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Abstract

Background: Assessment is the systematic process of documenting and using empirical data to
measure knowledge, skills, attitudes, and beliefs. In assessment the terms validity and reliability are
the two most important elements in test designing and the process of scoring and administering of
the test that directly influence learning outcomes. It is a very important issue for every instructor to
be involved in test designing in order to measure what is intended to be measured, especially in EFL

contexts.

Objectives: To find out the effect of validity and reliability of assessment in English as a Foreign
Language (EFL) testing on students’ final outcome’s performance, and to explore the factors which

directly influence the final testing results.

Method and Material: This is qualitative research; the research design is descriptive, and the data
was analyzed descriptively. In this research, first we searched for the keywords which related to the
research topic through the online academic journals and up to date sources such as (ERIC, ADRI).
Out of 51 articles, we reviewed twenty-six of them which mostly explained the effects of validity
and reliability of the test on students’ performance. The articles were published between (1989-
2022) years.

Results: The findings indicated that there is a significant link between the final testing result of

students, and the English test we designed for English courses. The factors which influence the
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process of validity and reliability are shortage of congruence between the objectives of the
curriculum, the format of the test, and teachers’ inadequate understanding about the assessment.

Conclusion: In assessment the term validity and reliability are meaningful measurements that
should be considered when attempting to evaluate the progress of students in any educational setting.
It is pivotal issue for every instructor to be considered in test designing to assess what is intended to
be measured especially for EFL instructors.

Keywords: Effect of Assessment, Test Designing, Validity and Reliability, Language Testing,

fairness

Introduction

Assessment is the systematic process of documentation by using realistic data to measure
performance knowledge, skills, attitudes, and beliefs. Assessment designers strive to create
assessments that show a high degree of fidelity to the following traits (Content Validity, Reliability

and Fairness).

Assessing students’ knowledge and skills in the learning process requires valid and reliable
assessment tools so that we can achieve the goal we set for specific courses. The assessment tools
consist of the written test, oral test, field work, practical work, portfolio, conference, and the
presentation. If we want to achieve the goal we set for specific educational field, we must develop a
standardized test that assesses somehow the knowledge and skill of students through the whole
course. Meanwhile, most of the students fail or get lower passing score in the final exam of English
language which is a big problem in EFL context of language testing. Validity and reliability are

essential topics in designing and administering and scoring a test.

Even exam atmosphere affects final result of any kind of testing to measure examinees’
improvement. Reliability means if the test consistently measures what is supposed to be measured.
Reliability is the degree to which an assessment tool produces stable and consistent results. The term

validity means if the test measures what is supposed to be measured.
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According to Hughes (1989) , validity and reliability are meaningful measurements that
should be considered when attempting to evaluate the status of or progress of students in an
education setting. Reliability means the test consistently measures what is supposed to be measured.
Cozby, 2001 stated that “Reliability is the degree to which an assessment tool produces stable and
consistent results”. Cozy (2001, p.18). He emphasized that Reliability should be considered in three
various stages such as before test, during the test and after the test. The term validity means if the
test measures what is intended to be measured. It is a very essential issue for every instructor,
especially EFL instructors to be considered in test designing in order to measure what is supposed
to be measure. The term validity runs side by side with standard test. We call the test valid when the

three focal components (content, objective, and test) relate to each other.

Teaching is a dynamic and flexible profession that requires changes. Most professional
teachers bring changes in the supplementary and teaching methods, evaluation and testing method,
even class atmosphere regularly every semester. They work for more professional and satisfactory

manners of learning and teaching and to fulfill their students’ needs.

Research Objectives: It is based on exploring the effect of validity and reliability of English
language testing on (EFL) students’ summative assessment performance and to find out the factors

that influences the final consequences.

Research Questions
1. What factors influence the EFL students’ final assessment results?

2. Can there be validity without reliability?

3. Why do most of the EFL students fail in the final exam however they enthusiastically take

part in learning process?

Method and Material
This qualitative research was conducted through descriptive study design and the data was

analyzed descriptively. In this research, we searched for the keywords which related to the
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research topic through the online scientific and up to date journals such as (ERIC, ADRI and etc).

Exclusion and Inclusion Criteria
We included articles that related to our topic. Additionally, we tried to find articles which
were published in the reputed journals. The unreliable journals’ articles were not included in this

study.

After reviewing abstracts of all articles, we selected the ones which related to the EFL
assessment. Out of 51 articles, we reviewed twenty- six articles that mostly explained the effect
of assessment elements (validity and reliability) of the test on students’ performance. Then, we
summarized them and used the information in this research. Finally, we selected twenty-six of
them which mostly focused on assessing students’ performance in EFL context. The articles were
published between (1989-2022).

