction a definition of the test’s construct 
was developed, which in turn established that the EXEDII ought to measure 
subjects’ command of English as a foreign language, at the intermediate level, in 
UABC graduates. This definition served as a general frame of reference in the 
development of the test, which, as a criteria test, was aligned with the course On 
Target developed by Purpura and Pinkley (1991). Notwithstanding, the study of 
validation of the EXEDII’S content required a more specific definition, in order to 
evaluate the relevance, representativity, and pertinence of the test items in relation 
to the definition of the content and the construct, and the authenticity of the tasks 
evaluated by the test items. 

Four activities were developed: a) focus groups; b) interviews with two experts; 
c) comparative analysis of descriptions of intermediate command of English as a 
foreign language, from four different sources; and d) conceptualization of the 
EXEDII’S DTLU. 

First activity: Focus groups 

Purpose: To collect opinions from an intentional sample of university teachers on 
two topics: a) the EXEDII as a measurement instrument, and b) knowledge and skills 
in English that UABC students should possess to graduate from the university and 
practice their professions or continue their studies.  

This method was chosen to collect participants’ opinions because the objective 
was to form a group in which a pair of predefined questions would be posed and 
ask participants to answer them, allowing an exchange of opinions. According to 
Loera Varela (2000) and Alvarez-Gayou (2005), the answers given would be 
different from those that would be given individually in a personalized interview, 
because they are built from interaction with group members. 

Participants: Sixteen active teachers were invited to participate in the focus group 
and 14 accepted, distributed as follows:  
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• Four active English teachers, who have given at least one course to 
intermediate level students. 

• Seven teachers from UABC schools or departments, with professional 
experience in their respective areas of expertise and at least intermediate 
level English. Each academic area of UABC’S programs (economic-
administrative, chemico-biological, healthcare, engineering, physico-
mathematical, social sciences, and humanities) was represented by a 
professor. 

• A linguist, a psychometrist, and a psychologist. The latter served as 
facilitator in the focus group, organized and focused the discussion in the 
session, and ensured the conditions necessary to make a video recording 
of the session; took notes during the session; and analyzed the data 
obtained. 

Procedure: Before the focus group, participants had the opportunity to take the 
EXEDII under the same conditions as it is administered to UABC graduates. In the 
focus group session the panelists were asked the following questions: “How much 
English should a UABC graduate know?” and “What is your opinion of the EXEDII as 
an instrument to measure command of English in UABC students?” The session had 
a duration of three hours and a video was made to keep an objective record of the 
participations. According to Alvarez Gayou (2005), after recording all the ideas 
expressed by the panelists, they were grouped in conceptual categories and 
organized in a table. 

Second activity: Interviews 

Purpose: To obtain detailed responses on the opinions of English teaching 
specialists, to acquire elements to construct the conceptualization of the DTLU. 

Participants: Two active English teachers, one in the State Normal School and the 
other is the principal of an academy that teaches English, in accordance with the 
program of “English for specific purposes”. 

Procedure: Interviews were conducted with a professor who did not attend the 
focus group and with one of the panelists, who did not have the opportunity to 
express his opinions. The interview format was semi-structured, and the 
interviewees were asked one of the questions from the focus group: “How much 
English should a UABC graduate know?” No other questions were asked because 
one of the interviewees did not have the chance to familiarize himself with the 
EXEDII and the other interviewee had already expressed his opinions in the focus 
group. The information collected in the two interviews was analyzed in two parts: 
listening to the recording or reading the notes, and then writing down the general 
ideas expressed and dividing them into categories, exemplified with segments from 
the interviewees’ remarks. Finally, a table was made with each interviewee’s 
categories, which is included in the section on Results. 
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Third activity: Comparison of international standards corresponding to the 
level to be measured by the EXEDII

Purpose: To compare standards for the intermediate level in four international 
organizations to identify the skills, competencies, or learning pertinent to the level 
and context of UABC students. The corresponding organizations and levels were: 
a) ACTFL at the lower intermediate and middle intermediate levels; b) ALTE levels A1 
and B1, under the headings of general skills, students, work, and tourist-social; 
c) CILE, with regard to minimum passing levels for the Certification program in 
English as a Foreign Language, in its descriptions of the pre-intermediate and 
intermediate stages; d) Cambridge University, in accordance with the passing 
criteria for the Preliminary English Test (PET) and the First Certificate in 
English (FCE).

