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Accuplacer Companion in a foreign language context:
An argument -based validation of both test score meaning
and impact
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Use of a single, standardised instrument to make high -stakes
decisions about testtakers is pervasive in higher education
around the world, including English as a foreign language
(EFL) contexts. Contrary to longstanding best practices,
however, few test users endeavour to meaningfully validate the
instrument(s) they use for their specific context and purposes.
This study reports efforts to validate a standardi sed placement
test, used in a USaccredited, higher education institution in the
Pacific, to exempt, exclude, or place students within its
Developmental English Program. A hybrid of two validation
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use argument ¢ and a broad range of types and sources of
evidence were used to ensure a balanced focus on both test
score interpretation and test utili sation. Outcomes establish
serious doubt as to the validity of the instrument for the local
context. Moreover, results provide valuable insights regarding
the dangers of not evaluating the validity of an assessment for
the local context, the relative strengths and weaknesses of
standardised tests used for placement, and the value of
argument-based validation.
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Introduction

Best practices in educational testing clearly call for ongoing validity

investigations for any assessment used to make important decisions about test
takers. This imperative comes not only from the recommendations of testing

researchers (for example, Kane, 1992Messick, 1989 and test publishers, but
ethical and professional codes of conduct (AERA, APA, & NCME, 1985, 1999;
Joint Committee on Testing Practices, 2015)and stated requirements of higher
education accreditors (ACCJC & WASC, 2010) Despite this longstanding
recommendation (and in the face of increasing use of tests to inform important
decisions about individuals, programs, schools, and entire education systems),
many in the literature lament a chronic lack of validation efforts . Of particular

concern is the dearth of such efforts by test users, who should beinvestigating

both the meaning of test outcomes and impact of test use within their particular
context (Bachman, 2005; Kunnan, 2003; Xi, 2008)

Recently, it has been suggested this lack of in situ test validation may be a
contributing  factor in  soberingly limited student success in
basic/remedial/developmental English and mathematics programs, as well as
ESL programs at junior and/or community colleges in the US. A number of
recent reports, for example, point to disappointing program completion rates,
student progress within specific pro grams, and demonstrated skills gains
(Bailey, 2009; Bailey, Jeong& Cho, 2010; Martorell & McFarlin, 2011; Offenstein
& Shulock, 2011). Hughes and ScottClayton (2011) suggest a substantial part of
the blame may lie with the dearth of investigations into the suitability of the
placement instruments these institutions use, for their particular students,
courses, programs, and educational objectives. Additionally, they propose that
the use of a single, multiple-choice instrument, such as Accuplacer or Compass
(Hughes & Scott-Clayton, 2011; Sullivan, 2008), to inform placement decisions
at the majority of colleges, further contributes to the problem.

Until the current study, the host institution, like the vast majority of its US -
accredited college brethren, used a standardised instrument, Accuplacer
Companion (in addition to a locally designed and marked writing sample), to
inform placement de cisions about incoming students (Hughes & Scott-Clayton,
2011; Sullivan, 2008) but had never sought to validate either instrument for its
context, learners, and purposes (Hughes & ScottClayton, 2011), as required by
its accreditors, the Accrediting Commission for Community and Junior Colleges
and the Western Association of Schools and Colleges (ACCJC & WASC, 2010).
Also similar to many US -accredited colleges, student placement, retention,
advancement, and achievement had been identified as ongoing problems
requiring immediate action (Bailey, 2009; Bailey, Jeong, & Cho, 2010). In an
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attempt to address these issues in the local context (described later), academic
administrators, staff, and faculty members agreed to the establishment of an on-
going validation effort for all instruments used to inform placement decisions at
the institution. This paper reports the results of these efforts, as relates to
Accuplacer Companion.

Accuplacer Companion

Accuplacer Companion (AC) is a multiple choice (4 -option), standardi sed test,
and is the paper-and-pencil version of Accuplacer OnLine, a widely used, web -
based, adaptive placement test.

The paper-based version of AC was used by the institution due to the lack of

electricity at some testing locations, and considerable variation in experience

with computers amongst test-takers. The English subtests of AC used by the

institution + Reading Comprehension and Sentence Skillst were designed for

use with students for whom English is the language in which they are most

proficient, or, as the test developers describe itt UUUET OUUws i OUwpPT O0Ow$
UT 1 wETl UOWOEOT UET I 7z w11 Oii@$elsdctions Gre dtén@ad toy Y + O w x &
distinguish between such students who could directly enter into a credit level

English course (in an English as a Second Languagd ESL] context) and those

who would best benefit from a semester of remedial English beforehand. As

UOOIl wUIl EETlT UUwOEAWEIl WwEPEUI Ows$2+zwUUEUI UOU
Language Learners, are also available for AC. The decision to use test sections

intended for use wbUT ws OEUDYE Y ROUwY Ol EOl UUz ubUWEEEUI
detail later, but appears to have been made by administrators at the school to

ensure student eligibility for US educational grants (by using an instrument

approved by the US Department of Education) without awareness of the
EYEDOEEDPOPUaA WOl ws $2+z wY l-dndyiziOfetmed | wOT 1 wUOUEUI

Each AC English subtest used consists of 35 questions. The Reading
"OO0xUITI OUPOOWUI U0ws Ol EVUUI UWEWUUUET OUAUWET
haUwUl EEz wp" OO0OO0T T 1T w! OEUEOuw! YYt Owx 6 whA A w371 1
addressed in this section of the test: Identifying Main Ideas, Direct
Statements/Secondary Ideas, Inferences, Applications, and Sentence
Relationships.