A ssessment/test designing /validity and reliability (51)

Number of Articles found in ERIC (15)

,

Number of Articles found in ADRI (36)

Review Articles’ abstracts (27)

Complete Accessible Articles (26)

Figure (1): Shows the way of searching and selecting articles for the study.
Results

The findings revealed answers to the three research questions. One of the most significant
discussions in language testing, which is becoming increasingly difficult to ignore has been the
question of validity. In the past few decades, the conceptualization of validity has influenced extreme
changes and has left its initial direction behind by focusing mainly on the question of whether the
interpretations and actions based on the test scores are justified in the terms of evidential or

consequential bases underlying test use (Messick, 2011).
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The first section of the results explored the factors that influence the results of students’
performance in terminal exam. The researchers stated their viewpoints on the impact of validity and
reliability of the test and its role in assessment of English language testing on students’ final result
performance and the factors which directly influence the assessment process. The authors stated that
validity should be considered ‘the core of any form of assessment that is trustworthy and accurate.’
Therefore, it has been borne in mind that validity, as an evolving complex concept, is closely related

to the inferences made from assessment results.

The assessment element that helps this process of evaluation to be more valid is DIF
(Differential Item Functioning). According to McNamara and Roever (2006), DIF originated in the
early twentieth century and was used for the role of fairness in different tests to measure DIF. It was
mainly prompted by researchers’ interest in tapping social equity. The main purpose of DIF was to
specify the confounding variables through purging items that highlighted the examinees’ performance
on tests. Mellenbergh (1989) defining item bias as conditional dependence, suggests that statistical
tests and keys based on item response theory may be used for detecting biased items when items
characteristic curves of the two groups being tested do not match. By relying on empirical or simulated
data and combining information on the regression of item responses on hidden trait or observed test
score and information on the hidden trait or observed test score distribution, it is possible to identify
the biased items. Messick (1989) debated on the significant aspects of the tests in his validation
framework-oriented testing research toward such conceptual variables as DIF, validity, and fairness
causing a number of techniques for identifying biased items in different tests. As such, detecting
differential functioning techniques turned into a primary concern in test development and test use
whose main objective is to demonstrate that the interpretations and uses made of test scores are

credible and trustworthy.

In the past few decades, Differential Item Functioning (DIF) has become increasingly an
important area in language testing research. DIF is evidence of bias if the factor creating is not relevant
to the construct characterizing the test. In short, if the factor is part of the construct, it is preferably

called item impact instead of bias. In viewpoint of above remarks, most researchers have focused on
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DIF and Differential Distractor Functioning (DDF) separately. However, the present study aims to
critically examine the effect of hybridizing DIF and DDF to improve the validity and reliability of the
language achievement tests. Moreover, the findings of this study will help test developers not only to
become aware of some apparently invisible biases but to avoid them and subsequently to develop tests
with much higher validity and great potential for fairly testing language skills of the examinees. Most
researchers’ articles address the integration of DIF and its possible effect on improving test validity

and enhancing test fairness.

Therefore, this requires inference- based evaluative judgments that are reflective of truth and
lead to specific interpretations and actions. According to Messick (2011, p. 5), “what is to be validated
is not the test or observation device, but the inference derived from the test scores or other indicators”.
He also mentioned that basically because of the importance of precise and accurate inferences, test
developers’ accuracy in constructing tests has a great influence on the validity of assessment so that
the suitability of the inferences made about the results of a test reflects the appropriateness of the

conclusions derived from the testees’ performance on the items including a specific test.

Consequently, test items are written to measure psychological attributes which are often not
directly possible. In fact, they serve as representative measures of an unobservable psychological
trait, a specific kind of knowledge, or psychomotor skill. Particularly, test items require examinees to
employ their intellectual and thinking skills in order to answer the test items. This provides test
developers with a physical measurement by which they can improve the validity of the test and the
quality of the inference they make in order to judge the examinees’ behaviors in terms of answering

the test items or performing the required skills. (McNamara & Roever, 2006)

McNamara and Roever (2006) stated that test items act as stimuli whose main purpose is to
prompt a prescribed or expected answer. The confirmation to a particular test item can be presentative
of the fact that the examinee has acquired the intended characteristic or the attribute or has the ability
to perform the skill taught. Since test are mainly applied for making high- stake decisions about the
examinee, the assessment of the test result must be under careful examination and must be as fair as
possible (Fulcher & Davidson, 2005; Shohamy, 2001; Stobart, 2005;Weir, 2005, as cited in
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McNamara & Roever, 2006). Theoretically, biased test items may adversely affect test fairness and
might have significant implication for policymakers, test developers, and test takers. Therefore, in
developing a high-stake test, test developers should determine the extent to which a test item is affected
by bias or impact.

The second section of results explored integration of validity and reliability in assessment.
The item bias and item impact are closely tied to item validity and reliability that play a crucial role in
language testing. As the most articles stated, item bias refers to the misspecification of the hidden
ability space, where items measuring multiple abilities are scored as though they are measuring single
ability. Moreover, according to Ackerman (2006), when two groups taking an identical or the same
test possess different multidimensional ability distributions and the test items can possibly differentiate
these levels of abilities on such multiple dimensions, then any unidimensional scoring method would
unintentionally result in item bias. Therefore, item bias is an artifact of the testing procedure and is
created when the source of the differential functioning of the item is irrelevant to the purpose of the
test and the interpretation of the measures just because the item is tapping a factor which is over and
beyond the targeted factor.

