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Abstract
The main objective of this study is to investigate and compare the assessment of high-stakes,
Vg3 level English examinations from Norway and Finland. The focus is on the differences in
the approach to writing assessment in the two countries, and on the construct validity of the
assessment procedure.
For this purpose a sample of six examinations from 2009, 2010 and 2011 was selected.
Three Norwegian examinations from the Vg3 course “English Literature and Culture” were
compared to three English matriculation examinations from the last year of upper secondary
school in Finland. A qualitative content analysis of these tests was conducted to examine if
the test content was in line with the test construct. They were analyzed to discover what they
really tested, and how this corresponded with what the respective English syllabi describe.
The analysis focused on three areas that could potentially pose a threat to the overall construct
validity of the tests: construct-underrepresentation, construct irrelevance and scoring
reliability.
First, the study showed a major difference in how writing was tested in the Norwegian
and Finnish examinations. The Norwegian examinations consider aspects of academic writing
skills, such as argumentative discourse and source referencing, while the Finnish
examinations only test writing as the ability to produce a coherent text. Second, regardless of
the differences, the results of the analysis indicate that the construct validity is threatened in
both examination formats. There was little evidence of construct irrelevance, and nothing
critical with regard to scoring reliability. However, construct-underrepresentation was found
to be a threat; that is, the tests fail to include important aspects of what the syllabi prescribe.
In Norway, it was the topical issues of culture and society mentioned in the Norwegian
syllabus that was found to be under-represented in the examinations. For the Finnish
examinations, it was mainly a failure to test genre-specific writing, despite this being
mentioned as a skill in the Finnish English syllabus.
The validity of the findings is restricted to the six examinations in the sample, and
relies somewhat on the subjective judgment of the researcher, but the findings should open for
discussion about the national examination systems in general. The study suggests that care be
taken to consider the content of future examinations, ensuring that what they test is better in
accordance with the respective syllabi in both countries.
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Sammendrag
Målet med denne studien er å undersøke og sammenligne norske og finske avgangseksamener
på Vg3-nivå i Engelsk. Fokus er på forskjellene i tilnærmingen til vurdering av skriving i de
to landene, og på vurderingsprosedyrens konstruktvaliditet.
Med det som hensikt ble det gjort et utvalg av seks eksamener fra 2009, 2010 og 2011.
Tre norske eksamensoppgaver fra Vg3 kurset «Engelsk litteratur og kultur» ble sammenlignet
med tre såkalte «studenteksamener» fra siste året i videregående skole i Finland. En kvalitativ
innholdsanalyse av disse prøvene ble utført for å undersøke om prøveinnholdet stemte
overens med prøvekonstruktet. De ble analysert for å finne ut hva de egentlig testet, og
hvordan dette korresponderte med det som beskrives i de respektive læreplanene. Analysen
fokuserte på tre områder som potensielt kunne utgjøre en trussel for vurderingsprosedyrens
konstruktvaliditet: konstrukt-underrepresentasjon, konstruktirrelevans og reliabilitet.
Først og fremst viste studiet en betydelig forskjell på hvordan skriving ble testet i de
norske og de finske eksamenene. De norske eksamenene inkluderer aspekter av akademiske
skriveferdigheter, slik som argumenterende diskurs og kildereferanser, mens de finske
eksamenene kun tester skriving som evnen til å produsere en sammenhengende tekst. For det
andre, uavhengig av disse forskjellene, indikerte resultatet av analysen at konstruktvaliditeten
er truet i begge eksamensformatene. Det var lite belegg for konstruktirrelevans, og intet
kritisk å finne med tanke på reliabilitet. Imidlertid viste analysen
konstruktunderrepresentasjon som en mulig trussel. Det vil si at prøvene unnlater å inkludere
viktige aspekter av det læreplanen foreskriver. I Norge var det kultur- og samfunnsemnene
nevnt i læreplanen som var underrepresentert i eksamensoppgavene. Når det gjald de finske
eksamenene var det hovedsakelig mangel på testing av sjangerspesifikk skriving til tross for
at det nevnes som en ferdighet i den finske læreplanen.
Validiteten til funnene er begrenset til de seks eksamenene i utvalget, og beror til dels
på subjektiv bedømmelse, men de skulle likevel kunne åpne for diskusjon rundt de nasjonale
eksamenssystemene generelt. Studien foreslår at innholdet i fremtidige eksamener blir
overveid for å sørge for at det som testes er i bedre overensstemmelse med de respektive
læreplaner i begge land.
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1 Introduction
1.1

Background

Imagine that there is a large group of people who claim that they know English fairly well.
Imagine that you need the five best of them for a special program in your profession. How
would you find out which ones to choose? If you would use a language test, how would that
test look like? How could you be sure that the test would give you the right results? What
does it really mean to know a language, and how can it be fairly and properly tested? There
seem to be many opinions on these matters, and even within the public school systems of the
Nordic nations, there are great differences in the approach to language testing. Assessing
language is useful for more than selecting the best five of a large group, but the issues remain
the same: What should be assessed? What is a good way to do such an assessment? And how
can it be done within the framework of the school system?
Typically, language assessment in school is done through a final examination after completing
a language course. Because of family relations with Finland, I have learned of many
interesting differences between the Norwegian and Finnish education systems. In fact, when I
discovered the difference between the English examinations in the two countries, I was
curious to know how this could be so. How could two so dissimilar test designs both be
accepted ways to assess English?
For me, these types of questions motivated the topic of my paper. The general questions of
how language skills are measured triggered a philosophical interest in me; a need to
understand more of the nature of language and language use. Next, the questions of how the
quite different tests in Norway and Finland have developed triggered a need to understand
how these examination systems are constructed. I will not enter into the world of philosophy,
or into educational politics in this paper, but these are factors that motivated my study, and
that also put the thesis in a larger perspective. Although I am only looking at a sample of tests
and discussing their differences, it is in my intention to also draw attention to the topics of
how schools today best can assess foreign language ability. As a preliminary research
statement, one could say that this is a comparative study of upper secondary school level
written English examinations used in Norway and Finland.
1

1.2

Norway and Finland

Since this is a comparative study, I find it important to give some comments on the
comparison from the start. My primary reason for choosing to compare Norway and Finland
was personal, myself being Norwegian, and my wife Finnish. However, I am not the only one
interested in studying the Finnish education system. During the last decade, Finland and its
school system have been on the lips of many reporters and experts. In “The Programme for
International Student Assessment” (PISA) from 2000 to 2006, Finland was ranked as number
one in all disciplines: reading literacy, mathematics and science (Organisation for Economic
Co-operation and Development, 2001, 2004, 2007). This has caused many to wonder how the
Finns organize their schools, giving me all the more motivation for this thesis.

Foreign languages, however, are not a part of the PISA study (Store norske leksikon, n.d.).
And, even though foreign languages are highly emphasized in the Finnish education system, it
is possible that Finnish students would not excel as much in that area. My general impression
from being in Finland is that their level of English is not quite on a par with the level in
Norway. One may assume that this is because the Finnish language is much further from
English than the Norwegian language is. Finnish belongs to the Finno-Ugric language family,
which is not even a part of the Indo-European languages. By contrast, Norwegian and English
are both Germanic languages, and therefore very closely related. This difference could
arguably discredit a comparison of English assessment in these two nations, and it should also
be kept in mind when reading the thesis. At the same time, Finnish is not the only official
language in Finland. Six percent of the Finnish population have Swedish as their mother
tongue (Giverholt, 2009), and the Finland-Swedes follow to the same education system as the
rest and have the same examinations. In other words, the comparison is relevant since
Swedish-speaking and Norwegian-speaking students practically have the same point of
departure.

Finally, it should be mentioned that analyzing the Norwegian examinations only might have
been interesting as well, but by seeing the Norwegian tests in light of the Finnish ones, and
vice versa, I hope to create a contrastive perspective which will better highlight the particular
features of each national examination system.

2

1.3

Pilot study

Before I started my master thesis, I attended a course called “Assessment and Testing in
English as a Foreign Language” at the University of Oslo, and that was when I first realized
the major challenges of language assessment. As an assignment for that course, I conducted a
small study quite similar to this one. My sample was one Norwegian and one Finnish test
from the autumn of 2010, and I analyzed them using the following checklist questions:
1) What method and skills do the tasks require?
2) Is the language ability construct1 for this test clearly and unambiguously defined?
3) Is the language ability construct for the test relevant to the purpose of the test?
4) To what extent does the task and scoring procedures reflect the construct definition,
and will they help us make the desired interpretations about test takers’
language ability?
With this I wanted to investigate the construct validity (for definition, see section 2.4) and
find the reasons for the differences in the tests. First of all, I found that despite the different
task types, the two tests measured many of the same aspects. The most prominent difference
was that the Norwegian test required more knowledge about topical issues of culture,
literature and society. For both examinations the syllabi provided clear test constructs that
were also relevant for their purpose. However, I discovered a mismatch between the
communicative view of language described in the Finnish syllabus and the effect of the
multiple-choice tasks. In a multiple-choice task, it is only one correct form that is accepted.
However, if communication is the primary goal, incorrect grammar does not always matter as
much.
This led to a discussion about construct validity, as well as about the importance of a valid
construct. In the real world, there are many factors to consider when developing a test, so I
also discussed the notion of balancing different test qualities like validity and reliability (for
definitions, see section 2.4). Finally, I briefly touched upon the issue of washback, that is,
consequences of the tests on teaching and learning. In light of such consequences, I
questioned the use of multiple-choice tasks with regard to how it influences English teaching
in school. In my conclusion, I suggested that “perhaps my master thesis in one year could
enhance this study”, which is exactly what I decided to do.

1

For definition, see section 2.3

3

1.4

Other related studies

Studying the construct validity of language tests is a common phenomenon, and has been
done for decades. The theories behind validity and validation, as well as the practical side of
test development, have been studied and developed throughout the years. Thirty years ago, L2
assessment validation research was mostly concerned with test outcomes and the reliability
and inter-correlation of subtests (Cohen, 2006). There was less focus on how the test takers
arrived at their responses and how it related to the abilities that were to be tested (Cohen,
2006). Among current research on construct validity of language tests, there is still a
considerable proportion doing large-scale statistical analyses of well-known high-stakes tests.
Some compare two test formats to see if they measure the same (Zahedi & Shamsaee, 2012),
while another variant is comparing different types of tasks to see if they measure the same
(Guo, 2011). Lazaraton and Taylor (2007) point out the need for qualitative research methods
like “Discourse and Conversation Analysis, Observation Checklists and Verbal Protocol
Analysis” (pp. 113-114). These are more in line with my study, and have also grown to be
common methods (O’Sullivan, Weir, & Saville, 2002; Cumming, Grant, Mulcahy-Ernt, &
Powers, 2004; Plakans, 2009).
Most relevant for the present thesis are studies related to examinations used in Norway and
Finland. Finding such studies, however, was not so easy, and others have noticed the same:
“On the whole, there is not much systematic research into the Matriculation Examination,
which is not unusual in the European context of national examinations” (Lindström, 1998 as
cited in Huhta, Kalaja, & Pitkänen-Huhta, 2006, p. 329).
I was only able to find a few studies relevant to the Finnish English examinations. Huhta,
Kalaja and Pitkänen-Huhta (2006) looked at different students' preparation to the English
matriculation examination, using an oral diary of their thoughts and experiences. The purpose
of the study was to gain insight into the meaning the students give the test. In a validity
perspective, one may say that it deals to some degree with consequential validity, in particular
social consequences of high-stakes tests (Huhta, Kalaja, & Pitkänen-Huhta, 2006). Two other
studies have looked more directly at the consequential effects of the English matriculation
examination on English textbooks, also called washback (Vainio 2009; Pietilä, Taanila-Hall,
& Vainio, 2009). One of them (Vainio, 2009) found that the textbooks did not reflect the
multiple-choice format of the test, while the other (Pietilä, Taanila-Hall, & Vainio, 2009)
4

found that the lack of oral exercises in the textbooks might be a washback effect of the
matriculation examination.
The current Norwegian course English Literature and Culture (Utdanningsdirektoratet [Udir],
2006) is fairly recent, so it came as no surprise that no studies of those examinations were to
be found. Instead, I will mention a couple of other studies related to the assessment of English
in Norway. One is a recent master's level study of the English oral examination formats used
at the Vg1 level (Yildiz, 2011), which found extensive variation from county to county.
Contrary to the written English examinations, the oral ones are not administered nationally,
which, at least in part, can account for this variation. While these findings may not be
generalized to all the oral examinations at the Vg1 level, it still shows cause for concern about
their construct validity.

Even closer to my field of study are two master's theses that analyzed academic writing in
Norwegian upper secondary school (Sparboe, 2008; Shirazi, 2010). The studies included
analyses of the curriculum, a selection of textbooks, a selection of final examinations and
interviews with teachers. The earliest one (Sparboe, 2008) was written before the new
curriculum in 2006, the Knowledge Promotion (LK06), and found that academic writing
instruction was largely overlooked in Norwegian upper secondary school. The more recent
thesis (Shirazi, 2010) conducted the same study within the framework of the new curriculum,
and found that the situation had changed. LK06 includes academic writing features, which
arguably better prepares the pupils for higher education. The final examinations have
apparently followed suit and also include this aspect (Shirazi, 2010).
Even more recently, an article submitted to Acta Didactica by Sigrid Ørevik (2012) presents
an analysis of genre specifications in Norwegian English examinations from 1996 to 2011. It
examines the genre patterns in sixteen Vg1 level examinations. Ørevik found that genres
asked for in the writing tasks have not changed much over the years, and that they are often
characterized by unclear and vague genre instructions (Ørevik, 2012).
As in Finland, there is also a study in Norway that has investigated possible washback effects,
i.e. consequences on teaching, of Norwegian English examinations (Ellingsund, 2009). At the
Vg1 level, twelve teachers were interviewed to see if their classroom instruction was
5

influenced by the final examinations, and around half of them claimed that it was, to various
degrees.
Lastly, although it is not so recent, I will present a study by Synnøve Pettersen (2001) which
resembles mine in many ways. It is a study investigating the correspondence between English
Vg1 examinations and syllabi in Norwegian upper secondary school from 1976 to 2000. The
results are not valid for the present Norwegian curriculum, but she found an increasing focus
on communicative competence, where the more recent examination tasks provided more
natural contexts and authentic situations for writing. Moreover, the most recent examinations
in the study were found to be more consistent with the syllabus targets, also including the
targets concerning cultural knowledge (Pettersen, 2001).
To sum up, it seems that although validation studies in general are fairly numerous, studies on
the Nordic English examinations are few and far between. In Finland, there has been some
emphasis on test preparation, and how it affects the lives of the students, as well as washback
effects, but nothing on the quality of the test content. For the Norwegian situation, there are
quite recent studies concerned with oral testing, academic writing, washback and use of
genres in upper secondary English examinations. There is also a less recent study comparing
syllabus targets and what the English examinations measure, which is in some ways similar to
this thesis.
To my knowledge, there is no other recent study, Norwegian or Finnish, that considers the
English examinations with regard to construct validity as I do in the present study. Neither
have I found any comparative studies across the Nordic nations with this focus. It is therefore
my aim to fill in that gap, and provide some new information about the construct validity of
English writing assessment in Norway and Finland, hence my research statement in the next
section.

1.5

Research statement

The research statement of this study is:
How does the construct validity of writing assessment compare between Finnish and
Norwegian English examinations at the highest level of upper secondary school?
6

Put more simply, the question is how Finnish and Norwegian Vg3 level2 English tests assess
writing ability. In more technical terms, it involves a comparison of writing assessment in
terms of construct validity. The concept of construct validity will be explained in detail in
chapter 2, and is the most important quality of a test. It has to do with whether a test tests
what it is intended to measure, so that the test scores can be used for what they are intended to
be used for. In fact, a test might not test what we think it does, and, as a consequence, the
scores may be used for invalid purposes. When testing writing ability, this might happen
because writing is such a comprehensive term, as chapter 3 will also explain. The ones
responsible for the examinations in upper secondary school in Norway and Finland need to
define writing in their English syllabi. But the syllabi might define it in one way, and the tests
test it in another. This was what I wanted to investigate, and in my investigation of the tests,
three core questions have guided the analysis:


What do the tests measure?



Do they measure what they should?



Do they measure reliably?

Understanding what the tests measure required an analysis of each task in the tests, and
enabled me to compare the different approaches of the Norwegian and Finnish examinations.
It also lays the foundation for the next question, of whether the examinations measure what
they should – the abilities described in the respective English syllabi. In order to know
whether they do so or not, it was necessary to first find what it is they actually measure. Next,
I had to examine the syllabi and see whether the tests corresponded with these. Construct
validity is dependent on a match between the two.

Construct validity is also dependent on reliable scoring procedures, hence the last question. If
the test scores depend on other factors than the abilities of the test takers, it also weakens the
validity of the test. The analysis was therefore supplied with information about the scoring
procedures and rater guidelines of the examinations in question. The method is more fully
described in chapter 5, which also contains the full list of checklist questions used for the
analysis. The next section provides an outline of all the chapters in the thesis.

2

Vg3 is the highest level of upper secondary school. See section 4.1 for comparison of school systems
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1.6

Brief overview of the thesis

The two following chapters, chapter 2 and 3, will together provide the theoretical background
for this study. Chapter 2 deals with types of assessment in education, and particularly
assessment of foreign languages. It also brings in the challenges involved in measuring
language ability, and defines the measurement terms construct and construct validity. Chapter
3 looks into the field of writing and language theory. A cognitive model of writing is outlined,
as well as the language view known as communicative competence.

All through the thesis I will keep a comparative perspective, where the similarities and
differences between Norway and Finland will be brought to attention. Chapter 4, in particular,
is set out to outline and compare the two national educational systems, and particularly the
English syllabi for the highest level of upper secondary school. At the end of the chapter,
construct definitions of the national examinations are also presented.

Chapter 5 explains the research design and the size and selection of the sample. The
procedure of my analysis is included, as well as comments on the validity of the study. This is
followed by the results of the analysis in chapter 6, which are summarized and discussed in
chapter 7. Finally, the conclusion is found in chapter 8 and includes some of the implications
of the findings and suggestions for further research.

1.7

Comments on terminology

The most essential terms for this study will be defined in the following two chapters. There
are only a few comments necessary regarding use of other terminology. In this paper, I have
seen no need to differentiate between test and examination. Instead I have used them both
about the examinations in the sample for the sake of variation. Closely related to this is the
word for the person who takes the test. Since that is referred to often, I have varied between
the following expressions: test taker, testee, examinee and candidate, without any difference
in meaning. These are all terms I have come over in the assessment literature I have been
studying. As a final comment, I may also mention that I have mostly used the word student
for learners in upper secondary school. Other documents, however, might sometimes also
refer to them as pupils, in which case I have kept the original term in my quotes.
8

2 Assessment
As the first of two theory chapters, this one will deal with the area of assessment, and some of
the basic terminology and concepts related to this field. It will start defining educational
assessment and separate it from what is defined as assessment use. Secondly, based on this
distinction, the basic types of assessment will be described. The focus will further be put on
formal assessment of language, that is to say, the part of assessment known as testing and the
different types of language tests. Next, it will give an overview of types of test tasks, and
outline the options for test design. Finally, there will be two sections on two important
assessment concepts. The first of them concerns the construct of a test, and how it is defined.
The second is an introduction to the current view of construct validity.

2.1
Defining assessment and the use of
assessment
2.1.1

The two elements of assessment

One will often associate the word assessment with tests in school. A test is certainly a type of
assessment, but assessment is much broader. In its general sense, it is not even something
only reserved for educational settings, as long as the two defining elements are included,
which will be explained below. However, the focus of this paper will be on assessment for
educational purposes.

If a teacher gives his class an exercise and notices that many of the students seem confused,
he will probably conclude that the exercise is hard to understand. Although this is not what
we call a test, it is also a type of assessment. Different types of assessment will be discussed
in the following section, but there are two elements involved in all types. In this example,
when the teacher assessed the situation, he did two things. First, he observed the class and
noticed the confusion. Second, he interpreted the observation and made a conclusion based on
it. Observation and interpretation are the two key elements of assessment, but since it is often
impossible to observe directly what we are interested in, a more precise terminology is
needed. Harlen (1994), as cited in Broadfoot (2007, p.4), uses the following definition:
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“assessment is the process of firstly gathering evidence, and secondly interpreting that
evidence in the light of some defined criterion in order to form a judgment”. The first element
here is not called observation but “gathering evidence”. Bachman uses yet another expression
in his definition: “Assessment is the process of collecting information [emphasis added] about
something that we're interested in” (Bachman, 2004b, as cited in Bachman & Palmer, 2010,
p.20).

In education, we are usually interested in the students' knowledge and abilities, which are not
directly observable. This is why we need to gather evidence of such knowledge, or collect
some type of information which says something about these abilities. For instance, a student
may know a lot about World War I, but there is no way to look into his brain and observe this
knowledge. He needs to be given a way to show evidence of such knowledge, and this must
be collected and interpreted by an assessor. This can be done by observing classroom
activities, by giving a test, or by other means. Regardless of the means used, it will never
provide a complete and accurate picture of the knowledge the student possesses. The
information must still be considered evidence of such knowledge, and good assessment will
provide sufficient evidence. In our first example, the teacher was interested in whether the
given exercise was too difficult or not. The confused face expressions were considered
evidence that the exercise was difficult, and this was therefore his conclusion. If the teacher
decided to simplify the exercise as a result of this conclusion, it would be use of the
assessment. More details on the use of assessment, however, will be covered below.

To sum up, assessment is defined as the exercising of the two elements mentioned:
(1) Gathering evidence and (2) interpretation of that evidence. Gathering evidence is the first
step, where some kind of performance or behavior on part of the assessee will be recorded or
observed. Bachman and Palmer's (2010) term for this step helps to clarify what this means in
the case of a test. They use the term “test taker's performance”, but they specify that the term
“test taker” is only used for convenience since assessment does not always include a test.
However, in the case of a test, it is the test taker's performance on that test which is the
evidence. They also use the term “assessment task” about the means of gathering evidence.
This assessment task is used in order to elicit the desired performance by the test taker, or one
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might say in order to gather evidence. Such an assessment task may be a test, but there are
also other means of gathering the evidence which will be a topic in the next section.
Interpretation is the second step of assessment. Interpretation is making meaning of the data
gathered in step one. In a testing situation, this will usually happen through some kind of
scoring procedure and result in a description or a grade or both. Otherwise, it may happen
momentarily and less systematically as in the example of the confused students. Having
established the definition of assessment as involving these two steps, we may look at the
purpose and use.

2.1.2

The purpose and use of assessment

Prior to an assessment, there may be a planning phase where the means of assessment are
produced. After an assessment, there is another phase where the outcome of the assessment is
being used for something. If the information provided by the assessment were not to be used
for anything, there would be no need for an assessment at all. Decisions made on the basis of
the assessment are the purpose and use of assessment. Therefore, if the teacher would decide
to use another exercise based on his interpretation of his confused-looking students, this
would not be a part of the assessment itself. This would be a use of his assessment, and the
very purpose why the assessment took place. If there is a need to make a decision based on
the language abilities of a group of people, an assessment providing such information must be
conducted. To further illustrate the relation between assessment and assessment use, it is
useful to look at how Bachman and Palmer (2010) describe it. They list up five different
elements in a series, where each element in the series is derived from the preceding element:
(1) Test taker's performance
(2) Assessment record
(3) Interpretation about test taker's ability
(4) Decisions
(5) Consequences. (p. 23)
The first step has already been mentioned. It concerns the first element in the assessment
process, the gathering of evidence through some performance by the learner. Steps two and
three are the scoring and interpretation, the second element in the assessment process. One
may notice that this description includes assessment record before the actual interpretation of
the evidence, but these two points may be considered one for our purpose. Thus step one to
three are part of our definition of assessment. Step four, however, decisions, is the use of
11

assessment. Just as the interpretation is based on the performance, the decisions are based on
the interpretation. This may for instance be decisions about admission to an educational
course, or smaller decisions involving how to improve the teacher's instruction in class. Last,
step five brings in the aspect of consequences of these decisions. That is a highly discussed
area in assessment, but will only be briefly covered here. The main point of this first section
has been to clearly define these separate steps because they are essential to an understanding
of the concept of construct validity.