The Sentence Skills sbtest was developed to assess candidates' comprehension

Of wUl OUI OETl wUUUUEUUUI owsi OpwUI OUI OET Uw EUI
Ul OUI OETl wEOOxOI Ul wEOGEWEOI EUZwm" 0001 T1T w! OEL
areas covered are: Recognizing Complete Sentences,
Coordination/Subordination, and Clear Sentence Logic.
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Local context

The host institution serves approximately 850 students, the vast majority of
whom are Micronesian (98%), English Language Learners (98%), reliant on
financial aid (99.5%), and academically underprepared (92% of accepted
students are placed in Developmental Education courses). Approximately 50%
of all learners are first-generation college students, 52% are female, 48% male,
and 75% are between 184 years old.

While the institution exists in an EFL context, English is the official medium of

the college, and the language of instruction and evaluation in nearly all courses

offered. Given this scenario, and with over 90% of all incoming students being

placed in the program, there is tremendous pressure on the Developmental
English Program (DEP) to prepare students for English-medium credit courses.

This also necessitates welfunctioning assessments contributing to beneficial

placement decisions, as large numbers of misplaced students, and mixedability

classes, are likely to only add to the challenges faced by learners and instructors
alike.

The DEP comprises three, semestetong levels described in course outlines as

s x-BOUI UOI EPEUI zOw s POED QDI EDEUL $ PRIEWHE Wsix@ E
courses: Reading and Writing, and Listening and Speaking. Since 2007, the

college has used results from both AC and a locally designed and marked

writing sample, equally weighted, to categori se candidates into one of five

groups:

I.  not currently prepared fo r any level of DEP or credit English courses,
i. DEP Level1l,
iii. DEP Level 2,
iv. DEP Level 3, and
v. exempt from DEP and placed directly into introductory credit English
courses.

Since its adoption, various stakeholders, particularly DEP instructors, have

guestioned the suitability of the placement system, believing it resulted in

numerous misplaced students and mixed-ability classes. AC, in particular, was

Ofl Ul OwxOPOUI EwOUUWEUWE] DOT wOYI UGawEDPI I PEUOL
guestionable relevance to DEP courses. However, no validation study had been

conducted to provide evidence upon which viable decisions could be made

regarding the placement tests or system. The current study thus aimed to fill

this gap.
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Validation f ramework

The validation framework developed for the present study + Ewi a EUDE wOl w* EO]

NNl OWRNNKOw* EOQT Qw" UOOOUOwd w" O 1 OOwWHhRNNNAUW

Pl YYKAWEOEwW! EEl OEOQOWEOEwW/ EOOI Uz Uwmpl Yy vy AwE UL

PEUWETI EPETI EwUxOO0wi OUwUP OwO Elbvéswivsel a5¢h® U S w %D U |

basis for the interpretive part of the structure (i.e., test score meaning) because it

is probably the most widely known and commonly used framework in

educational assessment, serving as the basis for many other influential

frameworks, including Chapelle, Enright & Jamiesonz Uw ol YYKOw | YY WO w

investigations into the validity of the Test of English as a Foreign Language

3. $ %+ AOWEOEwW! EET OEOzUwpl YYKk AWEOEwW! EET OEOWE
Uw*EOl zUw OOET Qw1 EUw E idIdi€cussed) parieuBdy e w UUT E w

assessment outside language education, it was thought to facilitate

communication amongst stakeholders (such as faculty members and

administrators) at the institution, many of whom had only recent and

developing experience in the area of educational assessment. Evidence relating

to evaluation, generalisability, and extrapolation inferences, for example,

seemed readily parcelled and explainable as scoring, reliability (or consistency),

and relevance to student learning in institu tional courses. However, the AUA

was felt to offer greater detail and structure in its consideration of test

utili sation and impact, including issues such as sufficiency, equitability, values,

and consequences.

The resulting hybrid framework, including al | claims, warrants, and rebuttals

considered for the current investigation, is presented in Figure 1. Claims 1, 2,

and 3, and their associated warrants, relate to Evaluation, Generalsability, and
$RUUExOOEUDOOwWDOI T Ul OET Uwi Udde&swill Bde tiptd wuD OUT U »
the Explanation inference has been left out of the framework. This later
DPOEOUUDPOOwWPOw* EOI zUwWOOETI OWEEEUI UUIT Uwbi 1 0T 1T U
processes intended by the test designer. The focus of this study, however, is not

whether the test assesses the construct intended by the designers. It is far more

to do with whether the tasks and skills associated with the test are relevant to

U7 T wEOGUUUI UwpOUOwPT PET wUUUET OUUWEUIT wEI POT w
inference was omitted from the current validation framework. Turning to test

utili sation, Claims 4 and 5, Decisions and Consequences, and their associated

N NN N A~ A, .

Efforts were made to ensure the framework was as comprehensive as possible,
and so the model, and its constituent claims, warrants, and rebuttals, as well as
the types and sources of evidence, were not purely the design of the
researchers. They are the outome of substantial input and negotiations with
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several constituents at the college, including instructors, department chairs, and
academic administrators.