Procedure: American (ACTFL) and European (ALTE) standards were chosen as a 
means of identifying criteria from English speaking countries. Also, the criteria 
applied in a program used by a Latin American university (CILE) were chosen to 
certify command of English as a foreign language, and finally, considering that the 
tests applied by Cambridge University (UK) are widely used as criteria for 
competence in English language teaching programs. The PET and the FCE were 
chosen because they correspond to the intermediate level in accordance with the 
criteria of Cambridge University’s ESOL (English for Speakers of Other Languages) 
tests (ALTE, 2007). The information obtained was used to construct a table with two 
entries, which is shown in the section on Results. 

Fourth activity: Conceptualization of the EXEDII’S DTLU  

Purpose: To express the conceptualization of Domain of Target Language Use, 
based on the combined results from the three previous activities. 

Procedure: Tables 5, 6, 7, 8, and 9 were examined carefully with the intention of 
using them as the basis to describe the criteria for competency at the intermediate 
level in terms of tasks. These tasks correspond to a sample of those the subject 
would face in real-life situations, and therefore should be included in a test like the 
EXEDII. Then Tables I and III were examined to adapt the content of the others to 
the specific context of the EXEDII and the characteristics of its subjects. 

The result of this activity was a text which expresses the conceptualization of the 
DTLU and is presented in the section on Results.  

III. Results 

First activity. The topics discussed by the panelists were noted and organized in 
conceptual categories that covered several similar ideas, as shown in Table I. The 
purpose of making this kind of groupings is to condense the information collected 
in a few phrases, which can be interpreted more easily. The criterion used to group 
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the ideas in categories was their thematic similitude. The first column contains the 
categories and the second contains some of the ideas that exemplify them. 

Table I. Conceptual categories formed based on the ideas expressed in the opinions of 
panelists in the Focus Group

Categories Related ideas 
Difficulty A certification test should measure the full range of difficulties for the 

level to be evaluated. 
In the case of the EXEDII: very difficult (1 panelist’s opinion); 
intermediate (5 panelists); easy (1 panelist). Difficulty may be increased 
by errors in application. Items should be ordered from easier to more 
difficult. At the end, a consensus was obtained on the level the EXEDII 
measures: intermediate level.  

Skills measured by the 
EXEDII 

General English, skills in Spanish are applied to English 
(communicative approach). Intermediate skills (discrimination) and 
higher skills (reasoning). 

Skills that should be 
evaluated 

Reading comprehension in specialized and/or academic/technical texts, 
by academic field. General knowledge of US-Mexico border zone 
culture: maquiladoras, legality, migrants, labor and academic issues, 
news; obtaining information from visual and auditory sources. Specific 
communicative competencies: greetings, introduction, and general 
courtesy phrases; directions, simple instructions. 

Communicative 
approach 

Topics should be accessible to students; although evaluating grammar 
is not part of the communicative approach, as it measures rules, it is 
desirable. It is necessary to use short paragraphs (instead of phrases) 
in which grammatical objectives can be evaluated. The vocabulary 
should also be suitable for general English, at the intermediate level. 

Situations the typical 
subject would face 

Graduate study, attending and understanding the content of 
conferences. Applying for jobs in maquiladoras, offices, hospitals, 
restaurants, hotels, businesses, courts, etc. Entertainment and tourism. 

Typical EXEDII subjects Young adults at the pre-professional stage; some have work 
experience; a minority continue in graduate school. English needs vary 
by area of expertise and personal interests: tourism, searching for 
information, travel, academic. 

 

Second activity. The information collected in the interviews was analyzed 
following a procedure similar to the analysis in the Focus Group.  