2.2

Types of assessment

2.2.1

Basic distinctions

As we have seen, assessment includes a variation of activities that all have in common the
two basic elements mentioned above. Both formal examinations and sometimes classroom
activities may be called assessment, but they are not the same type of assessment. It is
possible to divide assessment into types according to the way in which each of the elements in
the process vary. A closer look at each of these four steps, and some common distinctions and
variations within each one, will provide a relevant overview of the main types of educational
assessment.

Gathering evidence
The most basic distinction in types of assessment is based on whether the evidence is gathered
formally or informally. Another expression for this, used by Bachman and Palmer (2010), is
whether the assessment is done explicitly or implicitly. Thus we divide between assessment
where the learners are largely unaware of the assessment, and assessment where both the
learners and the teacher are aware of it. The former is informal or implicit, while the latter is
called formal or explicit. In the case of implicit mode, the assessment is not so clearly distinct
from the process of teaching itself. It may happen during a class of normal teaching
instructions, and even be part of the instructions themselves. Bachman and Palmer (2010)
specify that this type of assessment takes place in a continuous, instantaneous and cyclical
manner. This may for instance be in a class if a student asks the teacher a question. The
question may cause the teacher to decide to change or revise his lesson plan. This change may
again cause new questions to which the teacher responds and which may influence the
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following course of the lesson. It is a continuous process where the teacher constantly
receives information from classroom dialog and observation (assessment), and decides to
adjust his teaching based on this information (assessment use). Even though this is very
informal, and may even happen while the teacher is unaware that assessment is taking place
(Bachman & Palmer, 2010), it still fits our definitions of assessment and assessment use.

If, on the other hand, the students are made aware of an assessment situation, it is explicit or
formal assessment. Gathering evidence in an explicit or formal way is what we call testing.
Tests are means of gathering evidence while everyone is fully aware of the test situation. In
this case, it is to a greater extent separated from the teaching. So although there may be
numerous ways of gathering evidence, one basic distinction is between using formal tests and
using other means. A closer description of different types of tests will be presented below,
with focus on language tests.

Interpretation
The main distinction of gathering evidence was explicit or implicit. If it happens implicitly,
the process is instantaneous, and the assessment and the decisions may be done in a moment
(Bachman & Palmer, 2010). In such cases, it may be hard to categorize types of interpretation
since it is very individual, and often not a thorough, systematic procedure. However, when
interpreting explicitly collected evidence, like test results, it is possible to categorize different
types of procedures. One common distinction is whether to do the scoring based on a normal
distribution or based on a set of criteria. Using normal distribution is not uncommon for large
standardized tests, and means that the test takers are competing with one another. The scores
of all the test takers will then be gathered and compared. It is not decided beforehand what
score will correspond to what grade because it depends on the result. Instead the percentage of
how many will achieve each of the grades is given by the statistical normal distribution curve.
In comparison, if the interpretation is based on criteria, each test taker will be measured
according to these, and assessment will not be affected by other test takers' performance. This
means that the test developers have settled on set criteria in advance for how to achieve the
different grades. In contrast to norm-based tests, this means that everyone may theoretically
achieve the highest grade as long as they all meet the set criteria.
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Decisions
Decisions in language assessment are made about individuals and programs, and can be
roughly divided into summative and formative decisions (Bachman & Palmer, 2010).
Formative decisions are decisions to make modifications in the teaching or learning process.
The teacher may decide to change his instructions, or the student may be given feedback in
order to change his learning strategy. Summative decisions are about the final outcome of a
course, typically about selection or certification (Bachman & Palmer, 2010). In order to make
this type of decisions, the assessment mode must be explicit. In implicit assessment, one may
only make formative decisions, but in explicit assessment, both are possible. There are many
parallels here to the distinction between “assessment of learning” and “assessment for
learning”. The purpose of summative decisions is to provide information for stakeholders; it is
assessment of the learning that has taken place, and informing some stakeholder of the result.
The purpose of formative decisions is to improve the learning process, assessment for
learning. It means that we assess rather to promote learning than to check or inspect what is
learned.

Traditionally, assessment research has mostly been concerned with the qualities of large-scale
examinations, assessment of learning. But it is also worth noticing the recent trends of
learning-related assessment:
As mentioned at the beginning of the article, the biggest changes in language
assessment in recent decades have been about the scope of the field of language
testing. Earlier, it was considered to be mostly about large-scale tests with strong
emphasis on statistical analysis. While that is currently one of the main areas of
activity and research, another equally important strand is learning-related assessment.
The formats of assessment that are relevant here include various kinds of selfevaluation and peer evaluation, portfolio assessment, learning diaries, etc. In terms of
testing theory, the development has meant that language testers have had to rethink
their assumptions about assessment as an activity, as well as the quality criteria that
apply in different contexts (Luoma, 2002, para. 19).

Learning-related assessment, or assessment for learning, has become such an important field
that it has consequences for all of assessment theory. It questions the very nature of
assessment, and the role it has in society. For this reason, it is worth keeping in mind although
this paper is concerned with large-scale summative assessments.
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Consequences
When carrying out an assessment, and making decisions based on it, there will always be
consequences (Bachman & Palmer, 2010). Some of these consequences may be those
intended by the assessment user, but there may also be unintended consequences. Details of
the consequential aspects of assessment are beyond the scope of this thesis. It is usual to
divide formal assessment into high-stakes and low-stakes assessment (Simensen, 2007). This
is a question of whether the consequences of the decisions are of major or minor significance
in a greater social perspective. Implicit assessment will always be relatively low-stakes,
where small decisions in the classroom may have minor consequences for a class or an
individual for a short time. Formal national examinations, however, are usually high-stakes,
where the outcome may have consequences for a vast number of people, for instance in terms
of access to higher education.

In conclusion, table 1 below shows how these four steps of assessment and assessment use
make it easy to categorize the different types of assessment. The next section will take a
closer look at the left column, on explicit assessment, or tests, in the field of language testing.
Table 1: Types of assessment

1. Gather evidence

Explicit
Formal
Tests

Implicit
Informal
Non-tests

2. Interpret evidence

Norm-based / Criterion-based

Individual

3. Make decisions

Summative / Formative

Formative

4. Consequences

High-stakes / Low-stakes

Low-stakes

2.2.2

Types of language tests

Categorizing different types of language tests is usually based on the purpose of the test.
Simensen (2007) lists six common purposes of language tests, and different test types that are
suitable for these purposes. The two most common types are proficiency tests and
achievement tests. If the purpose is to inform a future school or an employer about the level of
proficiency, a proficiency test is appropriate. An achievement test, on the other hand, is meant
to check how much the test taker has learned from the course lectures. This is useful if the
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purpose is to give the students feedback on what they have learned from a course. It may also
contain elements of language proficiency, but it is more specifically connected to a certain
grammar and vocabulary of a given course syllabus. In order to get a high score, you may not
need an overall proficiency, but it is sufficient to master the topics of the course. Two other
purposes mentioned by Simensen (2007) are informing teachers and students about problem
areas, and selecting students for courses with limited enrolment. In the first case, a diagnostic
test may be used, and in the last case an aptitude test. The two last purposes are more
peripheral, but she mentions cost-effectiveness assessment in order to inform school
authorities of how the results are compared to resources, and tests for the purpose of
providing data for research. Proficiency tests and achievement tests, as the most common
forms, are also the most relevant for the present thesis.

2.2.3

Language test design

In the following the basic assessment types are discussed, followed by a closer look on types
of language tests, followed in the next section by the choices that need to be made when
developing language tests. Regardless of the test types mentioned above, there are several
ways to design the tasks in a language test. The table below shows a simple overview based
on a framework by Bachman and Palmer (2010):
Table 2: Language Task Characteristics

Aspect

Characteristics

Rubric

Instructions (specifications)
Structure (sequence, weighting, time allotment)
Scoring procedure (record, criteria, raters)

Input

Form (oral/visual, language/non-language, native/target language)
Type (item, prompt, input for interpretation)

Expected response

Form (oral/visual, language/non-language, native/target language)
Type (extended, limited, selected)

Input vs. Expected response Scope (broad, narrow)
Directness (direct, indirect)
Rubric
As the table above shows, there are four main aspects of a test according to this framework.
The test rubric includes characteristics dealing with the organization and purpose of the test. It
deals with the instructions, time allotment, structure and scoring procedure. The instructions
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may vary in terms of language and explicitness. The time and structure characteristics concern
the sequence and division of tasks in a test. And the scoring procedure is a characteristic of
many variations. There is a choice of how to record the assessment result, as a score or as a
description or both. Moreover, there are variations in criteria for correctness and choices
concerning raters. The criteria will specify what should be scored, as well as how the levels of
language should correspond with the scoring. Rating scales may also vary greatly, for
instance several scales for different measures, or one scale being the sum of the scores on
each task. The rating itself may be done by a single rater or multiple raters, and depending on
the test, by human raters or computers.

Input and expected response
Two other aspects are input and expected response. What expected response means is selfexplanatory, and input is everything that needs to be processed in order to give a response.
The input may be simply a headline for a writing composition, or it may be a long text to read
and comprehend before answering a task. Similarly, the expected response may be to tick off
a multiple-choice item, or to produce a lengthy written text. Moreover, both of these aspects
may vary in terms of whether they are aural or visual, language or non-language, and in what
language, native or target language. But more importantly is perhaps the type of input and the
type of the expected response, and there are three types of each. Two of the input types are
item and prompt. A prompt is a directive which is intended to elicit an extended production
response, while an item is input intended to elicit either a selected or a limited production
response. Input for interpretation is the type which is not meant to elicit a response in itself,
but is rather language meant to be the basis for a response. This is everything but the
instructions and the items or prompts. It is typically a text that the test taker might be asked to
analyze. The three types of responses are those mentioned in connection with the input and
they are fairy self-explanatory. A selected response is typically a multiple-choice selection. A
limited response consists of one word or a phrase, and an extended production response is
anything longer than that.

Relationship between input and expected response
The relationship between input and expected response is the last area, which may vary in
terms of scope and directness. A broad scope means it requires processing of global issues in
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the input, while narrow scope may only require comprehension of certain details in the input.
The directness relates to whether the information in the test itself is sufficient for a successful
response. A direct task will not require other information than what is given in the test, while
an indirect one will (Bachman & Palmer, 2010).

This short glimpse into the framework of language task characteristics shows the many
options available for test developers in designing a language test. All of these characteristics
may influence the outcome and the validity, and especially those related to the scoring
procedure. This framework will be referred to in the test descriptions in chapter 6.

2.3

Defining the construct

The planning phase prior to an assessment was mentioned above. For formal assessment, this
is called test development. In test development, the test construct is a fundamental part.
Simply stated, a construct “is a concept (or a group of concepts) used to explain what the test
tests” (Luoma, 2001, p. 4). Like a measuring tool measures physical attributes like distance
and heat, a test tries to measure people's inner abilities. A thermometer measures heat; a
language test measures language ability. In this case, language ability is the construct since
that is what is tested. Heat is relatively easy to measure accurately because it is a physical
attribute, and there is scientific agreement on what heat is. Language ability, however, is not
anything physical, nor is there one single scientific definition. The ideas of what language and
language abilities are continuously develop and change according to new research. A
construct is such an idea. It is not something objective, or given by nature, such as heat, but
rather a human theory or construction, hence the name. For a given language test, the
construct may for example be language proficiency, or listening comprehension. The
following extract from Alderson and Banerjee's review article on construct validity underlines
importance of constructs:
An emphasis on the centrality of constructs – what we are trying to measure – requires
testers to consider what is known about language knowledge and ability, and ability to
use the language. Language testing involves not only the psychometric and technical
skills required to construct and analyze a test but also knowledge about language:
testers need to be applied linguists, aware of the latest and most accepted theories of
language description, of language acquisition and language use. They also need to
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know how these can be operationalised: how they can be turned into ways of eliciting
a person’s language and language use (Alderson & Banerjee, 2002, p. 80).

As this article points out, there are three levels of abstraction involved. The most abstract
level is the theoretical construct, as described by the latest scientific research. This is a
comprehensive scientific theory of the concept, like, for instance, a complete theory of writing
ability, as the next chapter will present. The theoretical description forms the basis for the
next level, which is the construct definition used in a test. The construct definition is meant to
be readable for everyone involved in the test, and must therefore be more specific and
concrete. It is a description of the abilities that the test should measure, and the degree of
details involved may vary. Finally, the construct definition is operationalized, and we have the
most concrete level, which is the actual test. The test is therefore based on the construct
definition, and should give the test takers a chance to show the abilities that the construct
definition describes.

2.4

Defining construct validity

Construct validity is considered the main concern in assessment by measurement theorists
(Luoma, 2001, p. 72), but the view on how to define it has gone through a thorough evolution
the last decades. The current view may be a complex concept to grasp, but starting with an
outline of the traditional and simpler view may help to unpack it. For that reason, this section
will start by defining construct validity in more simple terms, and the reasons why the simple
definition fails will then lead us to the presentation of the current view. The last subsection
explains the process of validation, that is, how to obtain construct validity.

2.4.1

The simple and outdated view

The simple definition can be explained as the ability of a test to measure what it is meant to
measure. Since the construct is what a test is meant to measure, one may say the ability to
measure its construct. This is why it is called construct validity. Such a definition, although it
is not fully accurate, is found in literature even from this decade (Simensen 2007, p.253). But
it is also found in a definition from 1937, stating that construct validity is how well a test
“measures what it purports to measure” (Garett 1937 as cited in Luoma, 2001, p.324). What
this means is easiest explained when contrasted to the notion of reliability.
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Validity is a matter of whether a test measures what it should, while reliability is a matter of
measuring accurately or consistently. If a test does not measure accurately enough, it is not, in
fact, measuring anything at all. If a thermometer is unreliable, and sometimes showing ten
degrees extra, sometimes not, is it then really measuring heat? So if you take away the
reliability completely, there is no validity left either. But a test may have complete reliability,
and still have no validity. This is the case if it measures accurately something other than what
it is meant to. This is comparable to a thermometer accurately measuring air pressure. It does
not help that the air pressure measurements are accurate if you are interested in the
temperature of the room. In other words, a test that lacks either of these two qualities is
useless. In contrast, construct validity, in the simple sense, is the quality of whether a test
measures what it is meant to measure or not.

2.4.2

The broad and current view

Although this simple definition gives us a notion of what the validity concept is about, it fails
on certain points. The reason why the definition above fails is apparent from the following
quote by Samuel Messick:
Validity is not a property of the test or assessment as such, but rather of the meaning
of the test scores. Hence, what is to be validated is not the test or observation device
per se but rather the inferences derived from test scores or other indicators - inferences
about score meaning or interpretation and about the implications for action that the
interpretation entails (Messick, 1996, p. 245).

So if a test of French grammar is given to a class in German literature, there is nothing invalid
about the test. The test is meant to test French grammar, and it measures French grammar. But
if one would make interpretations on the basis of the result of that test, and say something
about the students' knowledge of German literature, there is a validity problem. Such
inferences would be invalid. Validity is therefore not whether a test measures what it is
supposed to measure, but “the degree to which evidence and theory support the interpretations
of test scores entailed by specific uses of tests” (AERA, 1999 as cited in Luoma, 2001, p. 62),
or more simply: “the extent to which test interpretations and uses can be justified” (Chapelle,
1999, p. 258).
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This definition differs from the traditional one on two vital points. Firstly, as stated above, the
object of validation is the interpretation and use of test scores, and not the test or the test
scores themselves. Thus a test may be valid in the traditional sense, but it may be used in an
invalid way, like the French grammar test mentioned above. The definition above speaks
about justifying interpretations and uses of the test. Interpretation of a test is what we have
defined as the second step of the assessment process, and the use of a test is the decisions
based on these interpretations. The first difference is therefore that construct validity does not
refer to the quality of a test, but to the interpretations and use of it. Secondly, it is a matter of
justification rather than qualification. It is not really an objective quality that can be proved
beyond all doubt. It is about how justified the interpretations and uses are. But how does this
justification happen? This is what validation is about, and will be discussed below.

Today, construct validity is considered an overarching concept, of which aspects of content
and criteria are integrated parts. Even reliability may be viewed as an integral part of
construct validity rather than in tension with it (Luoma, 2001, p.7). By taking a brief look at
how current validation is done, this broad concept will be clearer.

2.4.3

Validation

Since the idea of construct validity has changed drastically the last decades, the validation
process is also different. Traditionally, it has been sufficient to provide a correlation with
another valid measurement to prove that a test is valid. As mentioned above, validity is not
the property of a test, in fact, one cannot prove complete validity. One definition from the
1999 Standard states that “the process of validation involves accumulating evidence to
provide a sound scientific basis for the proposed score interpretations” (as cited in Luoma,
2001, p. 74). Thus instead of providing certain proof, it is about justifying the use of the score
interpretations through scientific evidence. But two crucial questions arise. How do we go
about accumulating such evidence? And how much evidence is enough?

The answer to the second question is given by Bachman and Palmer (2010) as they speak
about accountability. They say that because assessment will affect people's lives, we “need to
be able to justify the uses - consequences and decisions - of a particular assessment so that we
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can be accountable to ourselves and to other stakeholders” (Bachman & Palmer, 2010, p. 92).
It is a matter of accountability, so it is enough evidence if the stakeholders are convinced. In
this sense, validation is convincing the people most likely and most directly affected by its use
and consequences that the use of the assessment is justified. The affected ones are most
directly the test takers, but may also be fellow teachers, parents or school administrators.

Answering the first question about how to accumulate the evidence is more complex.
Bachman and Palmer suggest to first articulate the claims about the test use, and then to try to
find evidence to back up the claims. But there are different types of evidence, and several
claims that need evidence support. Luoma states that
All the systematic influences that can affect scores should be investigated in a
validation exercise. Thus the scope of validation inquiry is quite broad. In addition to
the test scores themselves, the test, the testing procedures, the context in which the test
is implemented, and the processes that the test takers and assessors go through during
the testing process must be investigated to explain the meaning of the scores (Luoma,
2001, p. 72).
To get an overview of the systematic influences that can affect test scores, it is useful to look
at the three phases related to assessment. The first phase is test development, the second is the
assessment process and the third is the test use. Figure 1 below illustrates the three phases,
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Figure 1: Validation process of a test

and the steps that occur in and between each phase. Each of these steps is an inference and
represents a claim that needs to be supported by evidence.

The first step, as shown in the figure, is operationalization, which is the process of creating
the test based on a test construct. In a validation process, one would have to provide evidence
that the test really reflects the construct. This step is the most relevant for the present study,
and section 5.4 describes potential errors that may occur here. Next is the test performance,
which will depend on the tasks in the test and how the test taker responds to them. The
interpretation step is largely dependent on the rater or raters of the test. Ensuring that the
raters interpret the test performance according to the construct and that they score them
reliably is also an important part of the validation process. Again, this is particularly relevant,
since I include an analysis of reliability in this study. The final phase is test use where
decisions will be made based on the scores, and decisions lead to consequences. If the
stakeholders of a test can be convinced that all these steps are justified to make, the validation
process is successful. On the other hand, if there is evidence showing otherwise, changes
should be made.
To sum up, validation is not proving validity as a test quality, but convincing those affected
by the assessment that the decisions made on the basis of assessment interpretations are
justified. Secondly, this process happens by articulating arguments about the inferences that
the assessment assumes, and providing evidence for them. Thirdly, there are several
inferences assumed in the use of assessment scores to make decisions, and many possible
influences, all of which must be taken into account in a full validation process.

23

3 Writing
If a teacher conducts dictation in class, the teacher is speaking, while obedient students are
writing. If one of the less obedient students receives an SMS during the dictation, and replies,
he is also writing. If the brightest student ten years later becomes a textbook author, what he
does for a living is writing. Clearly, these three activities are really different although they all
may be called writing. In dictation, the students only need to know the correct spelling and
how to write the letters. Typing an SMS requires reading the message, and finding out what to
respond, but it often requires less concern of correct spelling and grammar. The textbook
author, however, needs to consider all the linguistic features as well as the content. He might
not even have all the necessary knowledge for writing the book before he starts. How can
such differences in writing activities be explained? Or perhaps, how can there be a single
definition of what writing is when there is so much variation?

Bachman and Palmer (2010) suggest avoiding speaking of writing as a single skill, and
instead define each writing activity separately. Weigle similarly concludes that “Instead of
attempting an all-encompassing definition, then, it may be more useful to begin by (…) the
types of writing that are likely to be relevant” (Weigle, 2002, p. 4). Therefore, this chapter
will begin by describing different types of writing, and consider the relevant types for writing
English in upper secondary school. The next section will go on to define it as a cognitive
process, and focus on the difference between composition by mature and immature writers.
Building on the cognitive model, the last section will expand on the language component of
writing.

3.1

Types of writing

In order to classify types of writing, we may speak of the three dimensions of the process. The
three dimensions are audience, intention and level of cognitive processing. The following
outline is based on a model of writing discourse from Vähäpässi (1982, as cited in Weigle
2002), and shows the variation of writing activities and their basic differences.
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By the first dimension, audience, one means the ones for whom the text is written. Is it written
primarily for oneself, or for others? Texts are not always meant to be read by others than the
writer himself. This is usually the case for lecture notes, shopping lists or diaries, for example.
Most other types of texts, such as articles or letters, are written with some other audience in
mind. Writing for oneself is a common everyday activity, and does not require the same
accuracy as when writing for others. Next, by intention one means the purpose of the text.
What do we mean to achieve with our writing? Vähäpässi (1982 as cited in Weigle 2002)
differentiates between the following six intentions:
1. To learn
2. To convey emotions
3. To inform
4. To persuade
5. To entertain
6. To stay in touch
If the primary audience is oneself, the dominant intention is limited to the two first points on
the list. Writing for oneself is commonly done in order to learn or remember something. It is
also possible, though, to convey emotions to oneself when writing a diary. Otherwise, if the
dominant intention is any of the other options, the text must be meant for an audience. If you
write an email or a postcard, the audience is the addressee and the intention is to stay in touch.
If you write an editorial, the audience is the readers of the newspaper and the intention is to
persuade. Thus these purposes make for different types of writing that each requires different
skills. Although one may argue that it is easier to convey emotions than to write persuasively,
these categories are not meant to be ranked in any particular order. Moreover, the categories
are not mutually exclusive. A letter to a friend may both be to keep contact and to inform of
your health condition. Thus a text may serve several purposes, but it may still be categorized
by the most dominant of these.

With the two dimensions mentioned this far, we can describe some of the differences between
dictation, SMS-typing and textbook work. Dictation is primarily for oneself, while the other
two are to be read by someone else. Moreover, they all differ in terms of dominant intention.
The purpose of dictation is to learn something; it may be used to learn the spelling of a
language. An SMS, however, is written to stay in touch. And the objective of a textbook is to
give information about a subject matter. However, there is also a difference at another level
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which these dimensions do not account for. If you subscribe to a newspaper and are asked to
fill out your name and address in a form, the intention of the writing is to inform, and the
audience is others. Even though the intention and audience are the same as in textbook
production, it is clearly not the same type of writing. This difference is therefore explained by
the third dimension. The third dimension, cognitive processing, is a taxonomy of three levels
involving an increasing degree of difficulty.
1. Reproduce
2. Organize / reorganize
3. Invent / generate
(Vähäpässi, 1982 as cited in Weigle, 2002, p. 8)
The most basic level is reproduction. This is the case in dictation, or when filling out a form.
All it requires is the skill to form the words correctly. It simply consists of writing down a
given text as it is. The next level, called organization, or reorganization, is more demanding.
A typical example of writing at this level is making a summary of a story. In a summary, the
main points must be outlined, and the details left out. It requires the ability to reorganize
known information. Everything that needs to be written down is still known to the writer
beforehand. The most demanding level is to invent or generate written language. This is also
distinctly different from level 1 and 2. In the basic levels, the writer writes from the
knowledge he has. At level 3, the knowledge of the writer is not only informing the writing
process, but also being informed by it. All the information needed for the writing task is not
known to the writer beforehand. It means that the knowledge of the writer changes as he or
she writes. A writer may make up his mind on a subject during the process. This is the type of
writing that characterizes the work of a textbook writer. The cognitive model in the next
section (see 3.2.2) will further illustrate the difference between level 3 and the other levels,
also known as knowledge telling and knowledge transformation.