Claim 5. Consequences: Use of the assessment contributes to decisions which are beneficial for all stakeholders

Warrants: Rebuttals:

5.1 Use of the instrument contributes to beneficial consequences 5.1 The assessment causes or substantially contributes to frequent

for applicants, new students, and instructors classification errors

5.2 Results of the assessment are confidential 5.2 Stakeholders report negative consequences attributed to the
instrument

5.3 Use of the instrument promotes effective teaching and learning,
making it beneficial to students, instructors, and the program(s)
affected

Claim 4. Decisions: The assessment contributes to decisions that are equitable, values sensitive, and based on evidence
that is sufficient and useful

Warrants: Rebuttals:

4.1 The same instruments, processes and policies are utilized to

inform placement decisions for all applicants 4,1 The assessment demonstrates utility issues, such as restricted
range of results or skewness, substantial enough to raise concerns

4.2 Applicants are fully informed of the placement decision process regarding usefulness

4.3 Numerous stakeholders, representative of all affected by the
placement assessment system, were consulted during the
establishment and/or review of the placement process

4.4 The assessment accounts for substantial variance in
first-semester students’ performance in relevant courses,
contributing to the sufficiency of competencies and characteristics
assessed for informing placement decisions

Claim 3. Extrapolation: The assessment provides information on skills/lknowledge/characteristics relevant to the
requirements of the instructional domain or otherwise believed to influence success in the courses into which they are being
placed

Warrants: Rebuttals:

3.1 Instrument results are relevant to the requirements of the 3.1 Stakeholders report concerns regarding the relevance of the

courses at CMI into which applicants might be placed. assessment task, task criteria, or scoring process to the instructional
domain

3.2 Characteristics of the instrument task are similar to those tasks
required of students in the instructional domain

Claim 2. Generalizability: Results from the assessment are reliable and represent what a candidate would be expected to
obatin over multiple similar tasks completed in multiple assessment settings

Warrant:
2.1 Assessment results demonstrate consistency

Claim 1: Evaluation: The characteristics, conditions and scoring procedures of the assessment introduce minimal
construct-irrelevant variance in observed scores, and are consistent across candidates and assessment sessions

Warrants: Rebuttals:

1.1 The characteristics of the assessment allow candidates to 1.1 Construct-irrelevant issues interfere with candidates' abilities to
demonstrate their skills/knowledge/characteristics to the best of demonstrate the competencies or characteristics the procedure is
their abilities intended to assess

1.2 The assessment conditions allow candidates to demonstrate 1.2 Issues relating to the scoring procedure (e.g., marking key, scoring
their skills/lknowledge/characteristics to the best of their abilities rubric, or their application) introduce construct-irrelevant variance in

instrument results
1.3 The scoring procedures of the assessment do not introduce
construct-irrelevant variance in the results

1.4 The characteristics, conditions, and scoring procedures are
consistent for all candidates and testing sessions

[ Data: Performance on Assessment ]

Figure 1. Validation framework.
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Method

Participants

Evidence was gathered largely from three diffe rent participant groups. The first
group comprised all applicants who completed the placement process over
three consecutive academic years, regardless of whether they subsequently
enrolled at the institution (n=2118). The second group consisted of students who
were currently completing first -semester courses. Demographic data for this
group was not available. However, the sample sizes (n=144 and n=160 for
Reading & Writing and Listening & Speaking courses, respectively) relative to
the student population ( approximately 850), and the near-homogeneous nature
of the student body in a number of important aspects (e.g., 98% Micronesian,
English Language Learners), would seem to limit the risk of the sample not
being representative of the population.

The third group comprised DEP instructors (n=17) who had taught at the

institution for between 1 year to over 10 years. All but one instructor (93%)

reported confidence in their familiarity with the learning outcomes of the

x UOT UEOZUw$ O1 OPUIT w E O UdlighteltgachifgOiore énlbbew | EE wi R
level and more than one course in the DEP. Instructor familiarity with the

program, courses, and learning objectives was important to establish if we are

to ascribe value to their insights regarding various aspects of the validity

argument, such as relevance of test tasks to the target language use (TLU)

domain, the courses themselves.

Finally, in order to gain information or clarity regarding institutional policies
and practices relevant to the placement test and testing procedures, individuals
at the institution involved in various aspects of the process were occasionally
consulted, through personal communication.

Measures

Table 1 provides a brief summary of the various data sources used throughout
the study.
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Table 1. Data sources.

Data Source (and Sample Size)

Description

Placement
test results

. . Course
Questionnaires
results

Interview

Documents

1

2

Aggregate AC results for all
applicants (n=2118)

AC results for all participating
first-semester students (=304)

Final English course results
(n=304)

Applicant questionnaire
(n=175)

First-semester student
guestionnaire (n=90)

English instructor
guestionnaire regarding
placement tests H=14)
English instructor
questionnaire regarding
student placement (n=14)
English instructor focus group
interview ( n=14)

Guidelines from test publishers
Policies and procedures of the
institution

Automatically scanned, scored, and compiled by
computer, for all candidates

For all participating first -year students, provided by
instructors, as a score out of 100 (not a letter grade)

Conducted post-exam, regarding perceptions of
placement tests, including AC

Regarding the appropriacy and impact of their
placement

Regarding functioning and consequences of
placement tests, including AC

Soliciting opinions regarding ideal placement for
first-semester students in their courses

Regarding functioning and consequences of
placement tests, including AC

Current institutional practices regarding the
placement assessment process and guidelines, and
relevant test publisher documents

Accuplaceresults

Accuplacer scores were collected for two groups. First, aggregate results for all

candidates over three consecutive academic years (n=2118) were provided by
the Registrar's Office. For all candidates (whether admitted or not), total scores

for the English section, and both of its subtests, were provided. Second, across
the course of three semesters, the placement test results of new students,
currently in their first semester at the college, were gathered (n=304).

