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Pre-entry screening assessment 

End of pre-sessional/foundation assessment 

 In-sessional screening assessment 

  

Three main types 



Pre-entry screening 

UKBA controlled 

 Linked to CEFR 

Secure English Language Test (SELT) 

authorized list 





 



BALEAP Guidelines 

 



Pre-entry screening 

Direct entry to a degree programme 

Entry via a pathway programme 

 Pre-sessional English 

 Foundation programme 

General English 



Non-SELT English language 

assessment options 

 successful completion of university’s own 
English language programme (EFL or EAP) 

 university’s own test 

 non-SELT test which university deems to be 
at CEFR B2 

  

 (All must show that students are B2 in 
reading, writing, speaking and listening) 

 



Tier 4 Student Visa for  

English language study 

Evidence of English language proficiency at 

B1 level in all four skills using a Secure English 

Language Test (SELT) 

Course of study must be B2 level 

No more than one month gap between 

completion of language course and 

commencement of degree study 

 



Proliferation of in-house tests 



44 BALEAP members responded to a 

survey on pre-sessional assessment  



 

End of pre-sessional assessment 

 
 Combined continuous assessment 

 Reading into writing exam 

 Short tasks (summary, writing up 

lecture notes, writing a section of 

an essay) 

 Portfolio of work 

 Vocabulary/vocabulary 

notebook 

 Reflective journal 

 Open book exam 

 

 Password exam 

 TEEP 

 English Proficiency Test Battery 

 IELTS 

 



 

In-sessional screening assessment 

 
 None 

 Password 

 In-house assessment – often grammar/vocabulary 

 



 

BASC Handbook 



 

BASC Handbook 



Purpose of Language Proficiency Exams 

e.g. IELTS General Descriptors 



A general description of writing proficiency 



A general description of writing proficiency 



Purposes of Assessed Student Writing in 

University  

 Provide opportunities to develop knowledge, 
understanding and expertise 

 Display knowledge, understanding and expertise 

 To explain or argue a point 

 To demonstrate the ability to explain or argue a 
point in writing 

 To earn a grade or gain credits towards a degree 

 To develop skills to communicate with multiple 
audiences – academic and professional 

Nesi and Gardner, 2012 



How do language tests relate to EAP and 

the CEFR? 

 

       CEFR 

 

EAP 

 

Languag

e Tests 

Public 

Personal 

Occupational 

Educational 

 

Educational 

Occupational 

 



A comparison of written assessment tasks 

 

EAP 

 

Language 

Tests 

Personal Argumentative Essay 

Diagram Description 

Integrative Task – Reading/Listening/Writing 



Academic Writing Tasks: Genre Families 

found in the BAWE  (Nesi and Gardner, 2012)  

1. Case Study 

2. Critique 

3. Design Specification 

4. Empathy Writing 

5. Essay 

6. Exercise 

7. Explanation 

8. Literature Survey 

9. Methodology Recount 

10. Narrative Recount 

11. Problem Question 

12. Proposal 

13. Research Report 



A comparison of written assessment tasks 

 

Language 

Tests 

Personal Argumentative Essay 

Diagram Description 

Integrative Task –  

Reading/Listening/Writing 

Physical Sciences 



Writing tasks set at UK universities by 

disciplinary group and level 

(Gardner, 2010) 



Pre-sessional English Programme 



We aim to do more  
than language exams. 

Pre-sessional English Programme 



We aim to do more  
than language exams. 

Pre-sessional English Programme 



We aim to do more  
than language exams. 

Pre-sessional English Programme 

Achievement instead of  
screening or proficiency  

assessment. 



We aim to do more  
than language exams. 

Pre-sessional English Programme 

Achievement instead of  
screening or proficiency  

assessment. 
All in as little as 4-6 weeks 



High-Stakes Writing Assessment at the  

Classroom or Programme Level 

 

 

 

Language 

Tests 

? Disciplinary 

Writing 



Impact of EAP study on language 

proficiency writing exam scores 

(Green, 2005) 



Impact of EAP study on language 

proficiency writing exam scores 

 Green (2005) points out that: 

 IELTS “is not designed to be sensitive to relatively 

short-term gains in ability or to the contents of 

particular courses of instruction.” (p. 58) 

 Equating “course outcomes with levels of score 

gains may raise the expectation that the function 

of pre-sessionals is to deliver score gains on 

proficiency tests.” (p. 59)  

 EAP courses are more likely to develop “locally 

based competencies” 



Classroom-based High-Stakes Tests 

 

 

 

Language 
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Teaching 

Assessment 

Disciplinary 

Writing 



Focus of Writing Assessment  

Research & Training 
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Localisation 

 “In almost all circumstances, local tests are 
more likely to allow us to make valid 
assumptions about test-takers.” 