In our search for a definition of writing ability, we have looked at the different types of texts
that people write. Weigle (2002) indicates that the need for these different types of writing
varies with the language user. The situation of the language user may be such that writing is
hardly needed at all in the real world. Being able to keep up a conversation may sometimes be
enough. This may often be true for learners of foreign languages. However, “For students

26

nearing the end of compulsory education and intending to go on to higher education, Type III3
writing takes on greater importance” (Weigle, 2002, p. 11). The learners that are relevant for
this paper are nearing higher education, which makes level 3 writing highly relevant.
Although it is not a matter of survival, it is a matter of importance for academic skills. The
fact that the foreign language is English makes the need for these skills even greater (Weigle,
2002, p. 7).

3.2

Cognitive model

This section will provide a cognitive model of writing. The model is a description of the
mental activities that go into composing written texts. It is based on the models of writing by
Hayes (1996 as cited in Weigle, 2002), and Bereiter and Scardamalia (1987). In both of these
models there is mention of input, a process and output. The output is obviously written
composition, but what is the input and what occurs in the process?

3.2.1

Input and process

The models operate with internal and external inputs. The first external input is the writing
assignment. It may be a school or work assignment, but also simple everyday writing
activities. The assignment will normally specify topic and genre. Secondly, once some of the
text has been written down, that text will also serve as input for further writing. Reading
through your own text may give clues on how to continue. In addition to these two inputs,
which Hayes terms the physical task-environment, there is also an external social
environment. There may be a co-writer, and there may be an actual audience which both may
contribute to the external input.

The internal input, on the other hand, is primarily provided by what is known as the long-term
memory. Our long-term memory is where all our knowledge is stored, and this knowledge
serves as input in the writing process. The two major parts of this knowledge are called
topical knowledge and language knowledge, both of which are indispensable in order to write.
Topical knowledge, also called content knowledge, is a term for the knowledge of the world
around us. This knowledge is needed in order to have something to write about. Language
3

The same category as I have called level 3 above; that is to invent/generate
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knowledge is knowing how to write about the different topics. “Language knowledge can be
thought of as a domain of information in memory that is available to the language user for
creating and interpreting discourse in language use” (Bachman 2010, p.44). Hayes also
mentions genre knowledge, audience knowledge and task schemas as part of the long-term
memory storage. However, as the subsequent section will explain, these are all integral parts
of the current concept of language knowledge. The other internal factor is motivation, which
also strongly influences the writing process. This means that the writer's goals and attitudes
will determine the pace and the effort involved in the process. Although motivation is not
irrelevant in connection with writing assessment, it is beyond the scope of this thesis to go
into motivation theory. To summarize it simply, the assignment and the text so far constitute
the two main internal inputs, whereas topical knowledge and language knowledge constitute
the external.

All the input above is processed in order to produce the written composition. The processing
is carried out by our working memory. The working memory, in contrast to the long-term
memory, does not store knowledge over time. It only brings forth the information needed in
the moment, and has a limited working capacity. How does this process look? According to
Bereiter and Scardamalia's (1987) research, this process may take two different forms, either a
simple form, or a complicated one. The simple form is called knowledge telling, and
describes the basic reproduction and organization levels presented in section 3.1 above. The
more complex process is called knowledge transformation, and corresponds to level 3 in the
same model, to invent or generate.

3.2.2

Knowledge telling and knowledge transformation

The process of knowledge telling is quite simple, and resembles in some ways the process of
speaking. Speaking usually happens unplanned where thoughts are directly translated into oral
language. What comes out of the mouth is part of the storage of knowledge inside. Similarly,
knowledge telling is writing down the ideas that come to mind from our memory. The ideas
come from the input factors mentioned above. The topic of the assignment may trigger some
knowledge from memory, and produce potential ideas. In the same way, the text written so
far, may elicit new ideas about how to develop the text further. The first step is therefore to
produce ideas from the available input. Secondly, these ideas are subject to a test of
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appropriateness. Is this idea suitable for the assignment, and will it support the idea of the
text? If the answer is positive, the idea is written down. If not, one returns to the input for
another idea. When the writer is out of ideas, the writing process is over. It is a simple and
natural process that “requires no significantly greater amount of planning and goal setting
than does ordinary conversation” (Bereiter & Scardamalia, 1987, p.9).

What makes knowledge transformation different is the generation of new knowledge through
the writing process. Writing is not only a means of expressing knowledge, but also a means of
learning or gaining new knowledge, requiring a differently structured model. The starting
point in this case is a problem analysis and goal setting based on the assignment in question.
The problem analysis is worked out in two areas, the content problem space and the rhetorical
problem space. This means that there are two types of problems that the writer needs to work
with. One is related to belief and content. This requires use of topical knowledge from our
memory, or from outside sources. The other deals with rhetorical issues, how to complete the
assignment, and requires use of language knowledge. Thus there is a problem-solving process
going on before the ideas are even ready for the test of appropriateness. It is a process of
working out issues related to content and language, where the knowledge is not only
contributing to solve the problems, but is also affected by it. Writers using this model
“consider not only changes in the text but also changes in what they want to say. Thus it is
that writing can play a role in the development of their knowledge” (Bereiter & Scardamalia
1987, p.11). There is a two-way interaction between the knowledge and the problem spaces.
After finding solutions to the problems of content and language, they become input for the
knowledge telling process as described above. Instead of writing down ideas that come
directly from the assignment input, as in knowledge telling, thoughts are reworked and
reconsidered in a thorough process before they are written down (Bereiter & Scardamalia,
1987). While knowledge telling is described as a natural process, this is described as hard
work.

3.3

Communicative competence

Although the cognitive model has shown that writing requires more than knowledge of
language, it still remains a fundamental component. This last section will define what is
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meant by the term language knowledge in the model above. The Common European
Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR) uses the term communicative competence
(Council of Europe, 2001) to describe language. Since language is primarily a tool of
communication, knowing a language is equal to knowing how to communicate in that
language. The following framework of communicative competence is based on the most
recent frameworks of the CEFR and Bachman and Palmer (2010).

The term communicative competence was first coined by Dell Hymes. He defined it as
knowing “when to speak, when not, and as to what to talk about with whom, when, where, in
what manner” (Hymes, 1972 as cited in Simensen, 2007, p. 72). In other words, knowing a
language is more than just knowing grammar and vocabulary, and mastering a language is
more than being able to translate text correctly. To account for all the aspects of language
knowledge, the CEFR operates with the following three main components: linguistic
competence, socio-linguistic competence and pragmatic competence. Before presenting these
components in more detail, it is useful to notice that this is a fairly comprehensive model of
language knowledge. Many language assessments “will focus on assessing only one or a few
of these areas of language knowledge” (Bachman & Palmer 2010, p.44). However, “The
design of every language assessment no matter how narrow its focus, needs to be informed by
a broad view of language knowledge” (Bachman & Palmer 2010, p.44).

3.3.1

Linguistic competence

Bachman and Palmer (2010) divide this competence into a grammatical and a textual part.
The grammatical part deals with word and sentence level issues, while the textual part covers
the parts of discourse that are above the sentence level. A traditional view of language has
always considered the grammatical features. It includes vocabulary, syntax, morphology,
orthography and so on. It concerns the rules of word formation as well as word combinations
and fixed expressions. It contains rules for how the smallest parts of language can be
combined to form words and sentences. If all the grammatical rules are followed, there will be
no spelling or grammar mistakes. It is not sufficient, however, for creating a coherent text.
The textual aspect of linguistic competence is what makes a text a text, rather than unrelated
sentences next to each other. In order for sentences to create a coherent whole, they must be in
relation to each other, and such relations are created by using cohesion. “Cohesion refers to
30

the linguistic devices by which the speaker can signal the experiential and interpersonal
coherence of the text” (Thompson, 2004, p. 197). Some examples of such linguistic devices
include expressions like “however”, “in order to” and “because”. These words are used to
bind the sentences together logically, but there are also other ways to create coherence. Use of
words related to the same field creates the common topic of a text, and use of pronouns makes
the references clear from one sentence to another. One may also speak of organizing the text
at an even higher level. This means placing the passages in a sequence according to the
conventions of the genre, whether it is an argument, a narrative or poetry.

3.3.2

Socio-linguistic competence

Linguistic competence will enable you to write grammatically correct and coherent language.
Socio-linguistic competence adds the aspect of choosing the grammatical structure or
vocabulary fitting for the setting. Since language is used for communication, it is always used
in a social context. This competence is the ability to relate language to that context according
to the norms of the language and society. The choice between saying “I'm good” or “No,
thank you. I am perfectly satisfied” when offered more food at the table is an example of this.
Both options are linguistically acceptable, but the social context will determine which one is
more correct or suitable. The social context consists of the setting and the people involved,
and the relationship between them. Having socio-linguistic competence means being able to
consider social relations, politeness, level of formality, dialects and also cultural references in
a language situation. Without this competence, communication will not always succeed.

3.3.3

Pragmatic competence

Imagine a group of good friends eating pizza together and watching ice-hockey. The host asks
one of his friends if he wants more pizza, and the friend answers: “No, thank you. I am
perfectly satisfied.” This seems correct linguistically, but quite odd socially, in accordance
with the socio-linguistic competence described above. “I'm good” would seem to be a more
fitting answer. However, it may be that this is not due to lack of socio-linguistic competence,
but rather conscious use of pragmatic competence. The reply may be acceptable if it serves
some other function. Pragmatic competence deals with the functions of language use. In this
case, one could picture that this was meant to be funny. The fact that the reply breaks with the
social setting makes it humorous. Understanding what someone means it not equivalent to
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understanding the grammar and the vocabulary. It is not even always enough to understand
idioms, dialects and cultural references. It requires pragmatic competence, the ability to relate
text to the intentions of the language user (Bachman & Palmer 2010, p.46). It is the ability to
interpret the underlying meaning of an utterance. When meeting a pregnant woman nearing
her due date, people might ask: “Hasn't the baby come out yet?” The form of the sentence is
an interrogative form, but it is not intended as a question in the normal sense. The utterer
already knows the answer, and is only interested in small-talk, and perhaps the function was a
conversation starter. Being able to create as well as understand these intended meanings is
what is meant by pragmatic competence.

3.4

Summing up

To sum up, there are different types of writing activities, and which activities are useful
depends on the language learner and his or her situation. For many it is enough to be able to
keep a conversation, and writing is hardly needed at all. For others, especially those in higher
education or nearing it, it is useful to master writing of all types, and even writing as
knowledge transformation. The cognitive model by Hayes (1996 as cited in Weigle 2002)
asserted that writing consists of handling several input sources, and processing them into
coherent text. In an attempt to summarize the model more simply, I have come up with the
following list of skills required for writing:




understand the instruction of how and what to write (external input)
know what to write about (internal input: topical knowledge)
know how to write it... (internal input: language knowledge)
o grammatically correct (linguistic competence)
o textually coherent (linguistic competence)
o situation appropriate (socio-linguistic competence)
o genre-specific (socio-linguistic competence)
o according to the intention of the instruction (pragmatic competence)

The way in which these skills are applied to produce a written text may differ. Immature
writers will often rely on knowledge telling, which is simply to write what is known and
seems appropriate according to the instruction. More mature writers will apply knowledge
transformation where the writing is produced in a demanding process where learning also
takes place. The next chapter will present how writing is defined in the national curricula of
Norway and Finland, starting by presenting their different educational systems.
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4 Norway vs. Finland
In the national examinations examined in the present thesis, it is the national curricula that
define the test constructs. This chapter will therefore provide the contexts in which these
examinations exist by comparing the school, curricula and examination systems of the two
countries. It goes on to describe the English syllabi for upper secondary school, and finally to
present the writing constructs as the syllabi define them.

4.1
A comparison of the school and
examination systems
In general, the school systems of Norway and Finland are quite similar. In both countries,
compulsory education continues until the age of sixteen. This is followed by a choice between
general or vocational upper secondary school, which gives access to different types of higher
education. It is also the case in both countries that compulsory school is divided in two,
starting with primary school, and ending with three years of lower secondary school. A small
difference in this structure concerns the age for starting school. Norwegians start school at the
age of six, and have ten years of basic education, while the Finns start at seven and have nine
years of basic education. There are, however, a couple of other differences that are relevant to
mention. This section will briefly describe some aspects from each nation in the following
four areas: national curricula, organization of foreign language teaching, courses in upper
secondary school and examinations.

4.1.1

National curricula

The teaching in upper secondary school is in both countries regulated by a national document.
The Norwegian national curriculum is from 2006 and is called the Knowledge Promotion
(LK06). It is a common curriculum for all of primary and secondary school. It comprises The
Core Curriculum and the Quality Framework, Subject Curricula and Distribution of teaching
hours per subject. The first part describes the school and its role beyond the mere subject
related issues such as human values and identity. The Subject Curricula, or what one may
rather call the subject syllabi, deal with the purpose and competence aims for every school
subject. This is all decided on a national level and regulates the practice for every Norwegian
school as the Education Act of 1998 specifies:
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The Ministry issues regulations concerning levels and programme areas, concerning
subjects, educational objectives, the scope and content of instruction in subjects and
the organisation of the education and training. (….) The teaching staff is to organise
and carry out their teaching in accordance with subject curricula issued pursuant to the
present Act (The Education Act, 1998, para. 3–4).
In the Finnish system, the national curriculum is called the National Core Curriculum for
General Upper Secondary Schools (NCC), and is clearly separate from the curriculum of
basic education. It covers the values initially, and has a chapter for every subject where the
main objectives and courses are described. In contrast to the Norwegian document, it does not
contain detailed lists of specific competence aims for every level. In fact, NCC is meant to be
the basis on which local curricula will be drawn up by the local education provider. The
curriculum states that “Education providers may decide how to draw up their curricula on the
basis of the National Core Curriculum” (Finnish National Board of Education, 2004). Two of
the areas in which the local education provider has some freedom are language programs and
specialization courses. The two following sections will elaborate on these issues.

4.1.2

English in primary and lower secondary school

In Norway, English is a compulsory subject through all of basic education, and it is listed in
the curriculum as a subject separate from other foreign languages. The Norwegian curriculum
also prescribes 138 hours of English for the first four years of school, and after two years
there are a set of competence aims to be attained. Even though it does not specify the amount
of hours to use for English each of those two first years, it mentions English as a subject
called ENG0001, which is intended for first grade (Udir, n.d.). It is slightly more complicated
to explain when English teaching starts in Finland, since it may vary from school to school.
English is, in fact, only described as one of many foreign languages to choose from, and does
not have a separate syllabus as in Norway. And since there are two official languages in
Finland, Finnish and Swedish, learning the second national language is also prioritized. But
the following diagram from the Finnish National Core Curriculum for Upper Secondary
School 2003 will illustrate the issue of foreign language courses.
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Figure 2: Distribution of language levels in Finnish compulsory education,
From Finnish National Board of Examination (2004)

As figure 2 shows, they operate with five potential foreign languages. They are labeled A
languages if they are started in elementary school, and labeled B if they are started later. Since
each school in Finland needs to develop their own local curriculum based on the national one,
it is also up to every single school to decide which languages they offer at each of these
stages, and there seems to be no regulations in the national documents about when English
should begin. This means that, theoretically, it is possible to complete nine years of
compulsory school in Finland without having studied English. And even if English is chosen
as the first foreign language, A1, it is not until third grade that it usually begins. But as the
dotted lines show, it is possible to start earlier, and in 2009, 8 percent of pupils began the A1
language studies in the first grade and those who started in second grade accounted for 14
percent. In the same year, more than 90 percent of all the pupils in Finland chose English as
their A1-level language (Suomen kieltenopettajien liitto, n.d.). So, although it is theoretically
possible not to choose English in the Finnish school, the actual situation is not so far from the
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Norwegian one after all. English is considered an important language in both nations, and is
taught from the very first years of elementary school.

4.1.3

Courses in upper secondary school:

This passage will describe perhaps the greatest difference between the two school systems at
upper secondary level, namely the organization of courses. Since the examinations in question
are not relevant for students in vocational upper secondary school, I will only describe the
situation for general upper secondary school.

In Norway, there are three levels in upper secondary school that normally last for one year
each, Vg1, Vg2 and Vg3. The duration of the courses in each level is also one year, and some
of them are compulsory, others elective. During the first year (Vg1), there are no elective
studies offered, but eight compulsory courses that must be completed. When starting in Vg2,
it is required to specialize in a certain field, such as the natural sciences or languages, and
choose a combination of elective subjects within that field. This specialization program will
continue for two years, and in Vg2 and Vg3, there are five and four compulsory courses in
addition to the program. In order to graduate, all three levels must be completed, comprising a
total number of 2523 lesson hours (Udir, 2011a).

The Finnish situation is different in this matter because the courses are shorter and more
independent of one another. Instead of yearlong courses, there are courses that comprise only
38 hours4 of instruction. Similar to the Norwegian system, there are compulsory as well as
specialized, elective courses, and the education is completed when a minimum number of 75
courses are attended and approved, whereof at least ten must be specialization courses. Within
a certain framework, and normally within a time frame of three years, the students are free to
set up these courses in an individual study plan. The education may also be completed in
shorter or longer time, but not longer than four years without special reasons. (Westermark,
2011).

4
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On average

This difference obviously affects the English language courses as well. In Norway, there are
altogether four English courses in upper secondary school. One of them is a compulsory
course in Vg1, and the remaining three belong to specialization courses for those who choose
English in their study program. In Vg2, the specialization course is called International
English, whereas Vg3 offers two options for those who have passed the Vg2 course: Social
Studies English and English Literature and Culture.

In Finland, the schools offer six compulsory and at least two elective specialization courses in
English. These eight courses are specified by the national curriculum, and further description
of their content is presented below in section 4.3. The local schools may also choose to offer
additional specialization courses in English, according to their resources. Because of the
individual study plans, the students may each decide when to attend these courses during the
three years of school.

4.1.4

Examinations:

Finally, it is worth mentioning the differences in how the national examinations take place. In
Norway, everyone is to have one oral and one written examination at the end of lower
secondary school, as selected by the education provider (Udir, 2009). In Finland there are no
national examinations at this level. In fact, the only nationally given examinations in Finland
take place during the last year of upper secondary school, and are organized in the following
manner, as explained by The Matriculation Examination Board in Finland:
The examination consists of at least four tests; one of them, the test in the candidate´s
mother tongue, is compulsory for all candidates. The candidate then chooses three
other compulsory tests from among the following four tests: the test in the second
national language, a foreign language test, the mathematics test, and one test in the
general studies battery of tests (sciences and humanities). As part of his or her
examination, the candidate may additionally include one or more optional tests
(Ylioppilastutkintolautakunta, n.d.).

In other words, the students sign up for the tests that they choose within a given framework.
In Norway, there are examinations after every year of upper secondary school, and the
selections made by the school authorities. In Vg1, 20 per cent of the students are selected for
an oral or written examination, and in Vg2, all students are to be selected. In the third and last
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year, Vg3, everyone is to take the compulsory examination in Norwegian, and two additional
written, as well as one oral examination in the other subjects (Udir, 2009). This means that, in
Norway, those who are selected for the English examination in Vg3 have completed three
yearlong courses of English. In Finland, anyone who has completed the six compulsory
courses can sign up for the English matriculation examination.

4.2

The English syllabi

The following sections will elaborate on the Norwegian and Finnish English syllabi for upper
secondary school. After a more general description of the syllabi, the last subsection will
outline the writing constructs from these syllabi, as they are relevant to the examinations in
question.

4.2.1

The Norwegian English syllabus

As mentioned above, there is a compulsory English course in Vg1, but since this study focus
on the Vg3 examination, the syllabus for the specialized study program is presented here. Due
to reasons explained in the next chapter, we will also focus mostly on the areas related to
“English Literature and Culture”, hereafter also referred to as the literature course. Three
sections of the Norwegian English syllabus are elaborated on below: the objectives of the
subject, the main subject areas, and the competence aims within each of those areas.

Objectives of the subject
The first section in the syllabus presents the higher objectives of this English subject. The
passage describing the objectives is an ambitious text with references to many skills and uses
of the English language. In the first half, it emphasizes the role of English in a global society,
and the need to know English in order to access vital information. Thus, an important
objective is to help the learners understand global issues, and therefore be able to participate
in social and working life. This knowledge as well as the language skills may open doors to
other cultures, and the history of the English-speaking countries helps us understand the
present situation of great English influence. The second half mentions the value of literary
works, and how English literature, culture and language may contribute to personal growth,
and help develop skills in critical thinking. It is also a goal that this subject may help the
learners develop learning strategies for continuous learning and development.
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Main subject areas and competence aims
While the objectives are fairly broad, and concerns all the three courses, this part of the
syllabus tries to specify the content of each course. The content is divided in three so-called
main subject areas, which are “Language and Language Learning”, “Communication” and
“Culture, Society and Literature”. Every area and its scope are briefly described in the
syllabus, and each area has a number of related competence aims. Next, I will present how it
describes the main subject areas for the literature course, and most of the competence aims for
the same course will be listed in the construct definitions at the end of this chapter.

The Language and Language Learning area mainly describes knowledge about linguistic
features and terminology needed to analyze texts in relation to social and cultural issues. It is
concerned with the development of tools to discuss the relationship between form and content
of texts as well as other forms of expression. The aspect of learning strategies and the ability
to evaluate own learning progress is also included here. The Communication area deals with
the use of the language for communicating meaning. This is where linguistic features come in,
such as nuanced vocabulary and coherence, but also socio-linguistic elements such as
adapting language use to situations and genres. Most of the competence aims in this area are
not about communication in general, however, but specifically related to literary and cultural
issues. The third area, Culture, Society and Literature, includes more competence aims than
any of the other two, and covers a large content area. It deals with interpretation, analysis and
discussion of different types of literature, but it also covers cultural expressions of other types
like film, music and architecture. Historical as well as current issues are covered, and AngloAmerican culture as well as international culture.

Finally, it should also briefly be mentioned that in addition to these subject specific areas,
there are four basic skills which also are part of the subject competence. This means that
knowledge of these skills can be expected even if they are not stated in the competence aims.
The skills include the ability to express oneself orally and in writing, the ability to read,
numeracy and the ability to use digital tools.
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4.2.2

The Finnish English syllabus

In the Finnish curricula, in the chapter on foreign languages, there are references to English as
an A, B1, B2 or B3-level language. But since we already saw that it is most usual for English
to be chosen as an A-level language, this is what we will describe here. The most relevant
parts of the syllabus to examine are the objectives of instruction and the course descriptions.

Objectives of instruction
“The objective is for students to achieve the levels of the Language Proficiency Scale (…) as
per the table below” (Finnish National Board of Education, 2004). The syllabus includes a
Finnish application of the language proficiency scale from the CEFR. The table referred to is
not included here, but it shows that the level to be achieved for A-level languages is B2 on
that scale. The scale is divided in the four language skills: speaking, listening, reading and
writing. For each of these skills it describes “can do”-sentences for a given level. Since the
Finnish examinations in question only cover reading and writing, it may be enough to look
only at those parts of the scale.