Course results

These first-semester students' courseresults (for both Listening and Speaking
(n=160) and Reading and Writing (n=144) courses) were also used to investigate
the predictive capacities of the placement instruments for student performance
in English courses. In order to avoid problematic issues with restricted range of
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course outcomes in such estimates (Armstrong, 2000; College Board, 2003),

UEUOT T UwUOT EQwUUDOT wi DPOEOQwW Ol UUT Uwl UEETI UOwbBO
results as a final percentage (i.e., a score out of 100). Additionally, where the

amount of information provided by instructors allowed, efforts were made to

also produce final course scores without the influence of: points for attendance

and/or participation; and points for attendance and/or participation, and any

missed assignments. This was done in an attempt to establish results more

reflective of student abilities, and less influenced by such issues as time

management, motivation, and other factors that the placement instrument was

not designed to address.

Questionnaires

Four questionnaires were used during the study. One was completed by
applicants to the college (n=175) upon completion of the placement tests. The
second was completed by first-semester students (n=90) in the final weeks of
their English courses, in order to get their insights on the appropria tenessand
impact of their placement. Demographic data collected with both
guestionnaires suggest very close approximation to the student body at the
institution, reported earlier, suggesting both participant samples are
representative of the target population.

The two remaining questionnaires were completed by 14 of the 17 DEP
instructors. The intention of the first questionnaire was to gather insights

regarding the relevance of the items and tasks on AC to the skills and
know ledge required of students in DEP courses. The second questionnaire,
completed towards the end of each semester, asked instructors their opinion as
to where each first-semester student in their course should ideally have been
placed, based solely on relevant language skills.

Focus group interview

The faculty members who completed the instructor questionnaires also
participated in an hour -long, semi-structured focus group interview. The
interviews were audio recorded and transcribed. Copies of AC were provi ded
to all participants. The interview sought to gather insights regarding various
aspects of the placement instruments, including relevance to the TLU domain.

Documents
A variety of documents from the publishers of AC, College Board, were

reviewed for relevant content. These included manuals for test users (College
Board, 2003), as well as research on the predictive validity of the instrument
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(Mattern & Packman, 2009). Additionally, a number of relevant policy and
procedure statements at the institution were also reviewed.

Data analysis procedures

Descriptive statistics and score distributions were established as a means of
informing the utility rebuttal of the decisions claim for AC. Kuder -Richardson
21 formula was used to estimate internal consistency. As only the subtest scores
t Reading Comprehension and Sentence Skillst and total score for each
candidate were available, variance for specific test items could not be
determined. As such, typically preferred methods for estimating internal
EOOUDPUUI OEAaOQwWUUET wEUw" U OO ERstniatestbiicEndmoh EQwp 1 Ul
variance (r?, also sometimes referred to as coefficients of determination) were
used to approximate the amount of overlapping variance between variables
such as test scores and course results. These were calculated by squaring
Pearson orrelation (r) results. Finally, Chi-square was used to analyse
differences in questionnaire responses.

Results

Evaluation claim

The evaluation claim, in Figure 1, asserts that the characteristics, conditions and
scoring procedures introduce minimal constr uct-irrelevant variance (CIV), and
are consistent for all individuals and assessment sessions. Three sources of
evidence were considered in order to inform the evaluation warrants. These
were relevant research published by the test developers, current institutional
policies and procedures, and stakeholder insights regarding the instrument and
its administration.

Warrant 1.1: Test characteristics

The publishers of Accuplacer assure users of both the adaptive OnLine version
and its paper-based derivative, Companion, that all items included in the
instruments have been rigorously investigated for differential performance
between examinees both in terms of gender and ethnic background, including
s UPacific IslanderUz wop" OOO0TI T 1 w! OEUEOw! YYt AOWEOEwWUIT
problematic were included in the final versions of the instruments. As
differential performance amongst groups may indicate disparities in familiarity
of content or other issues not related to the target construct, such findings
would normally provide backing for Warrant 1.1. However, these studies were
conducted in an ESL context, with students more proficient in English than any
other language, whereas the host institution is in an EFL context, serving
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predominantly English Language Learners. It is entirely possible, therefore,

there may be questions, answer options, or other texts in the instrument that

contain language, cultural references, or other presumed background

knowledge which may compromise testUE Ol UUz wEEDOPUDI Uw UOw EC
question or task and, therefore, neither engage nor assess the competencies

intended. This may, instead, support a rebuttal against the evaluation claim, if

supported by evidence, such as examinee or instructor opinion.

During the focus group interview, instructors presented what appeared to be a

UOPI OUOwxOUPUPOOWUT E0ws EEUxXOEEI UwbUwUOOWEE
of language and vocE E U O Edueifar tno advanced to be accessible to the vast

majority Of WExx OPEEOUUS8z w%UUUT T UOOUI OwUT T Ul whE!
sUUOUEI OUUWEEEUUEUI CawxOEEI EwbOw+1 YI OQwhwpkb OU
U UUPOOUWOT wUTT wsO1T OPUT WUUEUT UOUGZww, OUU w!