 Opportunities for test developers to focus on 
specific domains and contexts and to offer tests 
that more closely fit local requirements 

 Threats to test quality and claims relating to test 
level 

 

O’Sullivan (2011:265 & 270) 

 

 

 



Socio-cognitive Framework for Test 

Validation (Weir, 2005) 



A story to illustrate… 

 120 students (home and international) are 

enrolled on a course titled “Exploring Research 

in Business” 

 This is a second-year course which prepares 

students to write their third (and final) year 

dissertation 

 The students are required to write a 2500 word 

(roughly 10 pages) research proposal  

 abstract, introduction, literature review, methodology, 

research design, challenges and limitations 

 ¼ of the students fail outright 

 

 



The story explained 

 The failing students got stuck in the literature 

review. 

 Instead of reviewing literature in their area with 

the aim of identifying a gap in the research… 

 the students wrote a standard essay describing 

what they had read. 

 The students were also able to write essays 

about qualitative and quantitative research and 

their philosophical rationale, but… 

 they did not make links between their literature 

reviews and their research design. 
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Lack of genre awareness 



One more story… 

 A cohort of 19 students studying for a Master’s 

Degree in Human Resource Management 

 External accrediting body requires that core 

modules are assessed by exams 

 Two of these are based on case studies 

 13 students fail the first exam 

 11 students fail all three exams 

 The students only read the case studies and did 

not read other texts from the reading list. 
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Writing Assessment Leakage? 

 Teaching and assessment in school and in ESL 

tends to use a limited range of genres. 

 Timed writing in language classes often requires 

students to provide a personal response to a 

prompt or to respond to a single text.  

 Large scale language testing gives superficial 

consideration to the topic (Weigle, 2002) 



Characteristics of learner production in 

academic writing (Paquot, 2010) 

 A limited lexical repertoire 

 Lack of register awareness 

 Lack of awareness of lexico-grammatical and 

phraseological specificities 

 Semantic misuse of connectors and labels 

 The extensive use of chains of connective 

devices 

 A marked preference for placing connectors in 

sentence-initial position (Paquot, 2010) 



Disjuncture between IELTS argumentative 

essays and assessed academic writing  

 IELTS writing: 

 gives too much attention to the subjectivity of the 
argument; this is at odds with the objective, non-
personal writing of assessed academic writing 

 exhibits an excess of authorial authority in the 
absence of persuasive supporting evidence – this is 
likely to weaken rather than strengthen an argument 

 draws too much attention to the writer rather than th 
argument 

 overuses hearsay 

 overly direct – not much hedging 

 
Coffin and Hewings, 2004) 





What’s different between the two types of 

writing task? 

 There is an overall structure to reporting data from tables and 
graphs at university. 

 Locate the results: The graph shows the different modes of 
transport used to travel to and from work. 

 Report the main findings: Whereas walking to work was the 
most common form of transport in 1960, by 2000 most people 
travelled to work by car. 

 Account for the findings: It is likely that by 2000 many 
companies had relocated to out of town business parks which 
were too far to reach on foot. 

 Repeat for each finding: The use of bicycles to travel to work 
fell dramatically between 1960 and 2000, probably because 
of the increased number of cars on the road. 

 

Olwyn Alexander, 2009 
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Context validity (Weir, 2005) 

 purpose 

 setting 

 time available 

 text length 

(input/output) 

 

 

 

 content knowledge 

 linguistic demands 

 writer/reader 

relationship 

 marking criteria 

 

 Context validity takes account not just of the linguistic 

content of an assessment task, but also the social and 

cultural contexts in which the task is performed. 



Is this a bridge too far? 

 Provide opportunities to 

develop knowledge, 

understanding and 

expertise 

 Display knowledge, 

understanding and 

expertise 

 Writing needs to be 

part of a wider cycle of 

reading  

 This part of the cycle 

needs to be included 

in the assessment 

 



Is this a bridge too far? 

 To explain or argue a 

point 

 To demonstrate the ability 

to explain or argue a 

point in writing 

 There are disciplinary 

differences in how this 

is done 

 Can we assess genre 

awareness? 

 



Is this a bridge too far? 

 To develop skills to 

communicate with 

multiple audiences – 

academic and 

professional 

 Can we go beyond  

assessing different 

rhetorical types and 

focus more on purpose 

and function 

 

 



Communities of Assessment Creators 

 TEA SIG 

 ALTE Testing Workshops 

 EALTA Pre-conference Events and Workshops 

 ILTA Workshops 

 

 High stakes is happening in classrooms – we need to 

work together more to support EAP practitioners 

developing greater assessment literacy and 

practical skills.  

 



Thank you for your attention. 

diane.schmitt@ntu.ac.uk 