The reading description defines this level as being able to “read a few pages of text
independently (…) about his/her own field or general topics” (Finnish National Board of
Education, 2004, p.247) This may include texts of different genres, and texts that deal with
different types of general subjects. At this level the learner is also able to identify general
meaning and locate details in a long text, but idioms and allusions connected to cultural
concepts may be hard to decode. The writing description mentions several relevant sub skills
needed for text composition. In general, it states that at this level, the learner will be able to
write a clear text of some detail, either personal or formal. It also mentions the ability to
express views effectively and summarize information from different sources. The linguistic
skills to be in command of at this level are broad vocabulary, demanding sentence structure,
cohesive text production, orthography, grammar and punctuation. While errors in these do not
cause misunderstandings at this level, there may be inaccuracies in style and expression.

In addition to achieving these levels of proficiency, the syllabus also includes four objectives
that mainly deal with learning strategies and self-assessment. The first one, however,
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highlights cultural sensitivity in communication, knowing how to express oneself
characteristically of that language.

Course descriptions
There are eight English courses that all Finnish schools will need to offer for A-level
language learners during upper secondary school. Two of them are so-called specialization
courses, and six are compulsory. Each local school may also offer other relevant
specialization courses in addition to these. The title of a course describes the main theme it
deals with, and these themes are discussed from a Finnish perspective as well as the
perspective of the target language culture. But other themes may be included in each course if
they are of special interest to the students, or of special relevance to current issues. The
courses emphasize different language features and skills, but all of them are to give the
students the opportunity to speak, read, write and listen for different purposes, and each will
pay attention to language structure, vocabulary and accuracy of language use. Use of
authentic text or material will also be used, and attention paid to contrastive difference
between English and one's mother tongue.

The three first courses are called: “Young people and their world”, “Communication and
leisure” and “Study and work”, and cover such everyday topics. The language focus in the
first one is on vocabulary, basic structures and expression of opinions. While the other two
cover oral communication and strategies as well as writing skills and formal language. The
three remaining compulsory courses are called: “Society and the surrounding world”,
“Culture” and “Science, economy and technology”. These seem to be on a higher level with
focus on speaking and reading at a more demanding level as well as writing texts for different
purposes. The course on culture specifies that the students are to prepare a project on a chosen
topic and present it. Finally, the two specialization courses are “Nature and sustainable
development” and “Globalization and internationalization”. The focus on diverse
development of language skills, and are more content related. The course on nature deals with
using language related to nature and natural sciences, while the other one deals with global
development and world views.
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4.2.3

The construct definitions of writing

In order to do a systematic analysis of the selected examinations in relation to their construct,
we need to extract a specific construct definition of writing from each country. The content of
the syllabi described above is too complex and detailed. However, the competence aims of the
Norwegian English syllabus and the Finnish “can do”-statements will function well in this
matter. These parts of the syllabi describe a writing construct that can be used for this
purpose. They sum up the essence of the construct, and are also quite specific measures. The
points on self-assessment, as well as project related elements are excluded from this definition
due to irrelevance for the present analysis. The relevant components for each writing
construct are listed below, and listed first is the Finnish construct:
The English writing construct definition for the Finnish examinations:







Can write clear and detailed texts about a variety of areas of personal interest and
about familiar abstract topics.
Can write routine factual messages and more formal social messages (reviews,
business letters, instructions, applications, summaries).
Can express information and views effectively in writing and comment on those of
others.
Can combine or summarise information from different sources in his/her own texts.
Can use broad vocabulary and demanding sentence structures together with linguistic
means to produce a clear, cohesive text. Flexibility of nuance and style is limited and
there may be some jumps from one idea to another in a long contribution.
Has a fairly good command of orthography, grammar and punctuation and errors do
not lead to misunderstandings. Contributions may reveal mother tongue influences.
Demanding structures and flexibility of expression and style cause problems
(Finnish National Board of Education, 2004, p.247)

The Norwegian list is slightly longer, and is sectioned in three areas as explained above:
The Norwegian English writing construct definition:
Language and Language Learning
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elaborate on and discuss the relationship between form, content and stylistic register in
sentences and texts
have a command of the terminology needed for analysing works of fiction, films and
other aesthetic forms of expression
elaborate on and discuss distinctive linguistic features of texts from different genres,
from different periods and regions

Communication






use a nuanced, well-developed and precise vocabulary to communicate on literature
and culture
elaborate on and discuss lengthy and linguistically demanding discourses with general,
specialized and literary content
use suitable language, appropriate to the situation, in oral and written genres
summarize, comment on and discuss differing viewpoints in fictional texts
produce texts in a variety of genres with clear content, appropriate style, good
structure, and usage that is precise and accurate
Culture, Society and Literature









interpret a representative selection of texts from literary-historical periods in English
literature, from the Renaissance up to the present time
analyse at least two lengthy works of fiction
analyse and assess a film and a selection of other artistic forms of expression within
English-language culture
interpret literary texts and other cultural expressions from a cultural-historical and
social perspective
elaborate on and discuss a selection of factual prose texts from English-language
culture and social life
elaborate on and discuss the cultural position of the United States and Great Britain in
the world today, and the background for the same
elaborate on and discuss current issues in international culture and the news media
(Udir, 2006, pp.6-7).

The communication part of the Norwegian definition resembles the Finnish list in some
aspects. Producing a variety of texts is clearly stated in both, and so are summarizing ideas,
broad vocabulary and demanding linguistic structures. The Finnish definition is more explicit
when it comes to stating grammatical features like orthography and punctuation, while
situation appropriate language is only mentioned in the Norwegian one. However, the two
other sections in the Norwegian construct, concerning cultural and literary topical knowledge,
have no parallel in the Finnish one. From these descriptions, it is quite clear that the Finnish
writing construct deals purely with writing proficiency, and is related to a proficiency test.
The Norwegian construct, on the other hand, is intended for an achievement test, since it
includes many specific skills and topical knowledge. In the analysis in chapter 6, these
construct definitions will be actively used and referred to, and the method of the analysis is
the subject of the following chapter.
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5 Method
5.1

Chapter overview

The purpose of this thesis is to compare Vg3 level English examinations from Norway and
Finland with regard to format and construct validity. How I went about doing the
investigation will be explained in this chapter. I start by presenting and arguing for my choice
of research design, also mentioning its weak and strong sides. This is followed by a brief
description of how the Norwegian and Finnish samples were selected, and also how these two
sets of tests differ from one another. It will then describe the method of content analysis, and
how it has been applied in this case. The final subject of discussion is of validity issues.

5.2

Research design

The research design for this master thesis is based on the pilot study mentioned in the
introduction (see section 1.3). I wanted to conduct a similar analysis, but on a larger scale,
thus using roughly the same design. Since the idea is to look at differences between the
examinations in Norway and Finland, this had to be a comparative study. And when
documents such as these examinations are the objects of study, it is called document analysis
or content analysis (Ary, Jacobs, & Sorensen, 2010). Because of the need to look closely at
each test, and to carefully analyze each test task in relation to the construct, I decided to
collect a small sample and conduct a qualitative analysis. In other words, I decided on a
qualitative comparative study using content analysis as the most useful design for the present
study. The perhaps main drawback of a qualitative design like this is that the results of the
analysis are only valid for the specific tests in the sample. More elaboration on the validity of
this method is included at the end of the chapter. In a qualitative approach, the sample is
usually not selected randomly, but purposefully, and the next section will explain how the
sample of examination papers for this thesis was selected.

5.3

Sample

The sample for this thesis was a selection of representative English examinations from
Norway and Finland. My approach was to start by using criterion sampling. “In this type of
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sampling, the researcher sets the criterion and includes all cases that meet that criterion” (Ary,
Jacobs, & Sorensen, 2010, p. 431). One of the most important criteria in selecting the samples
was comparability. Since the idea of the thesis is comparing tests from two countries, I
needed to find examinations from those countries that were similar enough for comparison.
This primarily meant that the tests should be at the same level, and serve the same purpose.
Another criterion was that they be national examinations, since local tests may vary to a much
greater degree. This narrowed down the search to the final examinations at the end of upper
secondary school, since none of the examinations in Finland prior to this point is conducted at
national level. As mentioned in the previous chapter, however, Norway offers two specialized
English courses at this level, each of which have separate examinations. I selected the
examinations from the course called “English literature and culture”, since the competence
aims for this course corresponded best with the Finnish course descriptions, again using the
criterion of comparability. Since the tests are given at the same level, and since both tests are
examinations to provide grades needed for access to higher education, I would argue that they
are comparable. There are, however, also some differences which will be mentioned in the
section below.

At this point, I had to further narrow down the number of examinations to a number I could
handle in a qualitative analysis. The Norwegian course of “English literature and culture” has
only existed since 2009, and since there are two examinations every year, there were six tests
in total to choose from when this project started in January 2011. However, and despite
several correspondence attempts, I have not succeeded in finding the total number of the
Finnish examinations of this kind. I can only be certain that these tests have been used since
2008, meaning at least eight in total (Yle, n.d.). Nevertheless, I systematically selected three
of the most recent examinations from each country, over a time span of three years. Thus,
from each of the years 2009, 2010 and 2011, I picked the spring semester version, resulting in
a total of six tests. Further description of these tests is presented in chapter 6.

5.4

Content analysis

As defined above, construct validity is an overarching term for the justifiability of test use.
Validation is gathering evidence to back up the justification arguments. There are many ways
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to go about arguing for construct validity, and many ways to provide the evidence. Content
analysis is one of them. As the theoretical chapter on assessment described, in order to justify
the use of a test, every step from development to decision making must also be justified. In
this paper, there will not be room to investigate every step of this process. Neither is it the
point to create a comprehensive justification case for the use of these tests. The idea is rather
to critically analyze some aspects related to their construct validity.

The validation method I have chosen for that use is called content analysis. Chapelle (1999)
mentions this method as one of five different approaches to validity evidence. Content
analysis is described as making “a logical analysis of the content to determine how well it
covers the domain” (Ary, Jacobs, & Sorensen, 2010, p. 235). It is an analysis of content
relevance; in other words, an analysis of the relationship between the test content and its
construct definition. By comparing the test content and the test construct, it is possible to
judge how well they correspond. Conducting such an analysis may provide “evidence for the
hypothesized match between test items or tasks and the construct that the test is intended to
measure” (Chapelle, 1999, p. 260). Since the test items are meant to measure the test
construct, the hypothesis is that there is a match between the two. Doing content analysis is
investigating whether, or to what degree, there is such a relationship.

Messick (1996) mentions two ways in which this relationship may be inconsistent. The terms
he used to describe these two inconsistencies were construct under-representation and
construct irrelevance. As figure 3 below illustrates, construct under-representation is when
the construct includes some parts that are not adequately covered by the test. Conversely,
construct irrelevance is when the test requires knowledge or skills that are not specified in the
construct.
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Figure 3: Illustration of construct under-representation and construct irrelevance

An example of the latter may be a listening comprehension test where a test taker is asked to
write down his response to an oral text. If the test construct does not include anything about
writing, this may cause a validity problem since writing is necessary in order to respond. A
person who understands the oral text perfectly, but who cannot write in that language, may
fail the test because of lack of a skill that was not supposed to be tested. This tells us that
something is unreasonable. In order to resolve this validity issue, one would either have to
add writing skills to the construct definition or change the way of responding to the task.
Another way to improve the issue is to make it clear that the scores are by no means affected
by the quality of the written responses. What is measured by the test is finally translated into a
score. This means that what does not affect the scores is not really measured. This is an
important point because it reminds us that the scoring of a test also needs to reflect the
construct definition. This is also why the second part of my content analysis deals with the
scoring procedures.

The other issue, construct under-representation, is when a test does not sufficiently cover all
the major aspects of the construct. An example could be a language test needed in order to
apply for a job in a telemarketing company. The test may only have included an oral
interview where the examiner asks several questions, and where the score is based on the
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grammatical correctness of the answers. This certainly covers parts of what is needed for
professional phone conversations, but skills like taking initiative and keeping a conversation
going is not included at all. The test is then not fully representative of the construct. It should
be mentioned that it will always be the case that the construct is more comprehensive than the
test. Therefore, a test cannot be expected to cover every detail of its construct. Hence,
Messick (1996) puts it this way: “In the threat to validity known as construct underrepresentation (…), the assessment is deficient: the test is too narrow and fails to include
important dimensions or facets of focal constructs” (p. 244). The key term here is “important
dimensions”. If important dimensions of the construct are left out of the test or the scoring
procedure, there is a validity issue of this kind.

Consequently, there are two areas which will be in focus in the following analysis. One area is
the operationalization; the step from construct definition to the test tasks. The other area is the
scoring procedures; its relation to the construct and its reliability. If there are inconsistencies
between the construct definition and the assessment tasks, or the scoring procedure, it is
crucial for the construct validity. Similarly, unreliable scoring will weaken the overall
construct validity.

The procedure will for this analysis will be as follows: The test tasks are firstly investigated to
see what skills they require. For this step, the “accepted approach has been for expert raters to
make judgments about the cognitive knowledge and processes they believed would be
required for test performance” (Chapelle, 1999, p. 260). In this study, I will be the one
making the judgments. Secondly, those required skills will be compared to the construct of
the respective test. Similarly, the scoring procedures will be investigated and then compared
to the relevant construct. An analysis of the scoring reliability will also be included in the last
part.

As a tool for this analysis, I have developed a checklist of questions to ask for every
examination or examination system. The checklist is my own, but is heavily based on
checklist questions from Bachman and Palmer (1996), Messick (1996), Chapelle (1999) and
48

Johnson (2001). The questions are meant to provide the data needed for the procedure
mentioned above.
OPERATIONALIZATION QUESTIONS
To what extent does the test task reflect the construct definition?
Analyzing test tasks:
 What is required for the test?
Comparing to construct:
 What is required for the test which is not included in the construct?
 What important dimensions of the construct are not required for the test?
SCORING QUESTIONS
To what extent do the scoring procedures reflect the construct definition?
Analyzing scoring criteria:
 What counts in the scoring procedure?
Comparing to construct:
 What counts in the scoring procedure which is not mentioned in the construct?
 What important dimensions of the construct are not taken into account in the
scoring procedure?
Analyzing scoring reliability?
 Are the candidates allowed too much freedom in their responses?
 Are the tasks unequivocal, and the instructions clear and explicit?
 Is there agreement on what an acceptable response is?
 Are there multiple, independent raters?

The operationalization questions are individual for each examination, while the scoring
questions concern the examination system as a whole. Thus, the first set of questions will be
asked for every examination, and each task in every test will be considered. The last set of
questions is only asked once for the Norwegian system, and once for the Finnish system, but
obviously reflecting the reality of all of the tests in the sample.

5.5

Validity and limitations

As part of increasing the validity of this thesis, it is vital to address the issues that are, or can
be a threat to its validity. One part of this concerns the sampling, and another part concerns
the content analysis. “Sampling validity becomes an issue whenever a sample of texts differs
from the population of the phenomena of interest” (Krippendorf 2012, p.336). In this case, as
in most cases, the sample selection differs from the population, which means there is a chance
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of sampling error. This study is obviously not a quantitative study, and, as mentioned before,
it does not attempt to make statistical claims about a large population. However, it is desirable
to be able to generalize the results to say something about the Norwegian and Finnish systems
as such. Using a small sample size like this does not make it uncomplicated, but Krippendorf
(2012) emphasizes the need to take into account the diversity within the population. As I have
browsed through the tests that are not included in the sample, it is obvious that the population
diversity is minimal. Each test strictly follows the pattern of the others, and differences are
minor. Less diversity in the population means greater degree of generalizability. Krippendorf
(2012) also mentions the proportion of the sample to the population. For the Norwegian tests,
this factor is significant since fifty per cent of the population is actually included in the
sample. This does not mean that the results of this analysis can be generalized to all the
examinations in the population, and such strong claims will not be made. But I would argue
that these facts add some validity to the sampling procedure, and opens for reasonably valid
comments and discussion around the national examination systems as such, based on the
results from this analysis.

The validity of this study is also related to the procedure of the content analysis. Content
analysis is studying documents and is therefore “unobtrusive” and “nonreactive” (Marshall &
Rossman, 1999, p.117). This means that it can be done without disturbing the setting of the
study, and without changing the content of the studied objects. These are considered strong
sides of this method, and are no threat to the validity. As with any method, however, there are
some weaknesses that are important to be aware of. The moment a researcher doing content
analysis decides to not only read the documents as they are, but also to infer meaning from
them, there is a potential gap between the interpretation and the actual meaning of the text.
This is a potential weakness of many types of qualitative designs, and means that one has to
be careful to clearly communicate the reasons and rationale behind the interpretations made
(Marshall & Rossman, 1999). Simply put, my interpretation may not be the same as that of
any other researcher. Reviewing documents as science is therefore “highly dependent on the
ability of the researcher to be resourceful, systematic, and honest” (Marshall & Rossman,
1999, p.135). If it is done in a systematic and honest way it will also be replicable and thus
open to scientific criticism. In my case, in order to compensate for this weakness, I have
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therefore been careful to clearly define my terms, attempted to be transparent in my method
and follow a rigid structure in the analysis.

In discussing content analysis specifically of tests, it is said that “information about test
content by itself is not a sufficient basis for score interpretations because it does not consider
actual performance on tests” (Bachman, Davidson, & Milanovic, 1996, p.126). It is a
weakness of this thesis that real test performance is not considered. This means that the results
are largely based on my personal judgments:
This kind of analysis usually involves judgmental analysis of the skills and the
processes required by test tasks. Although experts may experience difficulty in judging
what an item measures, their judgmental analyses support the generation of hypotheses
that can subsequently be tested by experimental or introspective studies (Grotjahn,
1986; Alderson 1990 as cited in XI, 2008, p.187).
As this quote underlines, making this type of judgment is challenging. That is also why it
represents a weakness in the method. But the difficulty in making such judgments does not
make the analysis completely useless. The results may still support hypotheses which can be
further confirmed or unconfirmed by other studies. To sum up the essence, a final comment
by Krippendorf (2012) on content analysis may serve well as a conclusion of this chapter:
The reason content analysts rely on face validity perhaps more than do researchers
who use other methods of inquiry is that content analysis is fundamentally concerned
with readings of texts, with what symbols mean, and with how images are seen, and of
which are largely rooted in common sense, in the shared culture in which such
interpretations are made, which is difficult to measure but often highly reliable at a
particular time (Krippendorf 2012, p.330).
I have argued above that the use of content analysis, the checklist used, and the sample
selection help provide useful and reasonably valid information. However, when all comes to
all, it relies a whole lot on the common sense interpretations of language as done by the
researcher. In that sense, it is up the researcher to be thorough and transparent in his
procedures, and for the readers to judge the soundness of the arguments, which are to follow
in the next chapter.
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6 Results of the content analysis
6.1

Overview of chapter

This chapter presents the results of the content analysis described above. The findings are
presented in sections 6.4, 6.5 and 6.6. The first one of these sections presents what I have
found to be measured by the examinations. It shows what different skills are required to
accomplish the test tasks, and what skills are rewarded by the scoring criteria. The second part
compares the results of part one to the construct definitions outlined above in section 4.4. It
presents the match or mismatch between what the construct says should be tested, and what I
have found is actually tested. It will present the issue from two angles. The first is called
construct irrelevance, which involves whether the tests measure something outside the
construct. The other is construct under-representation, which is whether any important aspects
of the construct are left out of the tests. In the third and final part, there is a presentation of the
issues regarding scoring reliability. But prior to all of this, there will be a description of the
examination formats and a description of the assessment documents from each nation.

6.2

Description of the examination formats

For each of the two examination formats, I will comment on the regulations, the instructions,
other test input and the expected task responses. The most important differences between
them will be summed up at the end. This will only be a general description of the patterns and
common features of these tests, as details and examples from each one will appear below.
Every test in the sample can also be found in its entirety in the appendices.

6.2.1

The Finnish English examinations

There are three Finnish English examinations in the sample, and, for convenience, I will refer
to them as F09, F10 and F11, depending on the years they were used. The oldest one, F09, is
available in Appendix 1, and was conducted March 13th 2009. The examination in Appendix
2, F10, was used on March 17th 2010, and the most recent examination in the sample, F11,
was used on March 18th of 2011, and can be found in Appendix 3.
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The time allotment for the Finnish English examinations is six hours, and without any
particular required order in which to do the tasks. No notes or any help are allowed on the
exam, thus reference to sources is not an issue. There is, however, some input for
interpretation provided, but not related to any of the written production tasks.

These tests are divided into three main parts, each focusing on one or two particular language
components. The first main part tests reading comprehension. It is a large part of the whole
exam, but it will not be included in the analysis because this thesis concentrates on the
productive skill of writing, and components relevant to that. It should be mentioned, however,
that reading comprehension is tested in two tasks. The first one is a three-choice multiplechoice part with 25 items. The questions are detailed questions from three authentic and
advanced English texts. The second one is five prompts with questions to a text where the
response is given in the source language (Finnish/Swedish). However, as explained above,
this first part will not be investigated further.

Part two is related to writing since it covers grammar and vocabulary. Grammar and
vocabulary are tested in two different kinds of fill-in-the-blank tasks. The first has from 25 to
30 items to which a selected response is expected. The test taker can choose between four
alternatives for each blank field in a coherent English text, and only one of the alternatives is
correct. The second set of tasks includes between six and seventeen items, and it is a slightly
different exercise. For each blank field there is usually a keyword provided. This word may
be in the source language (Finnish/Swedish) and should then be translated and fitted to the
right context. Alternatively, it could be a target language word in a basic form that needs to be
conjugated correctly. In a few cases, there are no keywords at all, and the test taker is required
to simply understand what is missing. The most recent exam, however, included a translation
task instead of the kind of task just mentioned. It comprised an English text in which some
sentences are in Swedish or Finnish instead, and where the task is to translate these sentences
into appropriate English that fits in with the surrounding text.
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The last part of the test papers is called production, and comprises composing a text of 150 250 words on one of four fairly general topics. Sometimes a setting or a genre is specified, but
sometimes they only ask for a text addressing some general issue.

6.2.2

The Norwegian English examinations

There are also three Norwegian tests in the sample, which, in the following, will be referred to
as N09, N10 and N11. N09 was conducted May 22nd 2009, N10 was conducted May 27th
2010, and the last one, N11, was used May 31 2011. They can be found in Appendices 4, 5
and 6 respectively.

These examinations have a maximum duration of five hours with no particular time sequence
in which the tasks need to be done. Five hours is given to complete everything, and except for
the internet and communication tools, almost all means of help or sources may be brought to
the test. In other words, while books and notes are allowed on the test, all sources must be
referred to when used in a response. Some source material is also appended to the test, and
must often be used actively in order to carry out the tasks properly. All instructions and other
input for interpretation are in written English, with the exception of non-language input, like
the use of pictures in N10.

The main pattern in all the Norwegian tests is a structure of three main tasks. All of these
tasks are similar in the sense that an extended written response is expected. This means that
there are only writing tasks, and no multiple-choice or other limited response tasks. The
difference between the three tasks concerns the length of the expected responses. Task 1 and 2
usually ask for a short response of only a couple of paragraphs. Task 1 is always subdivided
into 1a and 1b, in which there are two quite specific questions about the features of a text.
Task 2 is only subdivided in N11, and in that case, one only has to choose one of them. Task
2 often asks a more open question than in task 1. Finally, there is task 3 which presents the
candidate with four topics about which he or she is to write a longer text. The options may
vary in genre and content, but will always relate to some source text, some input for
interpretation. The information required to write the essay may sometimes be provided in the
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instruction and the source material, but this is not always the case. Some knowledge about
culture and literature from the English-speaking world may also be expected.