A N o~ A s

A N o~ A s

(such as the instructions, prompts, questions, etc.) of the insttU Ol OUB z w
Contingency table analysis found a Chi-square value, after Yates correction for

violation of the assumption of a minimum of 5 participants in all cells ( X?vates), of

5.786, and effect size of 0.643df=1, p<.05). Chisquare (X?) effect sizes ( ) range

from O to 1, with results approximating 0.3 considered moderate and those of

0.5 or above indicating a strong degree of association between the variables in
guestion (Rea & Parker, 2011). As such, instructors can be said to strongly, and
significantly, reject the idea that applicants are likely to comprehend the texts of

the Accuplacer exam.

A number of instructors, in the open-l OET Ew s EOOOI OUUz w Ul EUDC
guestionnaire, identified content presenting potential cultural bias (for example,
references Dws * DOT w* OOT Oz WEOEws Ul T w Ol UPEEOWEUI E
that the language of the test, in general, was far too difficult in for the majority
Of wOT 1 wbOUUPUUUDPOOZUWUUUET OUUWEOEWEXx xOPEEOL

Instructor opinion, then, would seem to rebut Warrant 1.1, s uggesting
comprehension of the instrument texts could be introducing construct -
irrelevant variance.

Turning to test-takers themselves, of the 115 surveyed who expressed a non
Ol UUUEOwOxDOPOOwpD6]l OWET OUI wEwWUI UxOOUT woU
the significant majority (65%) (X2=10.652, =0.304,df=1, p<.01) agreed with the
UUEUI Ol OUw s ( wUOEI UUUOOEW UT T w " w$01 OPUT w O
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However, 35% of testtakers providing a non -neutral response (25% of all
respondents total) stated they did find instructions and questions confusing.
This represents a sizable portion of candidates whose scores may have been
influenced by a factor not related to the intended construct. As such, the
evidence does not support Warrant 1.1.

Warrant 1.2; Testonditions

Institutional policy states there is to be no time limit for the completion of

placement assessments. As time constraints are likely to influence testtaker

abilities to demonstrate relevant skill(s), this policy would seem to support the

warrant of minimal CIV introduced by testing conditions. However, as faculty

and other stakeholders identified timing as potentially problematic , an item

was included in the test-OE Ol UUz w@UIl UUPOOOEDPUI WEEOUUOwWPRT I
UPOIl wUOws EE WEiw EWOAPA uuwu EEDEOWwiE) wUT T w@Ul UUpOOUZ
significant majority of the 133 test-takers providing a non -neutral response

agreed with the statement (63%)X2=9.211, =0.263,df=1, p<.01) a significant

number (37%) reported they did not have enough time. This finding was
EOQOUUOEOUEUI EWEAWEEEDUDPOOEOQWEOOOI OUUwWwOOwWUT |
UPOI wi OUWUUUET OUUWUOWUEOT wUT T w0l U0Oz wEOE ws

The evidence, then, would seem to suggest some form of time limit has in fact
been imposed, at least from the perception of a substantial number of
examinees, and thus does not back Warrant 1.2.

Warrant 1.3: Scoring Procedures

As the institution employs automated scanning, marking, data entry, and data
processing (including computing placement recommendations), there would
seem little opportunity for inconsistencies in scoring procedures to introduce
ClV, barring perhaps, errors in the marking keys or some other aspect of the
process.

Publications from the test developers (College Board, 2003)assure AC users
that the items, answers, and answer options are carefully created and checked
by experts in the field of entry -level credit and remedial college English. While
reports of errors in the answer keys are not entirely unknown (CCCAA, 2007),
they would appear to be quite rare. Further, no instructor reviewing the
instrument as part of the focus group interview process reported finding
problems with any item, such as more than one, or no, best possible answer, for
example.

Presuming no errors in the scoring key provided by the publishers, the
evidence supports the warrant that scoring procedures do not introduce CIV.
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Warrant 1.4: Consistency across tégkers and sessions

The existence of an established institutional protocol that all placement test
proctors are to follow was considered evidence in support of the consistency of
test administration for all examinees and across testing sessions. Further,
primary responsibilit ies for test proctoring had been held by the same two staff
members since the adoption of the current placement assessment system and
instruments. This, it could be argued, gives further likelihood of consistency
than if these responsibilities for oversight of the testing sessions rotated
amongst several different individuals. Additionally, during the faculty focus
group interview, instructors who had served as supplemental proctors during
testing sessions reported the perception these procedures are folloned
consistently across testing sessions and locations.

While conditions across testing sites is an issue that needs to be investigated in
future, the evidence considered here, along with the automated scoring
processes for AC, supports the warrant for consistency across testtakers and
sessions.

Generali sability claim

As indices of reliability offer insight into the apparent consistency of scores
across samples of observations, they provide evidence relevant to the
generalisability claim (Kane et al., 1999). The estimate of internal consistency,
via the KR-21 formula, was 0.76 for the total AC score. Given the known overly
conservative nature of KR-21 (Brown, 2005),this result was deemed sufficiently
close to the traditional criteria of 0.80, and thus held to support the
generalisability claim.

Extrapolation claim

The extrapolation claim asserts that the instrument provides evidence regarding
candidate competencies (and/or other characteristics) relevant to the tasks
required of students in the instructional domain, or otherwise believed to
influence student successin the courses into which they are being placed.