We agreed with the idea of the authors stated above. In any learning process there are many
factors that directly influence the outcome. As we have different learning styles and strategy, the same
as we have diverse socioeconomic, cultural, and educational backgrounds. A smaller number of EFL
students have the chance of admission to a reliable and standard private language institutions/ course
with well-educated instructors due to poor economic condition. Beside cultural issues are another
factor, especially for Islamic countries (mixed classes of boys and girls) that limits the learning process
and affects outcome.

In other studies which implemented in 2020 by Walker and Gocer Sahin, using differential
item functioning, tried to evaluate interrater reliability as a guide to determine if two raters differ with
respect to their rating on a polychromous rating scale or constructed response item. More specifically,
they used differential item functioning (DIF) analyses to assess inter-rater reliability and compared it
with traditional interrater reliability measures. The results showed that DIF procedures appear to be a
promising alternative to assess the interrater reliability of constructed response items, or other

polychromous types of items, such as rating scales.
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On the other hand, item impact exists when one group of examinees tend to answer a particular
test item more correctly than the other group of examinee because the two groups truly differ on the
underlying ability (age, gender, intellectuality, skills, knowledge, learning style and learning strategy,
environment, economy and etc.) In other words, item impact occurs when the item measures a relevant
characteristic of the test without considering the actual differences existing between the two groups
under assessment (Gelin, Carleton, Smith, &Zumbo, 2005). Clearly, the significant matters of test
fairness and equity are essentially important because all examinees should enjoy equal opportunity to
perform satisfactorily on a large —scale assessment and later being treated impartially in terms of their
test scores (Moghadam & Nasirzadeh, 2020).

This portion of results investigated reasons of EFL students’ failure in terminal exam. The
distinction between item bias and item impact is defined and clarified by the purpose of the measure.
Therefore, test developers should carefully analyze the test items to see that they are identified as
presenting Differential Item Functioning (DIF). It is interesting to consider that DIF is not the direct
indicator of bias in a test. Rather, as Karami (2011) maintained, that DIF is evidence of bias if the

factor creating is not relevant to the construct characterizing the test.

A possible explanation for DIF is that it occurs when examinees from different groups with
different demographic background like gender, ethnicity but the same true ability have a different
probability of answering the item correctly. In short, if the factor is part of the construct, it is called
item impact instead of bias. In viewpoint of above remarks, most researchers have focused on DIF and
(DDF) separately. However, the present study aims to critically examine the effect of hybridizing DIF

and DDF to improve the validity and reliability of the language achievement tests.

Discussion

As aresult, test developers must make sure that the information obtained from such examinations
was reliable and valid. This is only achievable if the items used in the test do not function differentially
among different sub-population of examinees across different disciplines because of the factors which
are not particularly relevant to the construct being measured. Most researchers stated that under
identical testing conditions, it is expected that the examinees from different groups with comparable

ability level show similar probability of responding correctly to a given item. Under such
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circumstances, DIF represents a modern psychometric method to the investigation of between group
score variations. On the other hand, DDF is used to investigate the quality of a measure through
understanding the biased responses across groups by shedding light on the potential sources of
construct irrelevant variance by examining whether the differential selection of incorrect distractors

attracts various groups differently (Penfield, 2010).

A possible explanation for DIF might be that it occurs when examinees from different groups
with different demographic background like gender, ethnicity but the same true ability have a different
probability of answering the item correctly. On the other hand, differential distractor functioning
(DDF) is a phenomenon when different distractors, or inappropriate option choices, attract various
groups with the same ability differentially. Martinkova and Drabinova (2018, p.505) suggested that
when ““a given item functions differently for two groups, it is potentially unfair, thus detection of DIF
and DDF should be routine analysis when developing and validating educational and psychological
tests”. Moreover, the findings of this study will help test developers not only to become aware of some
invisible biases but to avoid them and then to develop tests with much higher validity and great
possible for fairly testing language skills of the examinees. Most researchers’ articles address the

integration of DIF and its possible effect on improving test validity and improving test fairness.

Conclusion

This paper has given an account of and the reasons for the importance of the test fairness by
addressing the validity of designed general English language achievements test. The evidence of most
research studies suggests that the social consequences of general English achievement tests and other
language tests have been essentially important issue in recent decades. Instructors should bear in mind
that careful design and development of any language test is a prerequisite and appropriate for any kind
of assessment in EFL context. The current findings add substantially information to understanding of
test validation and reliability and the crucial role it plays in the decision made about the test-takers,
policymakers, and test developers’ awareness about the importance of assessment. Validity and

reliability are directly interrelated to each other in testing and evaluation.
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Suggestions

We ask novice researchers to conduct quantitative research on the topic because there are many
points that require exploration. We would like to recommend the head of any language learning private
institutions to assign their members to establish their own exam committee to at least decrease the bias
and distractors in assessment process. In recent years we have witnessed many exam problems before,
during and after the exams contentiously that undergo the validity and reliability of assessment in

every discipline.
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