6.2.3

Comparison of the two examination formats

The most noticeable difference between the two formats is the type of expected responses. A
large part of the Finnish examination consists of multiple-choice or fill-in-the-blank tasks,
while the extended writing is limited to texts of about 200 words. This stands in stark contrast
to the Norwegian format, where the only response is written production, and a considerably
greater amount of writing is expected. This means that the Finnish system prefers to test each
language component separately, while the Norwegian one tests all of them together in the
written text production. The other main difference relates to the topics of the written
compositions. The Norwegian format expects the use of cultural and literary knowledge in
some of the essay questions, while it is mostly general everyday topics that are dealt with in
the Finnish tasks. These two points also suggest that there are different types of tests in each
country. The Norwegian one can be categorized as an achievement test. Such tests are usually
detailed, focused on objectives of the program and conducted at the end of a course (Brown,
1996). Moreover, the interpretation of scores is criterion-based, which also is more common
for achievement tests (Brown, 1996). The Finnish examinations do not quite fit that
definition. The scoring is norm-based and the essay topics are quite general. Although it has
connection to objectives of a course program, and it is conducted towards the end of a school
period, it could perhaps better be described as a proficiency test (Brown, 1996).

6.3

Description of the assessment documents

6.3.1

The Finnish assessment documents

The document containing the Finnish scoring regulations for these tests is called
“Språkproven Föreskrifter och anvisningar” (Studentexamensnämnden, 2007). It is a general
document concerning all language examinations in Finnish Upper Secondary School, but one
of the chapters describes the assessment and scoring criteria for written language tests of this
kind.
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Before looking into how the written composition is assessed, I will briefly explain the much
less complicated assessment of the Finnish grammar tasks. The outcome of the Finnish tests
translates into a score of maximum 209 points, which gives the basis for the final grade. The
grammar tasks count for only 40 of these points, compared to 99 for the production part. With
regard to the grammar and vocabulary tasks, there are, as a rule, only two ways to score them,
in which a correct answer gives one point, and incorrect answers give none. There is no
gradation in any of these tasks except for the translation task in the most recent test, F11. For
that task, one may be given from zero to three points depending on how close to an idiomatic
and correct translation the response is.

Contrary to the grammar tasks, the assessment of the written production requires more
specified criteria. In the table below, the criteria for top and bottom level performance from
the Finnish assessment document are displayed.

Table 3: Scoring criteria for written production in Finnish English examinations

Points Communicative ability

Content and structure

99, 97, The writer is able to

The writer treats the subject The writer has a very broad,

95, 92, convey the message very

in a very versatile, personal versatile and idiomatic use of

90

Linguistic range and accuracy

clearly, almost completely and consistent way,

expressions, well suited for the

idiomatically, fluently and skillfully using cohesive

situation. The writer masters

nuanced. It is really easy

devices of many kinds.

these expressions really well.

(…)

(…)

to read the text.
(…)

(…)

15, 10, The writer lacks ability to The writer treats the subject The writer has a very basic use
5, 0

convey the message.

completely inadequately.

of expressions and even this is
almost entirely incorrect.

Note. The content is from Studentexamsnämden (2007), my translation

Table 3 is divided into three columns representing different aspects of the text to consider in
the assessment. One aspect is communicative ability, which is defined as being able to convey
a message. According to the descriptions in table 3, communication should be clear as well as
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idiomatic and nuanced. Another aspect is content and structure. It deals with how the text
treats the topic subject, and that the content is rewarded for being diverse and consistent.
Linguistic range and accuracy is the last aspect, which describes the criteria for grammar and
vocabulary. Using language expressions correctly and adapting them to the situation are the
main criteria. Table 3 does not say anything about the relative importance of the three
categories, but elsewhere, the assessment document affirms the following:
In the assessment of the performances, it is the ability of the examinee to present a
message according to the task description, which weighs the most, i.e. communicative
ability. Other criteria, such as content and structure, and linguistic range and accuracy,
are primarily meant to support the holistic assessment done on the basis of
communicative ability (Studentexamensnämnden, 2007, p.29, my translation).
Communicative ability is clearly the main emphasis, and being able to follow the task
instructions also matters. The regulations also specify that deviating from the instructions is
penalized by withdrawing points from the original score. If the composition changes
completely direction or the task is fully misunderstood, points are lost according to the gravity
of the mistake. If it is complete plagiarism or it treats a completely different subject than what
is given, one will not receive any points from this task. Moreover, the Finnish instructions
clearly state that the text should comprise 150 - 250 words. Deviation from this length also
has consequences. If the text is more than ten per cent below the limit, five points are lost for
each five percent missing. If the text is more than twenty five per cent too long, five points are
lost for each twenty five percent extra.

6.3.2

The Norwegian assessment documents

In the Norwegian system, there is one general assessment document, as well as assessment
guidelines that are specific for each test. The general document is called Assessment
Guidelines (Nor.: “Vurderingsveiledning”), and the examination specific ones are called Rater
Guidelines (Nor.: “Sensorveiledning”). The general guidelines refer to the grounds and basis
for assessing the competence displayed in the tests. They state that the main basis for the
assessment is the competence aims from the subject syllabus, that is, the test construct. The
basic skills are also mentioned as an integrated part of the competence aims, and may
therefore also be indirectly tested in the national examinations. Further, the general guidelines
also make it clear that details are secondary to the overall impression in the assessment:
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It must be emphasized that, in the assessment of the pupils' responses, details are to be
seen in light of the totality. The final grade should be made on the basis of a total
assessment of the entire paper (Udir, 2011b, p.4, my translation).

At the end of the Assessment Guide, there is a table outlining the general scoring criteria of a
written text. I have included the description of the highest levels to illustrate:

Table 4: Scoring criteria for top grades (5-6) in the Norwegian English examinations

Level

Content

5-6

The pupil gives precise,
extensive and relevant
answers to the tasks in
accordance with the task
instruction.

Written communication

Language

The pupil writes texts with The vocabulary is varied,
good internal coherence.
nuanced and suited for the
situation.
The pupil writes texts with
logical paragraph division The language of the pupil
and good paragraph
has good fluency and
The response shows signs of structure, using a theme
varied syntax.
originality.
sentence and
supplementary sentences. The pupil masters relevant
If sources are used, they
terminology for analysis of
should be used properly,
Long texts have
literary texts, movies and
purposefully and with
appropriate introductions other cultural expressions.
references.
and conclusions.
The language of the pupil
The pupil shows good insight The pupil writes texts of
has no language mistakes
and overview of the subject. different genres.
disturbing the
communication.
The pupil discusses the
relationship between form,
The pupil uses cohesive
content and style if relevant.
devices in a versatile and
appropriate way.
The pupil analyzes linguistic
features in different text
types if relevant.
Note. The content is from Udir (2011b), my translation.
Content, communication and language are the three aspects involved in table 4. At the highest
levels of performance, as shown, the content must be relevant and precise, showing both
overview and insight. It is also a criterion that the communication is structured and coherent
and according to genre. Finally, the guidelines mention the linguistic aspect of writing,
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describing nuanced and appropriate vocabulary, fluency and relevant terminology as the main
criteria.
More detailed descriptions of how each task in every test is to be responded are found in the
specified Rater Guidelines. They provide descriptions for every task, and how a response
would look like at a high, medium and low level of performance. If relevant, the document
also provides certain content that a proper response should contain. Although a typical
response is described, the raters are also reminded to be open to different types of solutions as
well.

6.3.3

Comparison of assessment documents

A common feature between the two assessment guidelines is the three aspects they operate
with when assessing a written text. Despite some differences in the criteria descriptions, they
both divide the criteria into the areas of communication, content and language. Furthermore, a
comparison of the tables in the two assessment documents shows many parallels in each area.

First, the columns concerning language issues list many of the same aspects. The Finnish
description uses fewer words, but the idea is the importance of broad vocabulary, correct and
idiomatic language, and language that adapts to the situation. The Norwegian description
covers the same aspects and more. It also mentions “relevant terminology for analysis of
literary texts” which is unique for the Norwegian assessment. Second, in the content column,
there are also some features concerning literature analysis as well as comments on source
usage that only appear in the Norwegian document. The focus on how the content should be
expressed also differs to some degree. While the Norwegian guidelines emphasize “precise,
extensive and relevant” content, the Finnish one rewards “versatile, personal and consistent”
content. This reflects the different focus on topical knowledge. Although the Finnish
assessment document also considers the content in the scoring procedure, it is mostly a matter
of whether the content is internally consistent and versatile. The Norwegian guidelines also
consider whether the information is precise and relevant. Internal coherence is also mentioned
in the Norwegian table, but in the communication category. Except for that, the two columns
concerning communication cover mostly the same issues. In other words, the Norwegian table
defines what it means to write clearly more explicitly, and it also rewards the ability to write
in different genres.
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A final point to mention where the two guidelines differ regards regulations on length and on
following the instruction. The Norwegian documents simply state that extensive answers are
rewarded. Contrary to the Finnish regulations, however, there is no rigid system for how
length of response affects the score. Similarly, following task instructions is a criterion in both
guidelines, but only the Finnish guideline has a system for how deviation from instruction
affects the score. All in all, despite the differences mentioned, communicating the message,
relating to the subject and correctly using linguistic expressions are the main criteria in both
systems.

6.4
Test requirements: What do the tests
measure?
A thorough investigation of the test requirements is essential for the following sections on
construct irrelevance and under-representation. This section will illustrate what the tests
measure by looking at the cognitive skills required for accomplishing the test tasks. In
addition to this, aspects of the scoring criteria will be taken into account, since they also
indicate what the tests measure. Altogether, the idea is to answer these questions from the
checklist presented in section 5.4:


What is required for the test?



What counts in the scoring procedure?

6.4.1

Using the cognitive model

In order to analyze the tasks thoroughly, I will break the writing process into components that
can be analyzed one by one. The cognitive model of writing from section 3.2 has been applied
for that purpose. The model describes the use of external and internal input, which are
processed in our working memory to produce the written output. External input is all the input
from the examination papers. Using this input requires reading comprehension. According to
the model, there are two internal inputs. Language knowledge is one, knowing how to write,
and topical knowledge is the other, knowing what to write about. And finally, a certain
cognitive level is required to turn these input sources into a relevant text. The following
subsection will therefore present the requirements of the two test formats regarding the
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following categories: reading comprehension, topical knowledge, language knowledge and
cognitive level. A comparison of the Norwegian and Finnish results in each of these
categories will be summed up together at the end of the section.

6.4.2

Reading comprehension

Every task, in both examination systems, contains an instruction in written English. This
means that every task requires some extent of reading comprehension. However, this section
will only present the required reading material besides the task instructions.

The Finnish examinations
The table below displays how much reading material is related to the Finnish tasks.

Table 5: Reading requirements in the Finnish English examinations

F09

F10

F11

Task 2:
Grammar & vocabulary

Non-fiction extract
Article

Three articles

Non-fiction extract
Parts of letter in English
Parts of letter in L1.

Task 3: Production

-

-

-

As table 5 indicates, in task 3, the instruction is all the reading input there is. The grammar
and vocabulary tasks, however, are tightly connected to the reading of authentic English texts.
These texts are mainly articles with a formal and fairly advanced language. The kind of
reading necessary to solve the tasks, however, depends on the task. In most cases, the task
consists of finding a missing word in a sentence, either from among four alternatives, or based
on a small clue. In order to do this correctly, one has to understand the text surrounding the
blank field, but how much understanding is required? The examples below will demonstrate
similar items requiring different levels of reading comprehension. Sometimes, only a quick
look at the options and a look at the words next to the blank field is enough:
Above all they were responsible for / of / to / with the large sums of money…
(Appendix 3, p.14). 5

5

In this and the next section (6.5), I have sometimes deviated from the APA 6 standard and also indented shorter
quotes for the sake of legibility.
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“Responsible for” is the most common combination, and a short look at the preceding verb
phrase and the following noun phrase will quickly exclude the other prepositions. Other
times, a close reading of the whole sentence is needed, but nothing more:
Anybody / Nobody / Everybody / All at Supreme Headquarters expected perfect
conditions on D Day, least of all Eisenhower. (Appendix 1, p.14).

“Nobody” is the correct answer, but “everybody” could also seem like a possible option until
the final tag phrase: “least of all Eisenhower” is read and understood. However, there are also
some items that require an understanding of the larger context, such as these examples:
One of them told me the following day that his / her / their / a 18-year-old brother is
serving in Iraq. (Appendix 2, p.12).
But enough with that / on top of everything / that was not all / notwithstanding.
(Appendix 1, p.13).

In both these cases, several options could work if the sentences were decontextualized, as they
are here. In total, eight out of eighty-five multiple-choice items, or approximately ten percent,
require contextual information above sentence level. There is also a translation task in one of
the tests, where being able to read simple sentences in English is useful, though not strictly
speaking required.

Altogether the Finnish grammar tasks seem to require the ability to read and understand fairly
advanced and formal English texts. Being able to understand details, as well as the ability to
follow the context and understand the general meaning, are both necessary.

The Norwegian examinations
In comparison with the Finnish tests, quite extensive reading is necessary to accomplish the
Norwegian ones. Only two out of twenty-two subtasks do not require reading besides the
instruction. Except task 1b and task 2 in N10, all other tasks require reading of a novel
excerpt, an article, a poem or another text of some kind. An overview of this is presented in
table 6.
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Table 6: Reading requirements in the Norwegian English examinations
N09

N10

N11

Task 1

Article

Academic text
one paragraph

One paragraph

Task 2

Poem

(Picture)

One paragraph / poem

Task 3a

Novel excerpt

Poem

Novel excerpt

Task 3b

Novel excerpt

Lyrics

Novel excerpt

Task 3c

Poem

Novel excerpt

Lyrics

Task 3d

Novel excerpt

Two citations

Novel opening

The texts used in the Norwegian tests vary from formal and fairly advanced literature to texts
that are simpler, using quite colloquial language. For the most part, the texts are fiction or
poetry, and sometimes, poetic imagery and cultural allusions are used in the poems. A passage
from one of those poems is displayed below:
They still are ranged along the roads
plagued by legionnaires
false windmills and demented roosters
They are the same people
only further from home
on freeways fifty lanes wide
on a concrete continent
spaced with bland billboards
illustrating imbecile illusions of happiness (Appendix5, p.9).

To understand such metaphorical expressions, a quite advanced level of reading
comprehension is needed. In this, as in most of the Norwegian tasks, the general idea of the
text must be understood as well as particular detailed information. In poetry analysis, one
would have to comment on the theme and message of the poem, which requires a general
understanding. But in order to comment on linguistic features, one has to read for details as
well. This is typical for many of the Norwegian essay topics, as well as for the smaller tasks,
as in this example:
Read the text and answer a) and b):
a) Summarise in your own words the author’s message in one or two sentences.
b) Point out at least three different linguistic devices used by the author to argue his
point, and explain how each of them enhances the message the author wants to convey
(Appendix 6, p.6).
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Pointing out certain linguistic features of a text, and commenting on their relation to the
message or genre is the typical first task in all of the Norwegian tests. That is to say, not only
is reading required in virtually all the tasks, the nature of most of the tasks require thorough
analytical reading, and also sometimes of quite metaphorical language. On the other hand, one
may argue that use of dictionaries may reduce the need for understanding of advanced
vocabulary.

6.4.3

Topical knowledge

What do the candidates of these tests need to write about? What knowledge is necessary to
respond successfully to these tasks? We have already mentioned that the Norwegian
achievement test is more focused on content than the Finnish proficiency test, and that is also
what this analysis reveals. Tasks requiring specialized topical knowledge are indicated in
tables 7 and 8 below. The other tasks are labeled “general” if only common, general
knowledge from the writer's memory is required. It may still be the case that other knowledge
is required, but that sufficient information is provided in the test. It may also be the case that
personal opinions or invented stories are the subject of the composition. Sometimes, it may be
difficult to judge whether a topic should be considered general or specialized, in which case
the topic is put in brackets.

The Finnish examinations
The Finnish grammar part does not really require anything but language knowledge. Going
through each item, though, I have come over two cases where knowledge of the world does
help. It is perhaps not possible to argue that this knowledge is the only way to differentiate
between the options, but some basic knowledge of the photosynthesis would for instance be
useful in this example:
[Bamboo] also _demands / produces / needs / requires_ considerably more oxygen
from carbon dioxide than trees (Appendix 2, p14).

Nonetheless, for the Finnish format, the question is rather whether topical knowledge is
required for the written production tasks. Table 7 below affirms that it is not, showing the
required topical knowledge for each of the four alternative topics in each test.
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Table 7: Topical knowledge required in the Finnish composition tasks

F09

F10

F11

Task 3.1

(Genes/environment)

General

General

Task 3.2

(Role-play)

General

General

Task 3.3

General

(A world changer)

General

Task 3.4

(Extreme sports)

James Bond

General

In the table, most of the tasks are labeled “general”. A typical example of one of these is
writing a birthday speech to one of your grandparents (Appendix 1). This gives the writer
complete freedom to fill in content of own choice. Knowledge about birthdays, parties and
grandparents is considered very general. Another example is this task:
You live in England and there are plans to build a new motorway, which will pass very
close to your home. Write a letter to be published in a local paper giving your opinion
about the plan (Appendix 2, p.18).
When the whole task is to express your own opinion on a given issue, there cannot really be
any requirements concerning content. There is only one obvious example of specialized
topical knowledge in the Finnish sample:
James Bond – a hero of the past?
A film magazine has invited its readers to take part in a writing competition under the
title above. The winning entry will be published. Write your article about James Bond
for the magazine (Appendix 2, p.18).
Writing an article about James Bond for a film magazine is certainly difficult without some
specific knowledge about the movie character. The rest of the Finnish topics are general,
although some are discussable. Borderline topics include for instance role-plays and extreme
sports. These are quite common subjects among young people, but not many would perhaps
know all the details. In any case, although one would count all the borderline cases as
specialized topics, table 7 clearly shows that there is always at least one topic where they can
be avoided in every test. Consequently, it seems fair to conclude that although some
knowledge may be helpful, strictly speaking no specialized knowledge is required in the
Finnish format. This is supported by the focus of the scoring criteria, where the content is not
rewarded for being factual, but only for being consistent and versatile.
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The Norwegian examinations
Analyzing the need for topical knowledge in the Norwegian tests is slightly more complex,
but table 8 below gives a simplified overview to emphasize the important findings.
Table 8: Topical knowledge required in the Norwegian examinations

N09

N10

N11

Task 1

General

General

General

Task 2

Presidential election

General

General

Task 3a

General

General

General

Task 3b

General

General

(British society)

Task 3c

Romantic poetry

(Gender roles)

General

Task 3d

General

(Vampire literature)

General

First, we look at the two tasks marked in bold in table 8, which clearly require specialized
topical knowledge:
Write two or three paragraphs in which you discuss how the poem (…) below
expresses some of the feelings evoked by the election of Barack Obama as US
President in 2008 (Appendix 4, p.6).
The second task asks the test taker to:
Write an analysis of the poem below pointing out its typical Romantic features
(Appendix 4, p.7).
The poems referred to are provided, but the test taker is expected to know some relevant
information about the presidential election or Romantic literary features. This information is
not typically defined as general or common knowledge; neither is it to be found in the poems
or other source texts provided. The rater guidelines for these two tasks also specifically ask
for this knowledge to be demonstrated by the examinees (Udir, 2011b). Additionally, table 8
includes some borderline cases marked in brackets, either because the topic is fairly general,
or because it is only helpful, not required, to know about the topic.

Second, a comment is necessary concerning the tasks labeled “general”. Two of them are
uncomplicated and are indicated in italics in table 8. They do certainly not require any
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specialized topical knowledge. They are both short stories in which the content can be
invented freely, and where the rest of the information needed is provided in the source texts.
However, all the other tasks are some kind of textual analyses. In these tasks, the rater
guidelines do not specify any topical knowledge to be shown, but they do require some
knowledge of linguistic features, like genre features, literary devices and specialized
terminology for literary analysis. An example would be task 3d in N11:
“Vedlegg 3” presents the opening of Meg Mullins’s novel The Rug Merchant.
Write an essay in which you discuss how effective the opening of the novel is, what
we learn about the two characters Ushman Khan and Mrs. Roberts and what we learn
about the relationship between them. Use examples from the extract in your essay
(Appendix 6, p.8).
The main content of the response is information retrieved from the novel opening, which is
provided. The examinee will not need to write about anything besides the novel excerpt, but
knowledge of literary devices is needed in order to discuss the effectiveness of the opening.
The rater guidelines, when describing a response at a high level, put it like this:
In a response at a high level, the pupil discusses the introduction of the novel with
originality and focus. The pupil gives relevant examples from the text, and uses
appropriate terminology. The pupil writes thoroughly about the characters and the
relationship between them. The text is well structured. The language is nuanced and
versatile (Udir, 2011c, my translation).
All the information needed for a good response seems to be found in the test itself. There is
no mention of specific content that should be included. But in order to find relevant examples
from the text, one has to know something about the characteristics of a novel. For the most
part, it has to do with knowledge in order to analyze literature. In one of the obligatory tasks,
though, an advertising poster is shown, and the instruction is as follows:
Write two or three paragraphs in which you interpret the message of the advertisement
above, and discuss how the message is conveyed (Appendix 4, p.6).
In this case, it is not analysis of literature which is required, but the analysis of a picture.
Certain knowledge of the features and terminology of pictures and art is therefore needed
here.
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All in all, it may seem like topical knowledge is not such a large part of these examinations
after all. Disregarding task 2 in N09, it is possible to avoid tasks requiring anything but
knowledge of linguistic features. The conclusion is that explicit knowledge of linguistic
features is required, but other areas of topical knowledge about cultural and social issues are
barely touched upon in two of the three tests. What is more, since books and notes can be
brought to the test, one may not have to rely on having this knowledge at all, but only refer to
valid sources. I will return to this issue in the section on construct under-representation below.

6.4.4

Language knowledge

Obviously, all these tasks require a certain amount of language knowledge. In order to
communicate something about the topic, language knowledge is necessary. Language
knowledge is defined as communicative competence, including linguistic, socio-linguistic and
pragmatic competence. The linguistic aspect concerns grammar and textual cohesion. The
socio-linguistic and pragmatic components involve adapting the language to the social context
in order to convey the intended meaning. Some grammatical competence is needed in any
written exercise, and textual competence is needed in the production of any coherent text. The
linguistic component is therefore measured in both tests. When it comes to the socio-linguistic
and pragmatic aspects, however, it is much more challenging to define whether it is required
or not. For that reason, I have only focused on two relevant components of socio-linguistic
competence: genre knowledge and situation appropriate language. Tables 9 and 10 below
indicate the genre specifications of the tasks, and if a genre is marked in bold, it means that a
communicative situation is also specified.

The Finnish examinations
One can hardly say that any socio-linguistic knowledge is necessary to choose the right option
in the multiple-choice tasks. As we have seen, an understanding of the textual context may
sometimes be required, but not of the social context. Those tasks only measure linguistic
competence, mostly grammatical, and perhaps textual to some degree. Table 9 below gives an
overview of genres for the rest of the tasks:
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Table 9: Genre specifications in the Finnish English examinations

F09

F10

F11

Task 2.2

-

-

personal letter

Task 3.1

none

speech

none

Task 3.2

none

letter to the editor

none

Task 3.3

speech

none

letter to the editor

Task 3.4

none

article

none

Table 9 makes it clear that the Finnish composition topics vary from year to year with respect
to genre specifications. In 2010, all but one task were genre-specific, while the other two
years, it was the other way around. Consequently, it is possible to avoid the genre-specific
tasks in all these tests, but even if a genre task is chosen, genre knowledge is not measured.
This is because the scoring criteria do not take genre features into account. There is no
criterion requiring the written text to adhere to genre specifications. On the other hand, as the
assessment guidelines affirmed, use of language suited to the situation is rewarded. And most
of the Finnish tasks that provide genre specifications also provide a setting, a purpose and an
intended audience:
You will be participating in European Youth Week and will give a speech on a topic
you find important to all young Europeans. Write this speech (Appendix 2, p.18).
The majority of tasks, however, do not specify any context at all. How could a rater judge
whether the language is well adapted to the situation in a task like this:
When you want to celebrate something with your friends, do you yourself prepare the
food or do you prefer some other arrangement? Why? What does your “menu” consist
of? (Appendix 3, p.18).
One may conclude that genre knowledge is not tested in the Finnish examinations, while
situation appropriate language is to some extent. The only place to really demonstrate such
competence, however, is the composition tasks which are relatively short, and sometimes
without enough contextual information.
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The Norwegian examinations
In the Norwegian examination format, the situation is quite different. The scoring criteria
reward both that “the pupil writes texts of different genres”, and that the pupil uses
vocabulary which is “suited for the situation” (Udir, 2011b, p.5). As is evident from table 10,
most Norwegian tasks also include genre specifications, contrary to what was found in the
Finnish tests.
Table 10: Genre specifications in the Norwegian English examinations

N09

N10

N11

Task 1

none

literary critique

none

Task 2

none

none

(copy attitude) / none

Task 3a

character analysis

poetry analysis

essay

Task 3b

short story

short story

essay

Task 3c

poetry analysis

essay

essay/analysis

Task 3d

essay

essay

essay

The table reveals a general pattern where task 1 and 2 usually do not specify a genre, while
every single alternative in task 3 does. As this example shows, using the genre features is
sometimes even explicitly required in the task instruction:
Write a short story about the character in the lyrics “Misunderstood” (“Vedlegg 3”)
that reveals what type of person he is or represents. In your short story, you should
make use of the features of this genre (Appendix 5, p.7).
The need for genre knowledge seems to be quite obvious. There is, however, no explicit
mention of situations or intended audience in these tasks, although situation appropriate
language is a criterion in the assessment guidelines. The specified genres will usually require
a certain register of appropriate language, but the communicative situation is still missing.