Warrant 3.1: Relevance to the instructional domain

Given that the English language courses are the Target Language Use (TLU)
domain, substantial overlap between instrument results and the outcomes of
these courses would be powerful evidence that the competencies assessed by
the test are relevant to those required for student success. Table 2 reports
common variance between AC results and DEP course outcomes.
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Table 2. Coefficients of determination between AC scores andfinal course results

Course Final Result Level 1 Level 2 Level 3
_ r2 0.194 0.035 0.088
Unadjusted
i o3 a1 23
o P2 0.158* 0.037 0.07
Listening & Adjusted 1
Speaking N o * "
r2 0.246% 0.044 0.018
Adjusted 2
N 84 41 22
- r2 0.040* 0.181 0.386**
Unadjusted
N 100 20 24
_ 2 0.159* - 0.329%
Reading & Adjusted 1
Writing N 29 ° .
. ~ - 0.353%
Adjusted 2
N 0 0 24

*significant at .05 level; **significant at .01 level
-- no results due to lack of participants for this cell
Adjusted 1 - final course results with any influence of scores for attendance or participation

removed
Adjusted 2 - same as Adjusted 1, but with any influence of missed assessments also removed

As the instrument is designed to assess the reading and sentenceelated skills

Of wOT OUI wi OUwPT OOwWw$ O1T OPUT wPUwWEwWSETI UODwWOEOT U
find AC scores most overlap final course results in the most advanced (Level 3)

Reading and Writing (RW) cours e of the program. Coefficients of determination

(r=0.33 to 0.39p<.01) are higher than the 0.05 to 0.22 typically reported in other

predictive validity studies at colleges in the US (Mattern & Packman, 2009).

Perhaps unsurprisingly, given the instrument does not measure oral/aural

skills, Level 3 Listening and Speaking (LS) course results were not predicted to

any significant extent by AC scores.

Results from the instrument showed insignifican t common variance with Level

2 LS or RW course results. Again, because the instrument is designed for use

with native or near -native speakers, we might not expect it to predict final

Ul U0UOU0Uw i OUw EOUUUI Uw EEEU DWW @it ED&HU0IT » QIsED
language learner skills. Perhaps oddly, then, AC results did show significant,

and somewhat substantial, predictive capacity for not only Level 1 RW course

outcomes (r?=0.04 to 0.16,p<.05), but also LS course results rf=0.16 to 0.24,

p<.05). It is undear why such a pattern in common variance with course

outcomes would occur.



Papers in Language Testing and Assessrivanht4, issue 12015 45

Overall, however, the findings would seem to rebut the extrapolation, given the
instrument demonstrated significant common variance for the outcomes of only
three of the six DEP murses into which new students are placed.

Warrant 3.2: Instrument task(s) are similar to the instructional domain

During the focus group interview, instructors (all of whom had just reviewed

AC, and had a copy available for reference) appeared unanimous in the opinion

that the instrument tasks are generally dissimilar to the objectives and

requirements of DEP courses. More specifically, instructors felt the instrument

EEEUI UUIl EwsxEUUUwW O w OEOT UET 1T Ow OO0w bT 601 w
thinking and lan guage skills often well beyond what is expected of students in

PpPUT 6z w

On follow -up questionnaires, the majority of instructors (75%) disagreed with

U7 T wUUEUIT Ol O Ulwstuderstiawdo theusarielsQri@ of things they will
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found to be statistically significant ( X?vaes=2.083, =0.417df=1,p=0.149).

(OwUT T wsEOOOI 60Uz w Ulakel ané instrdddorurdpgdateduti@U] U0OD OO
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subtleties that we would expect to distinguish between native English
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English courses. None of the comments offered positive aspects of the

instrument in relation to the extrapolation claim.

While the guestionnaire item results were not statisticall y significant, the bulk
of instructor responses to the item, comments offered on the questionnaire, and
opinions expressed in the focus group interview expressed doubts as to the
relevance of AC tasks to those required of students in English courses. As sich,
the evidence cannot be said to support the extrapolation claim.

Decisions claim
The decisions claim asserts that placement decisions are equitable, values

sensitive, and based on evidence that is sufficient and useful. Four warrants and
related rebuttals were addressed.

Warrant 4.1: Equitability

All 2,120 candidates for whom data was available would appear to have been
excluded, placed, or exempted from the DEP based on placement instruments
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outcomes and relevant policies of the college. Further, current institutional
policy clearly states all applicants are to complete the same placenent
instruments, and be placed by the same placement assessment system decision
making procedures. As such, the evidence supports the equitability warrant.

Warrant 4.2: Full disclosure

While it might seem obvious that applicants to the college would know the
purpose of the placement test(s) they are required to sit, there would appear to
be no standing policy at the institution regarding informing examinees of how
their results are used, how placement decisions are made, and what the
potential outcomes mig ht be. According to instructors who participated in the
study, and to Student Services staff members consulted informally, test-takers
are not made aware of this information at the testing sessions or at other times
or through other means. Nor are examinees aware of the relative weighting of
AC and the writing sample which also informs placement decisions, use of cut
scores, or other aspects of the placement decision process.

To the understanding of both faculty and staff, the only information most test -
takers receive is a final placement decision and a date to come to the school to
register. As such, the warrant of full disclosure is not supported by the evidence
examined.