First, the ideas expressed in each of the interviewees’ opinions were recorded, as 
shown in Table II.  
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Table II. Sample of ideas expressed in interviews with two experts in English teaching 

Idea 1: The best way to teach is from the communicative approach. 
Idea 2: The best way to evaluate is from the communicative approach. 
Idea 3: We cannot correctly evaluate what has not been clearly defined. 
Idea 4: The current trend is to define broadly, based on the characteristics of the situation and 
the subjects. 
Idea 5: The conditions in which the test is applied may influence its validity.  
Idea 6: It is not the same thing to communicate with workers as to present a project to the 
owners of a factory. This is similar to the academic world. 
Idea 7: Words do not have a fixed meaning. When we speak we are constructing a discourse 
with the interlocutor. 
Idea 8: We need to define specific skills or competencies for each test. 
Idea 9: University graduates need to have a command of specific competencies. 
Idea 10: Students know grammar, but do not apply it to initiate and sustain conversations.  
Idea 11: Tag questions should be taught and evaluated. 
 

The content of the ideas expressed by the interviewees was organized in 
conceptual categories, grouping several similar ideas, as shown in Table III. Again, 
the purpose of making this kind of groupings is to condense all the information 
collected and summarize it in a few phrases that can be interpreted more easily. 
The criterion with which the ideas were grouped in categories was their thematic 
similitude. 

Table III. Categories derived from interviews with two experts in English teaching 

 Interviewee # 1 
Teacher in State Normal School 

Interviewee # 2 
Teacher in specific purpose English 

academy 
Importance of evaluating from the 
communicative approach 

It is possible to clearly define specific 
competencies 

Importance of defining competencies 
to be measured 

Language use as skills dependant on the 
purpose and context in which they are 
applied 

C
at

eg
or

ie
s 

Importance of conceiving the domain 
to be measured as Language Use  

Levels of competency are framed by 
students’ needs: factory, school, test, 
entertainment, social, tourist, academic, etc. 

 

Third activity. The information collected on the standards of the organizations 
consulted was organized in a table, for purposes of comparison. Table V shows a 
fragment of the standards consulted, with phrases that express information 
differentiated based on two criteria: a) tasks that exceed survival level and are 
associated with the characteristics of the subjects, and b) tasks that imply receptive 
skills (reading and oral comprehension, based on the traditional classification) and 
productive skills. This selection was made based on the characteristics of the 
EXEDII, which does not measure productive skills (spoken discourse and writing). 
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Table IV. Description of some minimum competencies/skills required for intermediate level English according to ACTFL, ALTE, the 
University of Buenos Aires CILE, and the Cambridge University ESOL tests 

 

Organization 
consulted Competencies Level/typical 

skills 

A
C

TF
L 

 
Lo

w
er

 
In

te
rm

ed
ia

te
 

The student is able to successfully perform a limited number of uncomplicated communicative tasks, in 
face-to-face social situations… concrete exchanges on predictable subjects, necessary for survival in 
the target culture… on basic personal information, family, day-to-day activities. Reactive conversation. 

G
eneral 

English 

A
C

TF
L 

M
id

dl
e 

In
te

rm
ed

ia
te

 Ability to successfully perform a variety of uncomplicated communicative tasks, in face-to-face social 
situations… conversation… limited to predictable exchanges necessary for survival in the target 
culture… express personal information... Works reactively answering direct questions. If the subject is 
required to perform advanced level functions… difficulty relating ideas, manipulating times and 
aspects, circumlocution (unnecessary use of words to express an idea)… expressed… combining and 
recombining known language elements and using the interlocutor’s conversational stimuli to form short 
phrases and some longer sentences… in the search for the proper vocabulary and appropriate ways 
to express themselves. Due to errors of precision, lack of vocabulary, misinterpretation, but making 
themselves understood, especially if the interlocutor is patient and has experience with non-native 
speakers. 

G
eneral English 

A
LT

E 
(2

00
6)

 
Le

ve
l 

1 
(A

2)
 

Reading: direct information in a known area such as products, signs… 
Auditory/oral: expresses simple opinions or requirements in a known context… 

A
LT

E 
(2

00
6)

Le
ve

l 
2 

(B
1)

 

Reading: routine information and articles; general meaning of information… 
Auditory/oral: expresses opinions on abstract/cultural matters on a limited basis… 

G
eneral 

English 

A
LT

E 
(2

00
6)

 
Le

ve
l 

1 
(A

2)
 

Reading: general meaning of a simple text book reading very slowly. 
Auditory/oral: simple opinions using expressions like “I don’t agree”. 