All in all, it seems like some of the socio-linguistic aspect is taken into account and measured
in the Norwegian format, particularly the component of genre knowledge. Situation
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appropriate language is also measured since it is included in the scoring criteria, but the
situations are only implied by the genre specifications.

6.4.5

Cognitive level

Following the cognitive writing model mentioned above, we see that all the input elements
have been discussed. The external input was reading comprehension, and input from internal
memory was language and topical knowledge. The final component is the processing of this
input into written production. What level of cognitive processing is required in these tasks? In
chapter 3, section 1, this taxonomy of cognitive processing was introduced:
1. Reproduce
2. Organize / reorganize
3. Invent / generate
(Vähäpässi, 1982 in Weigle, 2002, p. 8)
The Finnish grammar tasks, where filling in a form is all it takes, are at the lowest level,
reproduction. Tables 11 and 12 list up the types of writing asked for in the other tasks, giving
an indication of the cognitive levels they demand. Judging what cognitive level is required for
any given task may be challenging, but a quite distinctive tendency appeared in the analysis.

The Finnish examinations
I only found three different types of writing in the Finnish tests, indicated by table 11.
Table 11: Types of writing tasks in the Finnish examinations

Writing tasks

Frequency

Give opinion and explain

8

Give a speech

2

Discuss

2

Eight out of twelve Finnish tasks consist of giving a general explanation and a personal
opinion as in this example:
Consuming is the trend of the day. What are real necessities? What could we do
without? How could we save money? (Appendix 3, p.18).
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Table 11 further shows that two of the tasks ask for a written speech. A speech in a formal
setting may include a discussion, while an informal speech could be mainly commenting,
narration and personal opinions, and one of each is represented in this sample. Two of the
tasks require discussion, as in this example:
Is it necessary to have shops open all days of the week? What advantages or
disadvantages has it brought? Write a letter to the editor of a newspaper (Appendix 3,
p.18).
It is a letter to the editor, and one would expect a discussion of several sides of an issue. The
cognitive demand seems higher since the writer has to relate to a particular genre, as well as
arguing for and against Sunday shopping. Yet, as long as the content is versatile and
consistent, the scoring criteria do not seem to consider the level of discussion in the text
(Studentexamensnämnden, 2007). Nor is the ability to follow the specified genre considered
in the scores, as mentioned above. The conclusion is that the cognitive requirement hardly
surpasses level two in the taxonomy above, which is the organizational level.

The Norwegian examinations
Again, there is a contrast to what is found in the Norwegian tests. Not only does the
Norwegian format allow for several different types of writing, but there is also a majority of
high-level cognitive tasks, as displayed below in table 12.
Table 12: Types of writing tasks in the Norwegian English examinations

Writing tasks

Frequency

Discuss

8

Analyze

5

Compare

3

Narrate

2

Summarize

1

Comment

1

The two most frequent categories in this table are discuss and analyze. They count for almost
twice the amount of the other tasks. Next is compare, narrate, summarize and comment.
Summarizing is a typical example of reorganization, and together with narration and
commenting, they probably fall under the organizational category. The most frequent tasks,
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however, require a higher level of cognitive skills. When analyzing a poem, for instance, it is
not only a matter of organizing known knowledge. One is presented with a new text, and has
to gain knowledge from that text to use in the written production. Moreover, the scoring
criteria expressly emphasize these qualities of a text:


The pupil discusses the relationship between form, content and style if relevant.



The pupil analyzes linguistic features in different text types if relevant.
(Udir, 2011b, p.5).

Consequently, it seems that the required cognitive level is relatively high, perhaps closer to
level three in the taxonomy, “invent / generate”, also known as knowledge transformation.

6.4.6

Summing up so far: Comparison of requirements

The next section will see how well the results so far match the construct definitions. A
summary of the two examinations systems and a comparison of what they measure will be
useful before moving on.
Table 13: Comparison of what the Finnish and Norwegian English examinations measure

Language
knowledge
Cognitive
level

Norwegian examinations






General reading comprehension
Reading for detail
Understanding formal, advanced
Language






General reading comprehension
Reading for detail
Understanding formal, advanced language
Understanding poetic imagery



Only general topical knowledge


◦
◦
◦
◦

Specialized topical knowledge such as:
- of the presidential election
- of the Romantic literary period
- of literary features
- of picture interpretation





Grammatical knowledge
Textual knowledge
Situation appropriate language






Grammatical knowledge
Textual knowledge
Genre knowledge
Situation appropriate language




Explain and give opinion
Give speech








Discuss
Analyze
Compare
Narrate
Comment
Summarize

Topical
knowledge

Reading
compr.

Finnish examinations
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The table above reveals that the Norwegian tests cover more than the Finnish ones in
practically every area I have studied. This is true for reading comprehension, topical
knowledge, language knowledge and cognitive level.

In both formats, I have found reading to be an essential part of the tests. Reading
comprehension is not what they primarily want to measure, but they do it indirectly because it
is required to properly solve the writing tasks. Although the ability to understand general
meaning and details is measured in all the tests, it turns out that the Norwegian tests include
reading to a greater extent, and also a greater variation of texts to read. At times, the
Norwegian texts also demand more advanced reading skills than do any of the Finnish ones.

Second, I found that they differ when it comes to topical knowledge, but not as much as I had
expected. The Finnish format succeeds in making writing tasks that only require general topic
knowledge, and the Norwegian one includes some knowledge about culture and literature. It
was shown, however, that most Norwegian tasks measure knowledge that borders on being
language knowledge. The discussion chapter below will elaborate more on this distinction.
When disregarding those tasks, the remaining topical knowledge turned out to be limited. In
fact, two of three tests allowed the test taker to avoid topical knowledge altogether.

Third, there was a difference in what type of language knowledge the two examination
systems measure. The essence of the finding was that genre knowledge is required to a much
greater degree in the Norwegian format. The Finnish scoring criteria do not ask for genre
features; neither do most of the composition tasks. In contrast, all the Norwegian composition
tasks specify a genre, and using genre features is also a scoring criterion. When it comes to
adopting the language to the situation, it is a part of the scoring criteria in both test formats.
However, the Norwegian tasks do not specify a communicative context, only the expected
genre. And only a few of the Finnish tasks provide a contextual situation. In other words, the
socio-linguistic component is measured to some extent in the Norwegian tests, but hardly at
all in the Finnish tests.
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Finally, I also found the cognitive level measured to be highest in the Norwegian tests. The
Finnish tasks are mainly limited to writing explanatory texts and sharing views and opinions.
While these may be touched upon in some Norwegian tasks as well, the majority of them
require a cognitive level of discussion and analysis.

6.5
The relationship between requirements and
construct: Do they measure what they should?
6.5.1

Construct irrelevance

In this section we will look at the following questions from the checklist, first regarding the
Finnish examinations and then the Norwegian examinations:


What is required for the test which is not included in the construct?



What counts in the scoring procedure which is not mentioned in the construct?

In other words, do the construct account for everything we have found to be measured by the
tests, or is there any observable construct irrelevance?

The Finnish examinations
A quick look at table 12 below reveals particularly one questionable area in the Finnish tests
regarding construct irrelevance. However, before this is explained, I will also demonstrate the
construct adequacy in the other areas.
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Table 14: Construct irrelevance for the Finnish English examinations

Test requirements
Reading comprehension General understanding

Included in construct
Yes

Detailed reading

Yes

Read non-fiction / articles

Yes

Topical knowledge

General topical knowledge

Yes

Language knowledge

Grammatical knowledge

Yes

Textual knowledge

Yes

Situation appropriate language No
Cognitive ability

explain

Yes

give opinion

Yes

give speech

Yes

Reading comprehension is the first area in table 14, but the construct definition from chapter 4
does not mention this skill. This is because we have focused on writing, and left out the
descriptions of reading comprehension although they are an integrated part of the total test
construct. It is therefore fair to say that the construct includes the reading requirements as
listed above. The reading proficiency scales states that a language user at this level:


Can identify the meaning of a text and locate several different details in a long text



Can read a few pages of text independently (newspaper articles, short stories, popular
fiction and nonfiction, reports and detailed instructions)
(Finnish National Board of Education, 2004, p. 247).

Every aspect is included there; understanding details and meaning, as well as the reading of
formal non-fiction literature.

Topical knowledge is hardly even an issue, since we have found that no specialized
knowledge is really required. Even so, the construct clearly includes this aspect also speaking
of writing “clear and detailed texts about a variety of areas of personal interest and about
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familiar abstract topics” (Finnish National Board of Education, 2004, p. 247). This is just the
type of topics we have found in the tests as well, causing no construct irrelevance.

The next area, language knowledge, is where the inconsistency is found. The grammatical and
textual components of language knowledge are included in the construct in these
formulations:


Has a fairly good command of orthography, grammar and punctuation and errors do
not lead to misunderstandings.



Can use broad vocabulary and demanding sentence structures together with linguistic
means to produce a clear, cohesive text
(Finnish National Board of Education, 2004, p. 247).

It is questionable, however, whether situation appropriate language is adequately defined in
the construct. There is one criterion related to genre knowledge, but the aspect of adapting to
the situation is not included:


Can write (…) routine factual messages and more formal social messages (reviews,
business letters, instructions, applications, summaries)
(Finnish National Board of Education, 2004, p. 247).

Since the scoring criteria specifically mentions that good language ought to be “well suited
for the situation” (Studentexamensnämden, 2007, p.42), one would expect to find a
corresponding description in the construct, but there is none.
Finally, there is a good match between the cognitive level required in the test and what is
described in the construct. The most frequent type of writing in these tests is to explain and
give one's opinion. The construct states that writing at this level includes being able to
“express information and views effectively in writing”. It could not be more obvious that what
the tests ask for in this respect is also what the construct requires.
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The Norwegian examinations
I have not found any severe inconsistencies regarding construct irrelevance for the Norwegian
tests, but some question marks have appeared. They will be explained below as I go through
each of the four categories in the leftmost column in table 15.

Table 15: Construct irrelevance for the Norwegian English examinations

Reading
comprehension

Topical knowledge

Test requirements

Included in construct

General understanding

Implicitly + as basic skill

Reading for details

Implicitly + as basic skill

Read non-fiction/articles

Implicitly + as basic skill

Poetic imagery

Implicitly

Literary knowledge

Yes.

Romantic literary period

In general terms

Presidential election

Yes

Picture interpretation

In general terms

Language knowledge Grammatical knowledge

Cognitive ability

Mostly implicitly

Textual knowledge

Mostly implicitly

Genre knowledge

Yes

Situation appropriate language

Yes

Argue / Discuss

Yes

Analyze

Yes

Compare

Implicitly

Narrate

In general terms

Summarize

Yes

Comment

Yes

As table 15 shows, practically all test requirements are included in the construct, although
some are less explicitly stated than others. Reading comprehension is, for instance, not
explicitly mentioned in the Norwegian construct at all. The competence aims deal mainly with
productive skills. To “use a nuanced, well-developed and precise vocabulary” is one of the
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aims, but it does not speak of understanding advanced vocabulary. However, the following
parts of the construct certainly involve reading comprehension:


interpret literary texts (…) from a cultural-historical and social perspective



interpret a (…) selection of texts (…)



analyse at least two lengthy works of fiction
(Udir, 2006, p.6).

Such interpretation and analysis presuppose a basic reading skill, and reading is also defined
in the syllabus as one of four basic skills. The basic skill of reading at this level is defined as
follows:
Being able to read in English involves understanding, exploring and pondering
demanding texts, thereby gaining insight across cultures and special fields. This is an
integral part of practical language skills. It also involves the ability to choose a reading
strategy suited to the intended purpose (Udir, 2006, p.3).
We see that it covers also demanding texts as well as cultural and special fields, which
arguably includes reading of advanced language and even poetry. Since it involves reading
strategies, it also covers both general reading and reading for details.

Some of the question marks appear in the analysis of topical knowledge. I have identified four
elements of required topical knowledge, half of which are clearly described in the construct.
Knowledge of literary features is mentioned several times, like in this competence aim:
“elaborate on and discuss distinctive linguistic features of texts from different genres, from
different periods and regions” (Udir, 2006, p.6). To expect knowledge about the presidential
election is justified since the construct includes the skill to “elaborate on and discuss current
issues in international culture and the news media” (Udir, 2006, p.6).

Topical knowledge of the “Romantic literary period” and “Picture interpretation” is only
included in the construct in general terms, as table 15 indicates. In other words, the Romantic
period is not mentioned anywhere specifically, only included in a general competence aim
like this:
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interpret a representative selection of texts from literary-historical periods in English
literature, from the Renaissance up to the present time (Udir, 2006, p.6).

Similarly, knowledge about picture interpretation is only mentioned if it is included as “other
forms of expression” in these competence aims:


have a command of the terminology needed for analysing works of fiction, films and
other aesthetic forms of expression



analyse and assess a film and a selection of other artistic forms of expression within
English-language culture
(Udir, 2006, p.6).

Regarding language knowledge, there is not much to mention. It is not always explicit in the
Norwegian construct, but grammatical, textual and socio-linguistic features are all covered.
These three competence aims contain the language related elements of the construct:


use suitable language, appropriate to the situation, in oral and written genres



use a nuanced, well-developed and precise vocabulary to communicate on literature
and culture



produce texts in a variety of genres with clear content, appropriate style, good
structure, and usage that is precise and accurate
(Udir, 2006, p.6).

Both genre knowledge and situation appropriate language are mentioned. So are vocabulary,
accurate language and good structure.

Finally, a comment is needed on the cognitive level. The types of writing listed in the table
above correspond well with the construct definition. Except for narration and comparison, the
construct refers to all of the types explicitly. Narration is included in a general way since
knowing how to write different genres is one of the defined aims. Comparison is implied if
the pupil is able to do the following:


summarize, comment on and discuss differing viewpoints in fictional texts
(Udir, 2006, p.6).
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Construct irrelevance does not seem to be an immense problem in any of the examination
formats. Most of what was found to be measured by these tests is also described in the test
construct, implicitly or explicitly. In the Finnish examinations the construct does not mention
situation appropriate language although it is a scoring criterion, while for the Norwegian
examinations, one may speak of a potential issue regarding topical knowledge which is only
generally stated in the construct.

6.5.2

Construct under-representation

Just as damaging to the overall construct validity of a test as construct irrelevance is construct
under-representation. The checklist questions relevant to this section are as follows:


What important dimensions of the construct are not required for the test?



What important dimensions of the construct are not taken into account in the scoring
procedure?

We recall that the construct will usually contain a broader scope than a given test, but that if
an important dimension of the construct is left unmeasured, the construct is underrepresented. Here follows an analysis of the constructs, and how the tasks and the scoring
criteria measure the different construct elements.

The Finnish examinations
The components of the Finnish construct definition are listed in table 16 below. The
descriptions remind us that this concerns a proficiency test since most of them are general
skills used in any writing task. The right column indicates how many tasks in the Finnish
sample that measure the different construct components, and the total number of composition
tasks is twelve.
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Table 16: Number of tasks where each part of the construct is measured in the Finnish English examinations

Construct definition

Number of tasks where
this is measured

Can write clear and detailed texts about a variety of areas of
personal interest and about familiar abstract topics

12

Can write routine factual messages and more formal social
messages (reviews, business letters, instructions, applications,
summaries).

5

Can express information and views effectively in writing and
comment on those of others.

12

Can combine or summarise information from different sources
in his/her own texts.

0

Can use broad vocabulary and demanding sentence structures
together with linguistic means to produce a clear, cohesive
text.

12

Has a fairly good command of orthography, grammar and
punctuation and errors do not lead to misunderstandings.

12++

It is apparent from table 14 that most of the construct elements are represented in all the
twelve production tasks. The last element in the table, concerning orthography and grammar,
is also covered in the selected response tasks. Further, it shows that only five tasks measure
genre knowledge, although the construct states that certain knowledge of basic formal and
social genres is expected at this level. Even more striking, however, is the absence of tasks
requiring a summary of different texts. None of the writing tasks refers to any sources at all,
and none of them involves summarizing source information. I also examined the reading
comprehension tasks (although they are otherwise excluded from this study) to see if any of
them required summary of different sources, but found that they did not.

The Norwegian examinations
The Norwegian construct, as outlined in chapter 4, consists of three main areas. In order to
look at construct under-representation in the Norwegian tests, it is useful to consider one such
area at the time, to see in how many tasks each component is measured. In these tests, the
total number of tasks is eighteen.
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Table 17 presents the results for the area called “language and language learning”. This area
describes the knowledge about linguistic features and terminology which was mentioned in
the previous section about topical knowledge.

Table 17: Number of tasks where language and language learning aims are measured in the Norwegian English
examinations

Main area: Language and language learning

Number of tasks where
this is measured

elaborate on and discuss the relationship between form,
content and stylistic register in sentences and text

9

have a command of the terminology needed for analysing
works of fiction, films and other aesthetic forms of expression

7

elaborate on and discuss distinctive linguistic features of texts
from different genres, from different periods and regions

8

Discussing form and content, knowing the terminology for analysis and discussing genre
features are the three elements in this table. As table 17 shows, each of them is measured in a
reasonably high number of tasks, so nothing appears to cause construct under-representation
in this area.

The next area is communication, presented in table 18:
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Table 18: Number of tasks where communication aims are measured in the Norwegian English examinations

Main area: communication

Number of tasks where
this is measured

use a nuanced, well-developed and precise vocabulary to
communicate on literature and culture

15

elaborate on and discuss lengthy and linguistically demanding
discourses with general, specialized and literary content

12

use suitable language, appropriate to the situation, in oral and
written genres

14

summarize, comment on and discuss differing viewpoints in
fictional texts

3

produce texts in a variety of genres with clear content,
appropriate style, good structure, and usage that is precise and
accurate

13

From this table, it is noticeable that one element has a considerably lower number than the
rest. Discussing viewpoints in fictional texts is clearly not the most common task. Otherwise,
table 18 indicates that the communication aims are generally measured to a great degree in all
the tests. Using a nuanced vocabulary, discussing demanding discourse and writing in
different genres are all well represented. One point is questionable, however, regarding use of
situation appropriate language. According to the construct, it should be measured, and the
table indicates fourteen tasks that measure it. However, thirteen of those fourteen tasks are
counted because they specify a genre, but not specifically a situation, or social context. The
same thirteen tasks therefore also appear in the component of genre knowledge. This issue
will be discussed in the next chapter.

As for the main area called “culture, society and literature”, there are surprisingly few tasks
designed to measure this aspect, clearly indicated by table 19 below.
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Table 19: Number of tasks where culture, society and literature aims are measured in the Norwegian English
examinations

Main area: Culture, society and literature

Number of tasks where
this is measured

interpret a representative selection of texts from literaryhistorical periods in English literature, from the Renaissance
up to the present time

1

analyse at least two lengthy works of fiction

3

analyse and assess a film and a selection of other artistic
forms of expression within English-language culture

3

interpret literary texts and other cultural expressions from a
cultural-historical and social perspective

2

elaborate on and discuss a selection of factual prose texts from
English-language culture and social life

3

elaborate on and discuss the cultural position of the United
States and Great Britain in the world today, and the
background for the same

0

elaborate on and discuss current issues in international culture
and the news media

1

In general, this table shows that only one, two or three tasks include these competence aims. It
is perhaps not to expect that all would be measured in a majority of the tasks, but still, the
numbers seem markedly low. Table 19 tells us that none of the tasks touch upon the topic of
the cultural position of the USA and Great Britain, and only one task brings in a current issue
in international culture. The topic of literary periods is also only tested once. It can be added,
as well, that except for the three-paragraph task in N09 about the presidential election, all the
rest of the tasks represented in table 19 are optional. The three tasks related to elaboration on
factual prose are all quite short and lightweight, making it doubtful if that competence aim is
really measured at all. This issue will be commented and discussed in more detail in the next
chapter, but this main area seems to represent an important dimension of the construct which
is under-represented in the tests.
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6.6
Scoring reliability: Do they measure
reliably?
The final element of this analysis regards the reliability of the scoring procedures. On the
basis of the examinations and related documents, the following questions have been raised,
and attempted answered:


Are the candidates allowed too much freedom in their responses?



Are the tasks unequivocal, and the instructions clear and explicit?



Is there agreement on what an acceptable response is?



Are there multiple, independent raters?

All of these questions address issues that may jeopardize the reliability of the scores.
Restricting freedom in the responses enhances reliability. It may be impossible to state
precisely when too much freedom is given, but the more freedom the candidates are allowed,
the harder it is for the rater to score the tests reliably. Equivocal task instructions may
potentially cause different raters to interpret them differently, and hence score them
differently. Similarly, if the acceptable response is not clearly defined, there is also room for
different interpretations, which may lead to unreliable results. In any case, when the raters are
human beings, there is a chance of human error. Using multiple, independent raters is a
compensation for such error, and greatly enhances the reliability measure.

6.6.1

The Finnish examinations

One notable feature of the Finnish tests is the grammar tasks that offer a quite limited freedom
of response. Freedom means to have many ways to respond to the task, so when the response
has to be selected among four fixed options, the freedom is minimal. This makes it easier to
ensure that the scores of those tasks are consistent, however. There is no subjective human
judgment involved when scoring multiple-choice tasks; it is simply a matter of following a
given protocol. Still, more than twice the amount of points of the total score is assigned to the
written production, where there is more freedom of response. The freedom is restricted to
some extent in the writing tasks as well since the text is to be relatively short, but the topics
are often so general that in terms of content the test taker is free to adapt the response
according to own preferences.
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The Finnish tests follow a strict pattern, using the same type of tasks and the same
instructions every time. These instructions are always short, concise and unequivocal, and
describe the task as well as how the answer should be marked. There is no unnecessary
information given, and the information is fairly explicit and easy to understand, leaving little
room for confusion and misunderstandings. Such a well-defined framework is part of
enhancing reliability.

Further, it has been shown in a previous section that the assessment documents that regulate
the scoring criteria, is a good framework. The documents state that communicating a clear
message is the most essential, and if it does not communicate, it is not acceptable. In addition
to that, the candidate must follow the task instruction and stay on topic, as well as keeping
within the given frame of length. This provides a good basis for agreement on the accepted
response.

Finally, concerning the rater situation, the Finnish examination papers are first scored by the
teacher at the local school, and then in an examination board by an external rater. If the
difference between the teacher and the rater is too big, they resort to a second rater from the
board. A difference of seven points or more in the written composition necessitates an extra
rater (K. Pohjala, personal communication, November 16, 2010). Thus, there are multiple
independent raters, but only one of them is external.