Warrant 4.3: Stakeholder input

Numerous stakeholders, representative of all affected by the placement system,
are to be consulted during the establishment and/or review of the placement
process, including the selection of its constituent assessments (Bachman &
Palmer, 2010). According to instructors in the focus group interview, and other
stakeholders present at the time AC was adopted (such as Student Services
staff, the former head of Institutional Research, academic administrators, and
the former chair of the DEP, all consulted informally), the decision was made
largely by executive administrators, and the establishment of cut scores and
other implementational procedures were carried out primarily by the
Institutional Research (IR) department. According to institutional documents,
and members of IR consulted, these decisions were made lagely with issues of
comparability of results with other US -accredited institutions, and assurance of
student eligibility for US educational grants, in mind. Little to no consultation
with other stakeholders, such as academic administrators, faculty members, or
students, would seem to have occurred.
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Warrant 4.4: Sufficiency

As we are currently interested in AC alone (and not the functioning of its
results in combination with writing sample outcomes), the question here
becomes one of whether the instrument makes a substantial contribution to the
sufficiency of the abilities assessed to inform beneficial placement decisions. As
reported earlier, when considering Warrant 3.1 (relevance to the TLU domain),
instrument scores were found to demonstrate significant common variance with
the outcomes of only three of the six DEP courses into which new students are
placed. As such, it cannot be said to contribute to the sufficiency of skills,
knowledge, and other characteristics considered in the placement assessment
system necessary to result in beneficial decisions.

Rebuttal 4.1: Utility issues

This rebuttal addresses the possibility that a placement instrument
demonstrates utility issues that could raise concerns regarding its usefulness.
Two sources of information were analyzed: score frequency distributions, and a
review of the cut scores used to differentiate students into various ability
categories.

Figure 2 shows the distribution of results for the 2,117 candidates who
completed AC over the course of the study. Mean (20) and median (19) results
are very low for a test with 70 total items. The estimate of skewness (1.281),
relative to the standard error of skewness (0.053), indicates the distribution is
significantly, positively, skewed. Skewness alone, however, does not establish
whether or not utility is necessarily threatened. Further insight was sought
from the cut scores, presented in Table 3, established by the institution in order
to separate canddates into placement categories.
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Figure 2. Frequency distribution of AC scores from Fall 2008 to Fall 2011 semesters

While the cut-scores reported are those used by the college since the adoption
of AC, they are not the original cut scores developed and intended for use. A
Ul xOUUOwi UOOwUT |l wi BUUOwWUI O1 UUT UwoOi wlTT wbpOU
immediate change in cut-scores, from those initially established by Institutional
Research, to the current values. While the report does not indicate the original
cut-scores, it does state the need for lowering them, as very few applicants
qualified for enrollment in any English courses if the original ranges were to be
used. As such, the new cutscores were established in order to both admit
sufficient numbers of the applicants to the school for that semester, to avoid a
substantial drop in enrolment numbers, and to ensure at least some new
students were placed in Levels 2 and 3 of the DEP.

Table 3. AC cut scores

Cut Score Placement Recommendation
Range
4370 Credit English
37-42 DEP Level 3
30-37 DEP Level 2
1529 DEP Level 1
0-14 Not currently prepared for any English course at the institution

From Table 3, we also see that some placement categories are associated with
very small score arrays. Ranges for Levels 2 and 3 are only seven and five
points wide, respectively. Given that the standard error measurement for the
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instrument is 3.80, these ae probably dangerously restricted ranges upon

which to base high-stakes decisions about candidates, and ones which may
result in a substantial number of placement errors. This evidence would seem to

support Rebuttal 4.1.

Consequences claim

Perhaps the mog important claim of all is that the placement system, its
constituent instruments, and the decisions informed by them, result in
beneficial consequences for all affected.

Warrant 5.1: Beneficial consequences for individual stakeholders

Consequences fop@alicants

Table 4 summarises instructor and applicant (test-taker) responses to

Ul UUPOOOEDPUI whUI OUwHOUI OEIl EwUOwWT EUT T Uw Ox
examinees. Results indicate that instructors are unanimous or nearly
unanimous in their opinion that AC is likely to negatively impact test-UE Ol UUz w
perceptions of their English language abilities and their desire to pursue a

tertiary education. Looking to the responses of the examinees themselves,
however, the majority does not report experiencing negative e ffects with regard

to perceptions of their language abilities, likelihood of being successful at the

college, or desire to pursue a higher education. As the warrant pertains to

examinee experience, firsthand feedback was felt to take precedence over

instru ctor perceptions, and thus the evidence would seem to support Warrant

5.1.
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Table4.2 UEOI 1 OOEI UwOxDOPOOVUwWUI T EUEDOT w "zZUwPOXxEEOwWOOWI I

Questionnaire Item Group n Prop. X2 " df p
The AC English subtests will Agreea 0 0 -- -- -- --
have a positive impact on Disagreed 10 1.00
UUOUET OUUz wx1l UE Total 10 1.00
0 themselves and their English
% language skills.
% The AC English subtests will Agreea 10 91 582 727 1 .016
£ have a negative impact on Disagreed 1 .09
UUUEI OUUz wEl UD Total 11 1.00
postsecondary education at
CMI or another institution.
Taking the AC English test Agreea 94 J7 3570 541 1 .000
made me think | can be a Disagreer 28 .23
«»  Ssuccessful student at CMI. Total 122 1.00
E Taking the AC English test Agreea 93 76 3227 512 1 .000
:‘,U made me feel good about my  Disagree® 30 24
§ English abilities. Total 123 1.00
Taking the AC English test Agreea 121 .86 7235 .716 1 .000
made me want to study at Disagreed 20 14
CMI. Total 141 1.00

Ew" OOEPOI Ews T UIT zwEOEwWs20UOO0T Oaw TUIT zwUI UxOOUI U
Ew” OOEDPOI Ews#PUET Ul | zWEOEwWs20UOOT Gaw#PUET UT T zwli UxoO
¢ X2 with Yates correction as one cell violates assumption of minimum 5 participants

-- no result due to lack of participants in one cell

Consequences for new students

Evidence considered for this aspect of the warrant included student

performance in the courses into which they were placed, and first-semester
student opinion (solicited via questionnaire) as to the accuracy and impact of

the placement decision. Much of the evidence was troubling. For example, 37%
of new students did not pass the English coursesinto which they were placed,

making it the most common outcome, and 15% of first-semester students
reported being placed in a level too difficult for them.