Le
ve

l 
2 

(B
1)

 

Reading: instructions, basic messages, computerized library catalogs. 
Auditory/oral: understands instructions in classes and tasks assigned by the teacher. 

Typical 
student 

skills 

A
LT

E 
(2

00
6)

 
Le

ve
l 1

 
(A

2)
 Reading: understands reports… predictable subject in his/her area of knowledge, if enough time is 

allowed. 
Auditory/oral: expresses and understands simple requests in [his/her] work area. 

Le
ve

l 2
 (B

1)
 

Reading: understands general meaning of non-routine letters and theoretical articles in his/her work 
area. 
Auditory/oral: offers customers help/advice on simple matters within his/her work area.  

Typical w
ork 

skills  
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A
LT

E 
(2

00
6)

 
Le

ve
l 1

 
(A

2)
 Reading: understands direct information: food labels, menus, road signs, messages on money 

changing machines. 
Auditory/oral: expresses likes/dislikes in known contexts; I like/I don’t like. 

A
LT

E 
(2

00
6)

 
Le

ve
l 2

 
(B

1)
 Reading: understands simple newspaper articles, routine letters in hotels, personal opinions.  

Auditory: limited understanding of opinions on abstract/cultural topics and understands details of 
opinions or drawbacks. 

Typical 
social and 

tourist skills 

C
IL

E 
II 

Pr
e-

in
te

rm
ed

ia
te

 
St

ag
e 

The student acquires a better understanding of first-level situations and texts and can discuss a more 
varied range of everyday and tourism-related situations; extracts basic information, understands and 
expresses attitudes, opinions, and desires. 
Can understand specialized texts on academic subjects  
In work-related situations, the student can exchange opinions with colleagues on known subjects and 
orient customers in his/her area of expertise. 

G
eneral 

English 

C
IL

E 
III

 In
te

rm
ed

ia
te

 
St

ag
e 

Knows primary grammatical structures, uses them with some confidence and precision suited to the 
situation. Comfortable with use of varied vocabulary.  
Is aware of formal and informal terms of address and understands native speakers of a known variety. 
Understands different points of view in a conversation and can interact expressing hypotheses… ask 
questions, and give brief presentations, take notes in class… from written texts… basic knowledge of 
the subject. 
In work-related situations, the student can perform office tasks, exchange opinions… 

G
eneral 

English 

PE
T 

Reading: advertisements, signs, news, short texts about specific facts; scan texts for specific 
information. 
Auditory: conversations, advertisements, news [on the] radio, simple… 

Survival 
FC

E 

Reading: understands informative and general interest texts; comprehension of the general topic…  
Auditory: understands conversations, advertisements… 

C
om

m
erce 

industry 
Educational 
Institutions 

Skills/competencies appear in italics. 
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Given that the description of the standards consulted is not organized in terms of 
four skills (two productive and two receptive), the descriptions in Table IV were 
included in tables V, VI, VII, and VIII, regrouping them in the EXEDII’S areas of 
measurement: listening comprehension, reading comprehension, and grammar, 
when standards include the latter.  

Table V. Integration of information from Table IV, based on EXEDII areas of measurement: 
listening and reading comprehension, according to ACTFL 

Organization Reading Criteria Listening Criteria 

A
C

TF
L 

In
te

rm
ed

ia
te

 L
ev

el
 

Reads consistently understanding simple 
interconnected texts about a variety of 
basic and social needs. 
Such texts are linguistically simple and 
have a clear underlying internal 
structure. They provide basic information 
from which the reader has to make a 
minimal number of assumptions and 
which are of personal interest or known 
to the reader. 
Examples include short and specific 
descriptions of people, places, and texts 
of general interest. 
 