6.6.2

The Norwegian examinations

More freedom is allowed in the Norwegian tests, since it does not make use of any selected
responses. Task 1 and 2 most often define a suitable length for the response, but there is no
such specification in task 3 in any test. On the other hand, the task instructions are quite
specific, restricting the response in terms of genre and topic.
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All in all, the Norwegian task instructions seem fairly clear and explicit. They are not always
simple and straightforward, though, which means that they risk being imprecise. An example
of an expression I have found to cause some unnecessary confusion is: “Point out at least
three different linguistic devices used by the author to argue his point” (Appendix 6, p.6). The
confusion relates to the meaning of “at least”. What is really required from the candidate in
this case? Are three examples sufficient for a full score? If so, it could have simply read:
“Find three linguistic devices”. If four is better than three, it could have been specified.

However, there are also assessment guidelines meant to avoid such issues. A general
assessment document as well as specific guidelines define what is to be expected for every
individual task. In other words, there is agreement on what an accepted response is. The
content of these documents have been mentioned already, and the main message is that the
holistic picture of the entire examination paper decides whether it is acceptable or not.
Moreover, it makes very explicit comments on how each task can and should be solved,
which is quite necessary because of the variation of tasks from test to test. The problem, if
any, is not with the specifications given, but rather with what is not mentioned. The guidelines
lack information on how to judge an assignment which is notably shorter than the average.
Neither are there any instructions on how to assess the whole picture if one subtask is left
undone, as is the case in the Finnish documents.

As a compensation for the complexity of the instructions and rater guidelines, the Norwegian
system demands two external raters for every test response. According to Norwegian law, a
centrally given national examination is to be read and assessed by two external raters, and if
they do not come to agreement, a third person will be called for to make the final decision
(“FOR 2006-06-23 nr 724: Forskrift til opplæringslova,” 2006).

6.6.3

Comparison of scoring reliability

According to the results of the three first questions, the Finnish tests seem to be in less danger
of jeopardizing reliability than the Norwegian ones. They allow less freedom of response,
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provide more clarity of instructions, and have in some way a more defined agreement on
acceptable response. The task instructions and assessment guidelines are more elaborate for
the Norwegian tests, which increases the risk of inadequate or inaccurate information. The last
question, however, points in favor of the Norwegian system’s reliability since they operate
with two raters that both are external.

This chapter has presented the two examination formats in terms of what they test, and in
terms of possible threats to construct validity. What they test or measure has been shown by
using the cognitive writing model to analyze each task. Threats to construct validity have been
shown by investigating the tests' relationship with the construct, and some scoring reliability
issues. The following chapter will open with a summary of the findings that have been
presented here.
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7 Discussion
7.1

Chapter overview

The aim of this chapter is to summarize and discuss the findings of the present study. The
chapter will start with the summary, which also will relate the findings to the research
statement. After the summary, I will present some reflections on the validity of these findings,
before I discuss how they relate to theory. I set out to compare how the English examinations
in Norway and Finland approached writing assessment, and how the two different test formats
stand, in terms of construct validity. I will therefore first discuss the different approaches to
writing assessment that the Norwegian and Finnish examination systems represent. Next I
will discuss the construct validity of the examinations in light of what I have found. The
summary of the findings below will also follow that structure, summing up the differences
first, and then the findings related to construct validity.

7.2

Summary of the findings

7.2.1

The different approaches to writing assessment

Despite the similar purposes and the similar groups of examinees, I have found four major
ways in which the approach to writing assessment differs notably between the Finnish and the
Norwegian English examinations. That is, there are four areas in which the underlying writing
constructs of the two formats are distinctly different.

First, they differ with regard to the role of reading in writing. The Norwegian test format
considers reading an integrated and central part of writing, and writing tasks without reading
involved is essentially non-existent. Reading comprehension is therefore measured to a great
extent, including reading of relatively advanced literature. Compared to the Norwegian
format, hardly any reading is required in the writing part of the Finnish examinations. Second,
they differ in terms of composition topics. The Finnish tests ask for texts about personal
opinions and everyday topics. The Norwegian topics deal mostly with textual analysis, and at
90

times with cultural or social issues. Furthermore, I found that only a surprisingly small
number of tasks really require cultural knowledge. In fact, even in these tasks, the need for
such topical knowledge is minimal if preparations are done well, since notes are allowed
during the test. Third, they differ with regard to the specifications of genres and task settings.
The Finnish format includes a few tasks where the genre and setting is specified, but
adherence to genres does not have an effect on the outcome of the test score. The Norwegian
tests, on the other hand, consistently ask for genre-specific texts in the longer composition
tasks, and also reward the use of genre features. However, communication situations are not
provided, contrary to some of the Finnish tasks.

The fourth point is the difference of cognitive level of writing tasks, and also sums up the
essence of the other three differences. The Norwegian system considers writing to be the
ability to draw on other written sources, conform to a given genre and to be able to deal with
cultural and literary topics. The fact that the examinees of the Norwegian tests will have to
relate to source material, genre specifications and sometimes specialized topical knowledge
make the writing task cognitively more demanding. What is more, a command of
argumentative discourse and analysis is also required in a majority of the Norwegian tasks. In
comparison, the Finnish proficiency test only requires the cognitive capacity to be able to
clearly and coherently explain a general or personal topic, without genre restrictions, and
completely unrelated to other sources. These different approaches to writing assessment can
be defended if they correspond to the respective writing constructs, but as the next section
concludes, that is not necessarily the case.

7.2.2

The threats to construct validity

In both examination formats, I found signs of mismatch between the construct and the tests,
threatening their construct validity. I looked at construct irrelevance, construct underrepresentation and reliability issues, and the threats were found mostly with regard to
construct under-representation. The findings of each category are summarized below.

Regarding construct irrelevance, the overall impression was satisfactory for both examination
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formats. The advanced reading, genre knowledge and high-level cognitive skills that are
tested in the Norwegian examinations, seemed to be sufficiently reflected by the Norwegian
construct - as defined by the syllabus. Similarly, the levels of reading, topic knowledge and
cognitive skills required for the Finnish tests corresponded well with the Finnish construct again, as defined by the syllabus. Some minor concerns are worth mentioning, however, and
they will be summed up below.

Concerning the Norwegian examinations, I found two specific topical requirements in the
Norwegian tasks that are not explicitly mentioned in the construct, knowledge of the
Romantic literary period and knowledge of picture analysis. The construct only includes these
elements in general descriptions, and the nature of these general descriptions make it difficult
to say with certainty whether they are included. The issue for the Finnish tests is the mismatch
between test construct and scoring criteria. Situation appropriate language is clearly a test
requirement according to the criteria, but the construct mentions nothing of the sort. One may
add that, in this area, there is also a mismatch between the scoring criteria and the task
instructions, since only a few of the tasks give the examinee an opportunity to show situation
appropriate language.

The findings involving construct under-representation were more revealing, indicating
potentially critical threats to construct validity, perhaps especially, but not exclusively, for the
Norwegian format. The Norwegian construct comprises three main areas, each of which
include several competence aims, and one of these areas is nearly completely neglected in the
sample of tests studied here. The Norwegian tests are to measure the content of the area called
“culture, society and literature”, but, in my opinion, this is not done to a sufficient degree in
the examinations I have examined.

Significant results were also found related to construct under-representation in the Finnish
tests. The construct of the Finnish format is fairly simple, covering the basic skills related to
writing proficiency. Still, there were two components of the Finnish construct that were not
followed sufficiently up by the tests. Knowledge of basic social and formal genres is one of
them. However, only five out of twelve composition tasks are genre-specific, and more
importantly, genre knowledge is not part of the scoring criteria. The other construct
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component, which has not been tested in any of the tasks, is the ability to summarize
information from different sources in a text.

Last, I will summarize the findings concerning reliability issues in relation to the overall
construct validity. Even if the tests are perfect representations of their constructs, one cannot
justify the use of the test scores if rating is not consistent. In writing assessment, there is often
a chance that subjective judgment could cause inconsistent scoring. This chance decreases if
the tests are carefully constructed to avoid misunderstanding and unnecessary variation, and if
the same care is taken to clarify the scoring criteria and accepted responses. Essentially, I
found both tests to have taken such care to a reasonable degree. In both formats, there are sets
of instructions for scoring and accepted responses, as well as mostly unambiguous task
instructions as well. The Norwegian tests, since they include more detailed information than
do the Finnish ones, seem to be in greater danger of opening up for unwanted influence on
test scores. However, both nations have also taken measures to prevent too much subjective
influence, using a system of two, and if necessary three, raters for each test. I cannot assert for
certain that the reliability is high, but neither have I found any critical issues. However, this
would belong to a separate study of inter-rater reliability that could probably be done using
rating information available in the databases of the Norwegian Directorate of Education and
Training.

7.3

Validity of the findings

With regard to the validity of my study, it is to emphasize that the results are only valid for
the tests I analyzed, due to my limited sample with only three tests from each country. This
does not mean that the findings are uninteresting in a larger perspective, but it means that it is
not possible to transfer these results to describe the Finnish and Norwegian English
examination system as such. However, if time had permitted the inclusion of all of the nine
available Norwegian tests for the literature course, for instance, this would have allowed
firmer conclusions about the Norwegian system.
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Moreover, despite my attempts to be as systematic and clear as possible, I have had to make
some decisions along the way of what to include and what not to include, to keep the thesis
precise and readable. My choice of using the cognitive model to structure the investigation of
the examinations tasks, I believe, was part of improving the systematic approach and validity.
However, the decisions made when categorizing genre specifications and types of writing
were less systematic and might therefore be more discussable. This means that even for the
tests that have been analyzed, one has to be somewhat cautious when drawing conclusions
from the results. Yet, I will argue that the main findings are largely unaffected by the details
of these decisions, and that the results to a reasonable degree give a useful picture of the tests
in the sample.

Finally, I will also comment on the findings related to scoring reliability. The reliability
questions I used are directly from a list by Johnson (2001), and should therefore be well
validated. I also believe that my findings give some indication about the reliability of the tests
in question. However, I feel that I lacked a systematic procedure to ensure that every side of
the issue was investigated. I also lacked a set of criteria by which to judge whether the task
instructions and assessment guidelines were clear and unambiguous or not. In the section on
further research in chapter 8, I therefore propose another, and arguably better, way to examine
the reliability issues.

7.4
Discussing the different approaches to
writing assessment
7.4.1

Testing academic writing

In chapter 3, we looked at the challenges of defining writing ability as a skill. In fact,
Bachman and Palmer (2010) claimed that each writing activity is different, and that each one
should be looked at as a separate construct. Therefore the chapter listed different types of
writing that are useful for different types of writers. Indeed, one of the differences between
the Norwegian and Finnish tests is the different writing activities they elicit. As mentioned
above, writing in the Norwegian tests comprises reading, referring to sources, discussing,
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including relevant content and conforming to a given genre. The cognitive demand is clearly
higher than in the Finnish tests, where writing consists of producing 200 words of consistent,
coherent text about personal opinions. In fact, it resembles the difference between what
Bereiter and Scardamalia (1987) termed knowledge telling and knowledge transformation. As
described in chapter 3, knowledge telling is mainly writing from the top of your head. It is a
natural process “because it makes use of readily available knowledge - thus it is favorable to
report of personal experience” (Bereiter and Scardamalia, 1987, p.9). In other words, it
applies well with the writing types in the Finnish test format. Knowledge transformation is a
laborious problem-solving strategy for writing, where working out problems of content and
rhetorics may result in gaining new knowledge in the process. The argumentative texts and
source referencing involved in the Norwegian tasks seem allow for testing of this type of
writing. Are these two approaches to writing assessment equally justified? Why is writing
ability defined so differently in these constructs?

The basis for developing a syllabus or a construct is often the needs of the language learners
(Simensen, 2007). The question is therefore what type of writing the learners of English need
to be proficient in at this level. Is there need for more than story telling in a foreign language?
Weigle (2002) pointed out that there is, “for students nearing the end of compulsory
education” (p.11). According to Weigle (2002), there is a need for knowledge transformation
skills at that level, since it is related to academic writing skills. It is arguably not the same
need for academic writing in a foreign language as in the mother tongue. It is therefore
interesting to notice that, contrary to the Norwegian curriculum, the Finnish curriculum
defines English only as one of many foreign languages. However, I would argue that English
is in a special position, and that academic writing in English is relevant for higher education
in the Nordic nations.

Academic writing can perhaps not be expected in upper secondary school, but as Sparboe
(2008) points out in his study, upper secondary school should still prepare the students for
higher education. He found that this was not the case for the R94 syllabus (Sparboe, 2008),
but based on my findings, I would argue that the present examinations in Norway do include
aspects of academic writing. The Finnish construct, however, limited to a knowledge-telling
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approach to writing, is perhaps not that well adapted to the future needs of the learners at this
level.

It is possible that the Finnish examination system has prioritized tests that are uncomplicated
and quick to assess reliably for the sake of practical reasons or cost-effectiveness. Still, while
it is important that a test measures what the construct describes, it is not indifferent what type
of construct is being measured either. In fact, in my pilot study, one of my checklist questions
from Bachman (1996) illuminates this point: “Is the language ability construct for the test
relevant to the purpose of the test?” (p.141). For the Finnish matriculation examinations, this
issue is arguably more critical than whether the test conforms to the construct. In the
following section, I will continue to discuss the basis for the writing constructs used in the
tests.

7.4.2

Testing communicative competence

Testers need to be applied linguists, aware of the latest and most accepted theories of
language description, of language acquisition and language use. They also need to
know how these can be operationalised: how they can be turned into ways of eliciting
a person’s language and language use (Alderson & Banerjee, 2002, p. 80).

Test constructs should not only be based on the needs of the learners and society, but should
also reflect the most recent research (Alderson & Banerjee, 2002). Recent research in
language theory describes language as communicative competence, and the national curricula
of both nations are based on the CEFR, and its concept of communicative competence.
However, in view of the findings of this study, I find it necessary to discuss and shed some
light on the testing of communicative competence.

The essence of communicative competence is that language is more than decontextualized
rules of grammar and syntax. Language is a means of communication used to serve a purpose
in a social context (Council of Europe, 2001). How can such a view of language be
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adequately tested, and what does it entail for the examinations in question? Certainly, both
test formats include more than grammar in the assessment, but do they test language as
communicative competence when there is only minor focus on social contexts?

It seems to me that the two different approaches to writing allow for different degrees of
testing the socio-linguistic aspect of language. The dilemma seems to be whether to include
tasks involving a social context, as some of the Finnish tasks do, or to include tasks of more
academic genres, as in the Norwegian format. The challenge for the Norwegian format is that
the academic genres are often incompatible with real-world social contexts. What would be
the intended audience and purpose of poetry analysis, except to show the teacher your
academic skills? There is no authentic communicative setting involved in such a task, it only
relates to life in academia. However, these types of tasks allow for testing of knowledge
transformation as explained above. Not all the Finnish task types include a reference to real
life contexts, but those that do easily become knowledge telling exercises.

If it is a choice between testing knowledge transformation and the ability to adapt language to
the social context, I believe it has to be made based on the purpose of the test. Based on the
previous section, it seems reasonable that testing knowledge transformation is of greater
importance in these types of tests, where the purpose, at least in part, is preparation for higher
education. Bachman and Palmer (2010) also point out that every language assessment does
not have to encompass the whole range of communicative competence, but they need to be
informed by a broad view of language. Another difference between the two writing
approaches will be dealt with next.

7.4.3

Testing topical knowledge

Weigle (2002) refers to an ongoing discussion on how to deal with topical knowledge in
writing assessment. Bachman (1996) speaks of three possible ways of dealing with it in a test:
to avoid topical knowledge, to include it in the language ability construct, or to include it in a
separate construct. In my analysis, we have seen two examples of these variations. The
Finnish examinations avoid topical knowledge, being limited to general and personal topics.
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In the Norwegian construct, topical knowledge is most certainly included, and the content of
the writing tasks is also sometimes provided in appended reading material.

“Perhaps the most important consideration here is accessibility to all test takers, since
everyone needs to have an equal chance of success” (Weigle, 2002, p.91). Using reading
material as basis for the written composition, as in the Norwegian approach, is useful since it
provides all the test takers with the same content information, giving everyone a fair change.
However, it also poses a challenge for poor readers. Poor readers may suffer if they
misinterpret the text, and may be put at disadvantage regardless of their writing abilities
(Weigle, 2002). On the other hand, the challenge involved in using general topics, as in the
Finnish approach, is creating engaging topics for everyone. Writing about personal experience
seems like a good solution, but one has to keep the balance between making topics that
engage the test takers, while avoiding too emotional responses (Weigle, 2002). A personal
topic may, in one extreme, elicit such an emotional response that the language and structure
suffer, while a non-personal topic, on the other hand, may fail to engage the interest to write,
and elicit mechanic and uninteresting compositions (Weigle, 2002).

When including topical knowledge in the construct, these issues can be avoided, but it means
that it is no longer only language skills which are being assessed. The question is then
whether cultural and social content belong in language assessment. Simensen (2007) claims
that “it is virtually impossible to teach a language without teaching cultural content” (p.79). Is
the same true for testing languages? Can or should culture and language be separated? Even if
cultural topics are to be included, there is still a question of which cultures to consider,
especially concerning the English language. The Norwegian test construct (see section 4.2.3),
for instance, refers mainly to American and British culture, but one competence aim also
mentions “current issues in international culture” (Udir, 2006, p.7). English, being an
internationally used language, makes is difficult to narrow the scope of cultural interest.

Nevertheless, if topical knowledge is included in the construct, it should also be tested, and
vice versa. That will be one of the subjects in the next section when discussing construct
validity, and particularly in section 7.5.3, titled “construct mismatch”.
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7.5

Discussing construct validity

7.5.1

Brief review of construct validity and validation

The research statement for this study is: “How does the construct validity of writing
assessment compare between Finnish and Norwegian English examinations at the highest
level of upper secondary school?” Construct validity was defined in chapter 2, not as a test
quality, but as “the extent to which test interpretations and uses can be justified” (Chapelle,
1999, p.258). The justification process is what was called validation, and means gathering
evidence to convince the people affected by the test that this is the case (Bachman & Palmer,
2010). Since construct validity is not the quality of a test, it is impossible to say that any of
these tests in themselves lack construct validity. The question is whether it is possible to
justify the use of the test scores, and find evidence that support it.

In order to justify the use of the scores, one has to find evidence that the scores represent the
test takers' knowledge of English as defined in the syllabi. I have examined to see if there is
evidence showing something else. Can we claim that the scores correctly reflect the test
takers' performance on the test? And can we claim that the performances give a picture of the
abilities as the construct defines it? Based on the findings, the two next subsections will
elaborate on and discuss these two questions.

7.5.2

Reliability

If the test scores are not reliable, they cannot be said to represent the test takers' performances
on the test. Unreliable scores mean that the scores are also influenced by other factors, such as
the rater's understanding of the scoring criteria, or his or her subjective judgment.

In language tests using open-ended writing tasks, there will never be a clear-cut right or
wrong answer, and they are therefore bound to include some form of subjective judgment. In
other words, we cannot know for sure that the scores of these tests would have been the same
if scored by another rater, for instance. Some uncertainty about the reliability is unavoidable if
we open up for the freedom of responding to open questions, as is the case for the
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examinations in this study. However, the findings show that the raters are able to follow
carefully written assessment guidelines, and that the task instructions are written to avoid
ambiguity. Even if there are imperfections, and there is subjective judgment involved, there
are always two people rating the tests, which compensates for human error.

The tasks could have been created to avoid subjective judgments, but this would have been at
the cost of something else. By only using multiple-choice tasks, the scoring could come close
to complete reliability, since human judgment is minimized. In this respect, the Finnish tests
are arguably more reliable, one part of the score being based on multiple-choice tasks.
However, increased reliability often comes at the cost of the overall construct validity. To put
it simply, how would writing ability be tested, if the test takers were not to write anything? If
a writing construct were to be tested only by multiple-choice tasks, we would not be able to
measure these components from the Finnish and Norwegian writing constructs:


produce texts in a variety of genres with clear content, appropriate style, good
structure, and usage that is precise and accurate (Udir, 2006, p.6).



Can use broad vocabulary and demanding sentence structures together with linguistic
means to produce a clear, cohesive text (Finnish National Board of Examination,
2004, p. 247).

Nevertheless, based on the analysis, I have found little reason to call into question the
reliability of the scoring procedures of the tests in question. In order to convince stakeholders
that the scores represent the skills of the testees, more research would be necessary, but I have
not been able to show this as a weakness to the overall construct validity. Assuming that the
scores are reliable, there is still a question of whether they reflect the test takers' skills as
defined in the construct?

7.5.3

Construct mismatch

Test takers' performance is elicited by the test tasks, but do these tasks reflect what the
construct describes? Based on the findings of this study, are we able to convince the test
takers and society that the tests faithfully reflect what is defined in the syllabus? Can we
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convince them that it does not test anything outside the construct, and that what they test
fairly represents all the major aspects of it?

Construct irrelevance
I believe it is possible to convince the people involved in this assessment that none of these
examinations measure anything outside the construct. Despite some signs indicating that there
is not a full parallel in this matter, it is possible to defend the tests against these threats to a
reasonable degree.

In the Finnish tests, I found that situation appropriate language was tested, but not included in
the construct. If one could argue that it is included in the construct, or that it is not tested, one
would discharge this construct validity threat. First of all, not all the tasks measure situation
appropriateness since they do not specify a situation. Second of all, one could argue that it is
included in the construct when it states that the pupils “Can write (…) routine factual
messages and more formal social messages” (Finnish National Board of Education, 2004, p.
247). One may claim that the construct covers it, since knowing how to write a formal social
message might include knowing how to adapt the language to the social context as well. On
the other hand, I would perhaps argue that it is possible to master a genre, and use the correct
genre features, but still fail to adapt the language to the situation. Consider the following task:
“You will be participating in European Youth Week and will give a speech on a topic you
find important to all young Europeans. Write this speech” (Appendix 2, p.18). The writer may
know the speech genre, and be able to construct a formal speech, but still be insensible to the
situation, and fail to adapt the language to young people. I have therefore defined this issue as
construct irrelevance, but it is not the most obvious and critical case, and one may be
convinced otherwise as well.

I also believe it is possible, and not so challenging, to convince the stakeholders that the
Norwegian tests do not measure anything outside the construct. I have mentioned that one
task requires knowledge of the Romantic literary period, and that the construct does not
specifically include this period. Again, if it is possible to argue that the construct actually
includes it, or that the test does not require it, one would eliminate the threat. First, this task is
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only one of four options to choose from, which means that it is not strictly required. Second, it
is reasonable to accept that a representative selection of literary periods, as the construct puts
it, would naturally include the Romantic period. In other words, it does seem like the issue of
construct irrelevance weakens the construct validity of these tests.

Construct under-representation
While the threats caused by construct irrelevance were minor and easy to remedy, I find it
rather doubtful whether all the construct under-representation issues can be explained away.
Being aware of the findings of this study, how can anyone argue that both examination
formats are fully representative of their constructs?

The results from the Finnish tests show that only five out of twelve composition tasks include
genre specifications, despite the fact that the construct includes the genre aspect. The word
“genre” is not used in the construct, but the ability to write “routine factual messages and
more formal social messages” is mentioned, and exemplified by genres such as “reviews,
business letters, instructions, applications [and] summaries” (Finnish National Board of
Education, 2004, p. 247). Therefore, there seems to be no doubt that a degree of genre
knowledge is part of the construct.