However, as final placement decisions are the result of AC results, writing
sample results, respedive cut scores for the two instruments, and decision-
making policies of the placement system, we must remember the evidence
considered here does not reflect the functioning of AC alone.

Consequences for instructors

Two sources of evidence were considered for evaluating this aspect of the
i UEOI POUOOWDPOUUUUEUOUUZWUIT UxOO0UT UwlOwUi 1 ww
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as to where, ideally, each of their first-semester students should have been
placed; and opinions offered in the focus group interview.

According to questionnaire results, instructors identified 43% of new students
in Listening & Speaking (LS) courses, and 32% in Reading & Writing (RW) as
being in the wrong level for their abilities. Further, they felt 15 % of students in
LS and 14% in RW were in courses they did not have the language abilities to
pass, regardless of time and effort dedicated to the course. This closely matched
the 15% of new students who selfidentified as being in a level that was too
dif ficult.

During the focus group with faculty, many expressed the opinion that frequent
student misplacement is at least partly to blame for the low success rates of
many students, as many are over or underwhelmed, and that mixed -ability
classes resulting from the placement errors made teaching and learning more
difficult in their courses. Some described the beginning of each semester a
sUEUEOEOI z wU O w U Updaoce BtGderiskn tf@ Wibrg &las&ed fBruhei
ability levels while course changes could still be made at the college.

As with the opinions and performance of first -semester students, though, these
outcomes reflect the functioning of the overall placement system, and not AC
alone. However, as we see in Table 5, when asked specifically aboutAC, faculty
members expressed the widely held opinion that the test is not useful for
informing placement decisions at the college. Further, it was quite clear during
the focus group interview that much of the frustration instructors felt was
focused towards Accuplacer, with most holding the writing sample as the likely
source of any useful placement information.

Table 5. Instructor opinion regarding the usefulness of AC .

Questionnaire Item Group n Observed X2 . df p
prop.

The AC English subtests are Agreea 1 .09 582 727 1 .016

useful for choosing which Disagree® 10 91

applicants are able to enroll in Total 11 1.00

English courses at CMI.

The AC English subtests are Agree? 2 18  3.27 545 1 .070

useful for placing incoming Disagree® 9 .82

students in the Developmental Total 11 1.00

or Credit level English classes
best suited for their current
language abilities.

Ew" OOEPOI Ews TUIT zwEOEwWs20UOO01T Gaw TUIT zwUI UxOOUI U
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e X2with Yates correction as one cell violates assumption of minimum 5 participants
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Overall, particularly when viewed in combination with the previously reported
views of faculty that AC tasks are not relevant to the TLU domain, results
indicate that instruc tors view AC as negatively affecting themselves by
misplacing several new students each semester.

Warrant 5.2: Confidentiality of results

Institutional policy establishes that placement instrument results are
confidential and available only to the examinee. The lone exception to this rule
occurs if instructors have a new student in their course that they believe has
been misplaced. With the permission of the DEP chair, they may be allowed to
review the placement assessments of the student. If the instructor feels a change
is in the best interests of the student, the student must be consulted and agree to
the move. If this happens, then placement materials are reviewed by the
department chair and the instructor into whose class the student would
transfer, as their consent is also required. Given this policy, the confidentiality
warrant would seem to be supported.

Warrant 5.3: Promotion of effeaee teaching and learning

Instructors, during the focus group interview, complained of mixed -ability

EOEUUI UOwSUEUEOEOI UZwWEUwWUT T weEl THDOODPOT woi wil
misplaced students, and a number of first-semester students being either unde -

challenged or, worse, having little chance of success. Questionnaire responses

and focus group comments clearly indicate that faculty members perceive

Accuplacer as the main problem.

In summary, there is both qualitative and quantitative evidence to sug gest the
use of AC is not positively impacting on teaching and learning in the courses
into which students are being placed.

Discussion

Figure 3 provides a summary of the validation framework, restated in light of
the evidence and the main findings informing the warrants and rebuttals
relating to each claim.



Papers in Language Testing and Assessrivanht4, issue 12015 53

Figure 3. Validation framework restated in light of evidence

With only one claim ¢ generalisability ¢+ supported by the evidence, results do
not bode well for the validity of AC, as employed at the host institution. Despite
the reliability of the instrument and the consistency in its administration and
scoring, the number of test-takers reporting difficu lties understanding its texts
(25%), and expressing concerns they did not have enough time to do their best
(22%), suggests a level of CIV in observed scores too considerable to support
the evaluation claim.

With regard to the extrapolation claim, the inst rument did not demonstrate
significant overlap of variance with student performance in half of the English
courses into which it is used to place students. This would appear to confirm