Able to understand discourse made up 
of short phrases that consist of 
combinations of learned phrases on a 
variety of topics.  
The content refers to personal contexts, 
personal and social needs, 
conventions, and some slightly more 
complex tasks such as lodgings, 
transportation, and shopping.  
Other areas of content include some 
personal interests, activities, and a 
variety of instructions and directions. 
Usage situations refer to face-to-face 
conversations, although they are able 
to sustain short, routine conversations 
by telephone, and some deliberate 
discourses such as advertisements and 
reports in mass media. Comprehension 
tends to be incomplete. 
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Table VI. Integration of information from Table IV, based on EXEDII areas of measurement: 

listening and reading comprehension, according to ALTE 

Organization Reading Criteria Listening Criteria 
A

LT
E 

(2
00

6)
 L

ev
el

 2
 (B

1)
 (3

/6
) 

General: understands routine information 
and articles; general meaning of non-
routine information on known subjects.  
Student: reads and writes letters or 
notes on known or predictable subjects. 
Understands basic instructions and 
messages such as computerized library 
catalogs. Understands the general 
meaning of non-routine letters and 
theoretical articles in his/her work area. 
Takes notes in class, especially if they 
are almost dictated. 
Occupational: understands the general 
meaning of non-routine letters and 
theoretical articles in his/her work area. 
Writes notes and short requests to 
colleagues or acquaintances in another 
company. 
Social/tourism: understands simple 
newspaper articles, routine letters in 
hotels, on personal opinions; reads and 
writes letters on a variety of predictable 
subjects related to personal experiences; 
understands and expresses opinions in 
predictable language. 

General: understands and expresses 
opinions on abstract/cultural subjects 
on a limited basis; offers help on known 
subjects.  
Student: understands instructions in 
classes and tasks assigned by the 
teacher. 
Occupational: offers customers 
help/advice on simple matters within 
his/her work area. 
Social/tourism: expresses opinions on 
abstract/cultural subjects on a limited 
basis and understands details of 
opinions or drawbacks. 
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Table VII. Integration of information from Table IV, based on EXEDII areas of measurement: 
listening and reading comprehension: Listening, Reading, and Grammar comprehension, 

according to CILE 

Organization Reading Criteria Listening Criteria Grammatical Criteria 
C

IL
E.

 In
te

rm
ed

ia
te

 S
ta

ge
 (3

/5
) 

Confidently reads 
different types of texts, 
distinguishing general 
topics from specific 
details. 
Written production 
includes simple narrative, 
informative, descriptive, 
and argumentative texts. 
Takes notes in classes or 
seminars. [From] written 
texts, reads and writes 
essays or reports that 
reflect basic knowledge of 
the subject. 

General: is aware of 
formal and informal terms 
of address. 
Understands native 
speakers of a known 
variety. 
Understands different 
points of view in a 
conversation and can 
interact expressing 
hypothesis and 
eventuality or imprecision 
in relation to past, 
present, and future 
events. 
States an opinion and 
argues. 
Student: can exchange 
opinions, formulate 
questions, and give brief 
presentations. 
Occupational: can 
perform office tasks, 
exchange opinions on 
varied situations, write 
messages and letters, 
and participate in a 
conversation. 

The student knows the 
primary grammatical 
structures and uses them 
with some confidence and 
precision suited to the 
situation. 
Is comfortable using a 
varied vocabulary in a 
wide range of situations. 

 

Table VIII. Integration of information from Table IV, based on EXEDII areas of 
measurement: Listening and reading comprehension, according to ESOL 

Organization Reading Criteria Listening Criteria Grammar Criteria 

Fi
rs

t C
er

tif
ic

at
e 

in
 

En
gl

is
h 

(F
C

E)
 

Reads several kinds of 
texts (informative and 
general) and understands 
the essence and some 
details.  
Writing: non-specialized 
descriptive, narrative, and 
discursive texts. 

Understands 
conversations, 
advertisements, news, 
radio.  
Participates in 
conversations, answers 
questions, gives 
information on 
himself/herself, discusses 
familiar subjects. 

Knowledge and control of 
the language system in 
authentic texts. 
Lexical and grammatical 
texts. 

 

Based on the criteria behind the choice of indicators of competencies/skills in the 
context of teaching and evaluation of English as a foreign language for the areas of 
listening and reading comprehension, avoiding the need to recur to the curriculum 
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with which the EXEDII is aligned, we accepted the suggestion of one of the experts 
interviewed to consult intermediate level indicators of Barnes & Noble’s 
SparkChartsTM.  