The question is therefore whether this aspect is sufficiently tested in the examination tasks.
Genre specifications are not absent from the Finnish tests, but it is possible to avoid genrespecific tasks in every test. It is also possible to choose it, and perhaps one may argue that the
tests do not fail to include the genre aspect just because it is optional to write in a set genre.
However, the fact that the genre aspect is not even included in the scoring criteria, settles the
case. Since the scoring criteria do not take genre into account, it is certainly not tested, and
there is an apparent mismatch with the construct. If someone fails to write the specified genre
in a task, but otherwise writes in accordance with the criteria, he or she should be able to
receive the top score. Consequently, I would argue that this is an important dimension of the
Finnish construct which is not adequately represented in the tests. Another case of underrepresentation was the complete lack of tasks requiring summarizing of different sources.
This is clearly stated in the construct, but clearly not asked for in any task, so the mismatch
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seems obvious. The question is perhaps whether this is an important dimension which is left
out, or whether it is a rather minor part of the proficiency scale. To me, it seems to represent
an aspect of some importance, but perhaps not as important as the genre aspect. On the other
hand, referring to other sources is one of the characteristics of academic writing that we also
found missing in the Finnish test format above.

The situation does not seem to be any better for the Norwegian examinations with regard to
construct under-representation. I have found two possible threats, and only one of which can
be remedied. In the main area of communication in the Norwegian construct, there was one
component which was markedly less represented than the others, which was to “summarize,
comment on and discuss differing viewpoints in fictional texts” (Udir, 2006, p.6). First, one
has to notice that this is a fairly specific competence aim. In other words, one cannot say that
it represents an important dimension of the Norwegian construct. Moreover, although it is
only tested in three tasks, all of the three tests include such a task, indicating that it is fairly
well represented after all. It should therefore be easy to convince the stakeholders that the
major aspects of the communication aims are adequately represented in the tests. Convincing
them that the area of culture, society and literature is just as well represented may, however,
be more demanding.

There is no doubt that the subject main area Culture, Society and Literature represents an
important dimension of the Norwegian construct. There are seven competence aims in this
area, which counts for almost half of all the competence aims for this course. Three of those
seven competence aims are tested in only three tasks, while the remaining four are tested in
less than three. It is understandable that these numbers are not as high as for the
communication area, and it may also be acceptable that one of the elements is not measured at
all, since the sample of tests is relatively small. However, when all the numbers are so low,
the situation seems critical.
Indeed, not only are the numbers low, but they could have been lower. I have been liberal
when counting tasks that measure the following competence aim: “elaborate on and discuss a
selection of factual prose texts from English-language culture and social life” (Udir, 2006,
p.6). Table 19 showed that three tasks measure this ability, but here is an example of such a
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task: “Write a paragraph in which you comment on content, style and language features that
indicate that this is an academic text” (Appendix 5, p.6). The academic text referred to is a
short passage of thirteen lines. In my opinion, writing one paragraph commenting on content
and language of a text is hardly a way to show elaboration and discussion of factual prose. If
this type of tasks would not count as testing ability to discuss factual prose, there would not
be any of them in the sample tests.

Finally, as has been mentioned in the summary above, one may question whether any of these
competence aims with regard to topical knowledge are at all relevant, considering that
students are permitted to bring books and notes to the test. If the candidates would only
prepare well, they could easily bring a list of genre features for all the literary-historical
periods since the Renaissance. In such a case, the task does no longer seem to measure
competence in the area of culture, society and literature, but the ability to find and use
sources. In conclusion, therefore, I see no other way than to maintain that this area is, at best,
clearly under-represented in the sample tests, and hence poses a serious threat to the construct
validity of the Norwegian examinations.

7.6

Test consequences

Do these findings really matter? Is it really of any importance how the assessment is
conducted? If these tests have been administered for years already, and seem to work well, is
it not enough? These are legitimate and significant questions to ask, but we need to bear in
mind that the use of assessment has consequences (Bachman & Palmer, 2010), as stated in
chapter 2. Validity matters if the consequences matter. In this case, we are talking about very
high-stakes tests with consequences for a tremendous amount of young people every year.
The score of these tests will have direct influence on these people's access to higher
education, and thus even affect their professional choices. These decisions should not be
made on the wrong grounds. When the stakes are as high as this, and the tests are
administered at the national level, mistakes cannot be accepted.

Test consequences have not been the focus of this study, but in order to emphasize the
importance of developing valid English examinations, I will give a final comment about the
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phenomenon of washback. Messick (1996) defines it as “the extent to which the introduction
and use of a test influences language teachers and learners to do things they would not
otherwise do that promote or inhibit language learning” (p.241). It deals with consequences of
tests on teaching and learning.

In Finland, one study by Pietilä, Taanila-Hall and Vainio (2009), which was mentioned in the
introduction, concluded that the English matriculation examination has influenced use of
speaking exercises in textbooks. The other study on washback by Vainio (2009) did not find
significant evidence of textbook washback, but still concluded as follows:
Although there is not much washback at the textbook level, in the classroom the
washback effect is probably visible. Especially in the last courses the matriculation
examination is likely to guide the actions of both teachers and students (Vainio, 2009,
p.110).

The Norwegian washback related study by Ellingsund (2009), analyzing Vg1 English
examinations, found “no causal relationship between innovations in testing and innovations in
teaching”, and that “the influence of a test has different outcomes for individual teachers”
(Ellingsund, 2009, p.126). Nevertheless, seven out of twelve teachers confirmed that the test
influenced their teaching to some degree, and four of them judged it to be highly influential in
their teaching (Ellingsund, 2009).

In other words, examinations may sometimes influence textbooks and teaching. A high-stakes
examination is likely to have quite much influence, so making sure that they meet the needs
of the learners, are based on recent research, are scored reliably and correspond to the
construct is of utmost importance.

7.7

Discussion summary

This chapter has summed up the findings of the study in two sections. One part summarized
the differences of the approach to writing assessment in the two examination formats, and the
other summarized the findings related to the construct validity of the tests. After the summary
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of findings, I also discussed their validity, emphasizing the limitations related to the small
sample size and subjective decisions.
The different approaches to writing and construct validity of the tests were also the two parts
that were discussed. With regard to the differences, I discussed the challenge of defining a
writing construct for examinations in upper secondary school. Considerations that were
discussed included whether or not, and how, to incorporate aspects of academic writing,
specialized topical knowledge and socio-linguistic competence. I also discussed the basis for
such decisions, such as the needs of the learner and society, recent language research and the
purpose of the assessment. In this discussion, I argue for the importance of a construct that is
useful for its purpose. In that respect, I questioned the lack of focus on academic writing skills
in the Finnish examinations.
The other discussion part attempted to weigh the evidence for or against construct validity.
The focus was on scoring reliability and the relationship between test and construct. The
reliability issue was not found to be a threat to construct validity in any of the tests, but more
research in this field is required to say anything conclusive. Evidence of construct irrelevance
were discussed, but refuted as it seemed possible to explain it away. The evidence of
construct-underrepresentation, however, was in both test formats found to be hard to counter,
meaning that it represents a real threat to their construct validity.
Finally, I briefly discussed whether any of these issues really matter, arguing that they do, not
only because it affects students' admission to higher education, but also because high-stakes
tests are likely to affect textbooks and teaching instruction. In the next and closing chapter,
some implications of these findings will be mentioned, as well as suggestions for further
research of Nordic English examinations.
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8 Conclusion
High-stakes nationally administered final examinations of two Nordic countries have been
investigated with regard to their construct validity and their differences. I wanted to know
how the characteristics of the test formats were, in comparison to one another, and how they
were in relation to their respective English syllabi. The comparison was of interest because
the tests serve quite similar purposes for a quite similar group of upper secondary school
students.
First, the analysis first revealed two completely different views on writing reflected in these
tests, where the general difference is that the Norwegian examinations test considerably more
academic writing features than the Finnish ones.

Second, for both test formats it was found that the writing constructs included more elements
than what the tests measure. A great amount of the topical knowledge emphasized in the
Norwegian syllabus was not adequately tested by the Norwegian tests. And despite the
Finnish English syllabus making mention of genre knowledge and summarizing, none of it
was really tested in the sample of Finnish examinations. In other words, both test formats fail,
to some extent, to adequately measure their constructs, which poses a real threat to their
construct validity. It means that those responsible for developing and using these
examinations in Norway and Finland will have a challenge justifying the use of test scores,
since they do not fully represent the constructs outlined in the curricula. In this concluding
chapter, I will bring the thesis to a close by proposing further research in this area, and by
mentioning some possible implications of what I have found.

8.1

Further research

Since the findings are limited to the six examinations in the sample, determining whether or
not this study shows a tendency for the examination systems in general would require more
research. Based on the potentially critical findings of this study, I believe it would be worth
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spending more time and effort investigating the national examination systems of Norway, as
well as other Nordic countries, with special focus on construct validity.

With regard to the Norwegian situation, I believe it would be useful to further assess the
quality of the relatively recent Vg3 level English courses and examinations. An option could
be to expand the analysis of this study, and include all the Norwegian examinations related to
the English course of culture and literature. In this way, one would be able to provide more
reliable information about the total situation of these examinations, and could concentrate
more on the specific issues relevant to Norwegian English assessment.

Nothing critical was found in this study regarding the reliability of the test formats. My
findings in this area, however, were partly inconclusive due to lack of actual scoring data.
Looking back at the thesis now, I see that a more thorough analysis of test reliability could
have strengthened the quality of the study. To investigate this area in further detail, I would
propose a study of rater behavior, using a sample of around ten test responses from each
nation, and their respective scores. A set of qualified raters, unaware of the original score,
would rate them two by two according to the respective assessment guidelines. A comparison
of the original scores and the new scores from the selected raters would supply useful data on
reliability issues, including the quality of the test instructions and rater guidelines, as well as
on the effect of the two-rater system.

Moreover, there is available data at the Norwegian Directorate of Training and Education to
examine inter-rater reliability in the last years’ English examinations, as well as for other
subjects, in a large-scale, quantitative study. Since the two raters’ proposed grades and the
final examination grade are available in the Directorates databases, it would be possible to
analyze the difference between the two. The average difference in a large enough sample
could be a significant indicator of level of inter-rater reliability. A high correlation (Pearson’s
r) would mean high inter-rater reliability, and vice versa.
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Last, it would have been useful to combine the content analysis with real think-aloud
protocols. That is, to have students, who actually sit the tests, explain out loud how they think
when they solve the tasks. Such a study could confirm or disconfirm the assumptions made in
this study about what the tasks require. It would provide additional information about what
the tasks really measure by learning how the test takers approach the tasks, and what skills
they actually employ. My hypothesis is that many elements would appear which are not taken
into account in this study. A more accurate picture of what skills the tests involve would also
improve the investigation of construct irrelevance and construct under-representation.

8.2

Implications

To the extent that the results of this study say anything valid about the tendencies in the
national examination systems as a whole, I would argue that there are several implications of
these findings for Norwegian as well as Finnish school authorities.

For test and syllabus developers of the Norwegian examination format, I believe this study
gives reasons to evaluate the role of cultural knowledge in the tests. If the subject main area of
culture, society and literature is to be properly tested in the examinations, the essay tasks
should actually require the use of such knowledge. It is imperative to ensure that the tests are
adjusted in the future to also measure the topical aspects adequately. Another option would be
to remove the topical aspect from the test construct. Reading material could still be used as a
basis for topic content, and thus continue to test the ability to discuss cultural and social
issues.
What is more, I believe that Norway could learn from the Finnish format in a couple of areas.
In the Norwegian examinations, the writing tasks do not allow for writing to be tested
independently of reading, as the Finnish tasks do. This could be solved if only one of the three
writing tasks were made without reference to a text. Testing of reading comprehension could
instead be strengthened by implementing a separate reading comprehension part, similar to
the first part of the Finnish test.
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For the situation in Finland, it seems most crucial to consider the level of academic writing
required for the matriculation examination in English. If it is meant to prepare the students for
higher education, is necessary need to involve more expository and argumentative texts. This
might require another test format, where the student can write a longer text, like in Norway,
and where genre knowledge and perhaps source referencing is incorporated. Such a change
would probably entail a different and more costly scoring system, but I suggest that the option
should be considered. In any case, the findings at least suggest that the Finnish examination
board would also take some measures to adjust their tests to fit the construct, or alternatively
alter the construct definition. One specific and simple proposal, which would strengthen the
construct validity immediately, would be to include genre knowledge as one of the scoring
criteria.

Lastly, the findings also suggest a need for closer cooperation between the Nordic countries,
and perhaps a plan of how to even out the differences of English writing in upper secondary
school. This is especially relevant now since it was recently decided that university applicants
from the Nordic countries will be given the same chances of admission to higher education
regardless of whether you apply in your own country or another one of the Nordic nations
(NTB, 2012).

It is likely that high stakes educational assessment will continue to play an important role in
our society for a long time. And there will always be uncertainty involved when making the
inference from what the students know to a simple number on a piece of paper. However,
although we cannot expect perfection, it is always possible to improve, and we must never
cease to put the test to the test.

110

References
Act of 17 July 1998 no. 61 relating to Primary and Secondary Education and Training (the
Education Act), § 3-4 (1998). Retrieved from http://www.ub.uio.no/ujur/ulovdata/lov19980717-061-eng.pdf
Alderson, J. C., & Banerjee, J. (2002). Language testing and assessment (Part 2). Language
Teaching, 35(02). doi:10.1017/S0261444802001751
Ary, D., Jacobs, L. C., & Sorensen, C. (2010). Introduction to Research in Education.
Wadsworth, Canada: Wadsworth Cengage Learning.
Bachman, L. F., Davidson, F., & Milanovic, M. (1996). The Use of Test Method
Characteristics in the Content Analysis and Design of EFL Proficiency Tests.
Language Testing, 13(2), 125–150. doi:10.1177/026553229601300201
Bachman, L. F., & Palmer, A. (2010). Language Assessment in Practice. Oxford, England:
Oxford University Press.
Bachman, L. F., & Palmer, A. S. (1996). Language testing in practice: designing and
developing useful language tests. Oxford, England: Oxford University Press.
Bereiter, C., & Scardamalia, M. (1987). The psychology of written composition. Hillsdale, NJ:
Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.
Broadfoot, P. (2007). An introduction to assessment. New York, NY: Continuum.
Brown, J. D. (1996). Testing in language programs. Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall
Regents.
Chapelle, C. A. (1999). Validity in Language Assessment. Annual Review of Applied
Linguistics, 19, 254–272. doi:10.1017/S0267190599190135
Cohen, A. D. (2006). The Coming of Age of Research on Test-Taking Strategies. Language
Assessment Quarterly, 3(4), 307–331. doi:10.1080/15434300701333129
Council of Europe. (2001). Common European framework of reference for languages:
learning, teaching, assessment. Retrieved from
http://www.coe.int/t/dg4/Linguistic/Source/Framework_EN.pdf
Cumming, A., Grant, L., Mulcahy-Ernt, P., & Powers, D. E. (2004). A teacher-verification
study of speaking and writing prototype tasks for a new TOEFL. Language Testing,
21(2), 107–145. doi:10.1191/0265532204lt278oa

111

Ellingsund, A. E. (2009). Washback in EFL instruction in Norwegian upper secondary
school: has the new ENG1002/03 exam led to positive washback effects in EFL
instruction on the English foundation course? (Master), Norwegian University of
Science and Technology, NTNU, Trondheim.
Finnish National Board of Education. (2004). National core curriculum for upper secondary
schools 2003: national core curriculum for general upper secondary education
intended for young people. Vammala, Finland: Finnish National Board of Education.
FOR 2006-06-23 nr 724: Forskrift til opplæringslova. (2006, June 23). Retrieved January 26,
2012, from http://www.lovdata.no/for/sf/kd/xd-20060623-0724.html
Giverholt, H. (2009, March 23). Finlandssvensker. Store norske leksikon. Retrieved from
http://snl.no/finlandssvensker
Guo, L. (2011). Product and Process in Toefl iBT Independent and Integrated Writing Tasks:
A Validation Study. Applied Linguistics and English as a Second Language
Dissertations. Retrieved from http://digitalarchive.gsu.edu/alesl_diss/19
Huhta, A., Kalaja, P., & Pitkänen-Huhta, A. (2006). Discursive construction of a high-stakes
test: the many faces of a test-taker. Language Testing, 23(3), 326–350.
doi:10.1191/0265532206lt331oa
Johnson, K. (2001). An introduction to foreign language learning and teaching. Harlow,
England: Longman.
Krippendorff, K. (2012). Content analysis. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.
Lazaraton, A., & Taylor, L. (2007). Qualitative research methods in language test
development and validation. In Janna D. Fox, Mari Wesche, Doreen Bayliss, Liying
Cheng, Carolyn E. Turner, & Christine Doe (Eds.), Language Testing Reconsidered
(pp. 113–130).
Luoma, S. E. (2001). What does your test measure? Construct definition in language test
development and validation. Retrieved from
http://www.solki.jyu.fi/vanhat/Luoma_Sari_2001_PhD_manuscript1.pdf
Luoma, S. E. (2002). What is happening in language testing? Sprogforum, 8(23), 7–15.
Marshall, C., & Rossman, G. B. (1999). Designing Qualitative Research. Thousand Oaks,
CA: Sage.
Messick, S. (1996). Validity and washback in language testing. Language Testing, 13(3), 241
–256. doi:10.1177/026553229601300302
NTB. (2012, oktober). Nordiske studenter likestilles i høyere utdanning. Aftenposten.
Retrieved from http://www.aftenposten.no/jobb/Nordiske-studenter-likestilles-ihoyere-utdanning-7032690.html

112

O’Sullivan, B., Weir, C. J., & Saville, N. (2002). Using observation checklists to validate
speaking-test tasks. Language Testing, 19(1), 33–56. doi:10.1191/0265532202lt219oa
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development. (2001). PISA Knowledge and
Skills for Life First Results from PISA 2000: First Results from PISA 2000. OECD
Publishing.
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development. (2004). PISA Learning for
Tomorrow’s World First Results from PISA 2003: First Results from PISA 2003.
OECD Publishing.
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development. (2007). PISA PISA 2006 Science
Competencies for Tomorrow’s World: Volume 1: Analysis: Science Competencies for
Tomorrow’s World: Volume 1: Analysis. OECD Publishing.
Pettersen, S. (2001). The Foundation Course in English: Some Aspects of the Written Exam.
(Master), The University of Oslo, Oslo.
Pietilä, P., Taanila-Hall, L., & Vainio, S. (2009). Instructional writing on English: What
guides the textbook writer? In M. Peikola, J. Skaffari, & S.-K. Tanskanen (Eds.),
Instructional writing in English: Studies in Honour of Risto Hiltunen (Vol. 189, pp.
211–232). Amsterdam: John Benjamins Publishing. Retrieved from http://metronatshar-3171.brain.net.pk/articles/9027254249%20Instructional%20Writing1.pdf#page=226
PISA. (2005, 2007).Store norske leksikon. Retrieved from http://snl.no/PISA
Plakans, L. (2009). Discourse synthesis in integrated second language writing assessment.
Language Testing, 26(4), 561–587. doi:10.1177/0265532209340192
Shirazi, A. N. (2010). English academic writing in Norwegian upper secondary school.
(Master), The University of Oslo, Oslo. Retrieved from
http://urn.nb.no/URN:NBN:no-26431
Simensen, A. M. (2007). Teaching a foreign language: principles and procedures (2nd ed.).
Bergen: Fagbokforlaget.
Sparboe, M. L. S. (2008). English academic writing in Norwegian upper secondary school.
(Master), The University of Oslo, Oslo. Retrieved from
http://urn.nb.no/URN:NBN:no-21061
Studentexamensnämden. (2007, September 21). Språkproven föreskrifter og anvisningar.
Retrieved from http://www.ylioppilastutkinto.fi/maaraykset/yleisohje_ruotsi101.pdf
Suomen kieltenopettajien liitto. (n.d.). Tilastotietoa kielivalinnoista. Retrieved March 9, 2012,
from http://www.sukol.fi/medialle/kielivalinnat/tilastotietoa_kielivalinnoista
Thompson, G. (2004). Introducing Functional Grammar (2nd ed.). London, England: Arnold.

113

Utdanningsdirektoratet. (2006). English - Programme subject in programmes for
specialization in general studies (8th ed.). Retrieved from
www.udir.no/Upload/larerplaner/Fastsatte_lareplaner_for_Kunnskapsloeftet/english/L
anguages/5/English_programme_subject.rtf
Utdanningsdirektoratet. (2009). Trekkordning ved eksamen i Kunnskapsløftet. Retrieved
March 23, 2012, from http://www.udir.no/Regelverk/Rundskriv/2009/Udir-1-2009Trekkordning-ved-eksamen-i-Kunnskapsloftet/
Utdanningsdirektoratet. (2011a). Fag- og timefordelingen i grunnopplæringen –
Kunnskapsløftet. Retrieved from http://www.udir.no/Upload/Rundskriv/2011/Udir-12011-Fag-og-timefordeling_des2011.pdf?epslanguage=no
Utdanningsdirektoratet. (2011b). Vurderingsveiledning. Retrieved from
http://www.udir.no/Upload/Eksamen/Videregaende/V2011/Vurderingsveiledninger/5/
SPR3012_Engelskspraklig_litteratur_og_kultur_BM.pdf
Utdanningsdirektoratet. (2011c). Sensorveiledning 31.05.2011 SPR3012 Engelskspråklig
litteratur og kultur. Retrieved from
http://www.udir.no/Upload/Eksamen/Videregaende/V2011/SensorveiledningerV11/4/
SPR3012_Sensorveiledning%20_BM_V11.pdf
Utdanningsdirektoratet. (n.d.). Udir.no - Fag: Engelsk 1.-2. årstrinn. Retrieved March 29,
2012, from http://www.udir.no/Lareplaner/Grep/Modul/?gmid=10&gmi=58526
Vainio, S. (2009). Does Multiple-Choice Testing Lead to Multiple-Choice Teaching?
Textbook washback of the Finnish matriculation examination in English. In L.
Kokkola (Ed.), Tracks to Mastering English (pp. 94–107). Turku, Finland: Anglicana
Turkuensia. Retrieved from http://www.doria.fi/handle/10024/45385
Weigle, S. C. (2002). Assessing writing. Cambridge Language Assessment Series.
Cambridge, England: Cambridge University Press.
Westermark, R. (Ed.). (2011). Utbildningsguiden 2010 Svenskspråkig utbildning för unga och
vuxna. Retrieved from http://www02.oph.fi/koulutusoppaat/Utbildningsguiden.pdf
XI, X. (2008). Methods of Test Validation. In N. H. Hornberger (Ed.), Encyclopedia of
Language and Education (pp. 2316–2335). Springer US. Retrieved from
http://www.springerlink.com/content/x26628716822v82r/abstract/
Yildiz, L. M. (2011). English VG1 level oral examinations. (Master),The University of Oslo,
Oslo. Retrieved from http://urn.nb.no/URN:NBN:no-29277
Yle. (n.d.). Englanti syksy 2012 lyhyt oppimäärä. abitreenit. Retrieved November 5, 2012,
from http://abitreenit.yle.fi/yo-kokeet/Englanti/
Ylioppilastutkintolautakunta. (n.d.). The Finnish Matriculation Examination. The Finnish
Matriculation Examination. Retrieved March 23, 2012, from
http://www.ylioppilastutkinto.fi/en/
114

Zahedi, K., & Shamsaee, S. (2012). Viability of construct validity of the speaking modules of
international language examinations (IELTS vs. TOEFL iBT): evidence from Iranian
test-takers. Educational Assessment, Evaluation and Accountability, 24(3), 263–277.
doi:10.1007/s11092-011-9137-z
Ørevik, S. (forthcoming 2012). From “essay” to “personal text”: The role of genre in
Norwegian EFL exam papers 1996-2011. Forthcoming in Acta Didactica Norge.

115

Appendix 1

116

117

118

119

120

121

122

123

124

125

126

127

128

129

130

131

132

133

134

135

Appendix 2

136

137

138

139

140

141

142

143

144

145

146

147

148

149

150

151

152

153

154

155

Appendix 3

156

157

158

159

160

161

162

163

164

165

166

167

168

169

170

171

172

173

174

175

Appendix 4

176

177

178

179

180

181

182

183

184

185

186

187

188

189

Appendix 5

190

191

192

193

194

195

196

197

198

199

200

201

202

203

204

205

Appendix 6

206

207

208

209

210

211

212

213

214

215

216

217

218

219

220

221