According to the expert interviewed, SparkChartsTM are a kind of atlas or charts 
developed by experts at Harvard University, which include relevant and 
representative content on the subject treated and are being widely used at 
institutions that teach English for specific purposes. It is noteworthy that English for 
Specific Purposes has become a technical term that refers to a language teaching 
methodology and responds to the learning needs of specific population groups. For 
example, students who need to prepare for a certification test, businesspeople who 
need to learn to speak English to communicate in the environment of a 
maquiladora, executives who need to learn or perfect their use of a language, to 
communicate in the context of international business relations. 

To know and evaluate whether SparkChartsTM have the academic quality 
necessary to be used as indicators of the minimum grammatical knowledge 
necessary for the intermediate level, we asked the other expert interviewed for her 
opinion on the subject, and she considered them adequate. 

The advertisement appearing on the SparkChartsTM website describes them as 
follows: 

Imagine if the top student in your course organized the most important points from 
your textbook or lecture into an easy-to-read, laminated chart that could fit directly 
into your notebook or binder. 

SparkCharts™ - created by Harvard students for students everywhere - serve as 
study companions and reference tools that cover a wide range of subjects, 
including Business, Math, Science, History, Humanities, Foreign Language, and 
Writing. Titles like Presentations and Public Speaking, Essays and Term Papers, 
Resumes and Cover Letters, and Test Prep give you what it takes to find success 
in college and beyond. Outlines and summaries cover key points, while diagrams 
and tables make difficult concepts easier to digest (SparkNotes, s.f.). 

Consequently, the English Grammar content of SparkChartsTM was used as criteria 
to contribute to the conceptualization of the DTLU the EXEDII ought to measure. 
Table IX shows the content derived from English Grammar. 
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Table IX. Indicators of grammatical skills and learning for intermediate level, according to 
SparkChartsTM  

Sp
ar

kC
ha

rt
sTM

 G
ra

m
m

at
ic

al
 In

di
ca

to
rs

 Common and proper nouns; singular and plural.  
Possessive form: ‘s.  
Demonstrative articles: this, that, these, those; and determinative articles: a, an, the.  
Adjectives: less, able/ible, ous, ful, ive. 
Comparatives: -er, -est; more than, less than.  
Adverbs: here, there, anywhere, nearby, indoors. 
Action: never, once, every, sometimes, next, usually, always. 
Intensity: very, fairly, rather, quite. 
Superlatives: -st, most/least. 
Personal pronouns: I, you, he, she, it, we, you, they. 
Prepositions: across, through, before, during, with, without, from, except, instead. 
Conjunctions: and, or, because, although.  
Negative sentences: yes/no. 
Request information: who, what, where, when, why, how?  
Verbs: present and simple past, continuous, perfect, and simple future. Regular and 
irregular verbs; auxiliaries: have, do, be; modal verbs: will, would, can, could, must, 
may, might, shall, should. 

Fourth activity 

The last activity in the exercise to construct a conceptualization consisted of writing 
the DTLU.  

The literature on validity of measurement instruments stresses the importance of 
ensuring that the construct a test seeks to measure be clearly defined (e.g. 
Messick, 1993; Popham, 1990). Therefore, every effort should be made to arrive at 
an adequate definition of the construct to be measured. Considering that the 
definition of the construct for the EXEDII used in its design and construction is too 
general to guide the process of validating content, it was necessary to develop a 
conceptualization of what the test ought to measure, to be judged by the experts, 
as it constitutes the explicit definition of the EXEDII’S construct.  

The conceptualization and characterization of the Domain for Target Language 
Use (DTLU) of EXEDII subjects is described below, in accordance with the ideas 
expressed by the participants: 

• The demonstration of communicative skills in general situations, which may 
include tasks in work, school, tourist, and social environments. 

• In these situations, subjects must be able to maintain a simple conversation 
with English speaking interlocutors, whether native or non-native speakers, 
in face-to-face situations or in small groups, when the interlocutors speak 
relatively slowly and show patience to listen to them. 

• In this kind of situations subjects may understand the general topic of 
conversation, as well as some details whose meaning and intentionality are 
derived from the context, with the aid of their skills in their native language. 
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• They can also understand abstract or cultural subjects that are familiar to 
them, particularly in situations of communicative interchange with peers or 
with acquaintances in which different points of view, opinions, and 
arguments are expressed in relation to the past, present, and future, as 
long as the discussion centers on known topics, with the ability to ask 
questions and make brief interventions. 

• Understand questions from an interlocutor such as requests for information 
about themselves, their families, and their day-to-day activities, as well as 
other familiar subjects. 

• In situations like school life, they are able to understand general instructions 
given in class and tasks assigned by their teachers. 

• In work situations, they are able to take a customer’s request and offer help 
or advice on simple matters within their work area. 

• In non-interactive communication situations, they are able to understand 
the general idea of stimuli such as advertisements, news, radio, television, 
and movies or song lyrics. 

• In different communication situations, they are able to distinguish between 
formal or informal terms of address (e.g. the formal language of a lecture or 
colloquial language used among friends) 

• EXEDII subjects’ reading comprehension skills include understanding the 
general idea and details derived from context in a variety of texts such as 
informative texts; specialized literature; and descriptive, narrative, and 
discursive texts with routine and/or specialized information. 

• In texts with non-routine information, they understand those relating to 
subjects with which they are familiar, such as academic text in their area, 
pastimes, and sports. 

• They may understand letters or notes on known or predictable subjects, as 
well as basic instructions and messages, such as computerized library 
catalogs. 

• They also understand simple texts in newspapers, routine letters in hotels 
and services in general, and texts on personal opinions, and can exchange 
notes and short requests with colleagues or acquaintances on subjects 
related to their work area and personal or academic matters. 

• In the school environment, they understand the general idea of essays, 
articles, or reports on technical or academic subjects, as long as they refer 
to their area of study or work. They can understand specific details of 
subjects with which they are familiar. 

• As regards to language structure, they know grammatical rules that allow 
them to communicate observations and ideas about events in the past, 
present, and future, although they may make mistakes of syntax, precision, 
scope, and pronunciation. Their vocabulary is limited, but sufficient to 
communicate on familiar subjects. 
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IV. Discussion and conclusions 

The purpose of this paper was to offer a methodology that will facilitate the task of 
defining the construct for a language test. Validation studies of psychological and 
educational measurement instruments, as well as theoretical literature on their 
validity, stress the need to clearly define the test construct, as in the cases of 
Heaton (1988), Popham (19900, Messick (1993), Nitko (1994), Bachman & Palmer 
(1996); and Wang, Bachman, Carr, Kamei, Kim & Llosa (2000). Possibly, the most 
important, but also the most difficult step in defining the construct that a 
psychological or educational instrument ought to measure is the very definition of 
the construct. 

The methodological proposal presented here has the following qualities: 

• It addresses the task of defining the test construct from a communicative 
approach, without ignoring the usefulness of evaluating knowledge of 
language structure. 

• It starts from a general definition of the test construct, which is rendered 
operational to facilitate an accurate evaluation of the test. 

• The strategies of the methodology start from a definition of the construct as 
a use of the language. 

• Conceiving the construct as a use of the language reduces the error of 
assuming that words have a fixed meaning, and allows us to account for 
the most important characteristics of the tester, as well as those of the real-
life situations in which language is used. 

• It avoids circularity in evaluating the validity of the test content, by not using 
the same criteria for its construction and its validation, providing alternative, 
“custom-made” criteria. 

• It takes into account the contents of international standards corresponding 
to the level and type of language evaluated. 

• It helps define and adapt the contents of international standards in 
accordance with the characteristics of the test subjects, based on the 
chosen experts’ direct knowledge of the test subjects and their potential 
uses of the language in professional life. 

• It helps adapt the contents of international standards, providing knowledge 
of subjects’ socio-cultural characteristics and their potential types of 
language use.  

The proposed methodology is not original in its components. What makes it 
innovative is the combination of those components, to facilitate so important and 
complex a task, in the construction and validation of measurement instruments in 
the social sciences. 
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