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Zusammenfassung 

 

 

Die Forschungsarbeit behandelt die verschiedenen Arten von objektiven 

Testformaten und deren Anwendungsformen innerhalb des Schulunterrichts und in 

formalen Testsituationen. Nach einer kurzen Einleitung werden die Anfänge der 

Sprachtests beschrieben und anschließend die wichtigsten Begriffe im 

Zusammenhang mit Sprachtests im Allgemeinen definiert. Diese Definitionen 

umschließen Begriffe wie der „Washback Effekt“, Reliabilität, Validität und 

Authentizität. Des Weiteren werden die unterschiedlichen Formen von Tests und 

deren Zwecke detailliert erklärt. Im Anschluss daran werden die Grundlagen zur 

späteren Analyse von ausgewählten Testbeispielen gelegt. Dazu gehört unter 

anderem die Definition und Charakterisierung der vier Hauptkompetenzen der 

Sprache, Lesen, Schreiben, Hören und Sprechen, mit besonderem Augenmerk auf 

die Lesekompetenz, da diese besonders bei den verschiedenen Arten der 

analysierten Testbeispielen eine wichtige Rolle spielt.  

Die Erkenntnisse aus dieser Grundlagenforschung dienen als Basis für die 

anschließende Forschung im Bereich der Sprachtests sowie deren Anwendung und 

Auswirkungen. Dabei wurde festgestellt, dass verschiedene objektive Testformate, 

wie Mehrfachwahlaufgaben, Richtig/falsch/ nicht im Text -Aufgaben, und 

Zuordnungsaufgaben, in Testsituationen viele Vorteile hinsichtlich des Einsatzes im 

Schulunterricht mitbringen. Dennoch haben sich auch einige Beschränkungen 

gezeigt. Durch eine detaillierte Analyse von Testbeispielen aus einem 

österreichischen Schulbuch und offiziellen Aufgaben der neuen Matura wurde 

aufgezeigt, dass sich Variablen wie Alter, Geschlecht, Wortschatz und Textgenre 

auf Testresultate auswirken können.  
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Abstract 

 

This research paper is concerned with the various types of objective testing formats 

and their fields of application within the language classroom as well as in formal 

testing situations. After a short introduction and a description of the roots of 

language testing as such follows a definition of the most important terms in 

connection to language testing in general. These definitions include terms like 

washback effect, reliability, validity and authenticity. Furthermore the various 

purposes of language testing have been explained. Afterwards the basis for the 

following analysis of test items will be developed. This includes the definition and 

characterisation of the four skills in language, reading, listening, writing and 

speaking, with a focus on the reading competence, because this is especially 

important in connection with reading tests and the examples that have been 

analysed.  

The knowledge gained from the first part of the thesis serves as the basis for the 

following research in the field of language testing and its’ application and impact. It 

has been observed that multiple choice items, including classical multiple choice 

items, true/false/not given and matching, bring a variety of advantages to the 

language classroom. However, also some limitations have been identified. 

Moreover, through a detailed analysis of sample items from textbooks and the New 

Matura, it has been shown that numerous variables like age, sex, vocabulary and 

text genre can have an influence on the results of a test.  
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1. Introduction 

 

Reading is a very important skill not only in first but also in foreign language 

situations. Furthermore, reading is a very effective exposure to the second language 

and a crucial part of every foreign language classroom and usually students are 

taught various reading techniques and strategies. This thesis intends to demonstrate 

the importance of various objective testing formats and how they are used not only 

in the language classroom but also in the New Matura. I chose this focus mainly 

because, as a future second language teacher, I am particularly interested in 

language testing, which forms a fascinating field within applied linguistics. Because 

reading is a receptive skill it does not require any productive skills from the test 

takers. Accordingly, it is advisable to assess receptive skills by methods, which do 

not require production on part of the students, as this could influence the learner’s 

reading ability negatively, which may lead to unreliable assessment (see Alderson 

2000: 30). This view is supported by Brown and Hudson (2002) who claim that 

selected-response formats are “most appropriate” (59) for testing the receptive skill 

of reading. Although there is “no one best method” (Alderson 2000: 203) some 

methods seem to be more adequate than others. Given these reasons it is important 

for teachers and people involved in the testing of language to assess students’ 

reading comprehension abilities.  

At this stage it is essential to make a clear distinction between the terms testing and 

assessment. The term assessment is considered a rather broad conception because it is 

part of the entire progression of learning and teaching. “It refers to the general 

process of monitoring or keeping track of the learners’ progress” (Hedge 2000: 

376). The process of assessment involves methods like “gathering of language data, 

including test data, for the purpose of evaluation and making use of such 

instruments as interview, case study, questionnaire, observation techniques” 

(Davies et al. 1999: 11). On the contrary the term testing is more limited by 

definition as being only one type of assessment and is “typically used at the end of a 

stage of instruction to measure student achievement” (Hedge: 376). Bearing these 

definitions in mind it is obvious that this broad concept of assessment has various 

purposes. Firstly, assessment can have a formative purpose. According to Tricia 

Hedge, formative assessment is always motivated by a pedagogical aspect. The 

classroom assessment with a formative approach provides information for the 
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teacher or evaluator that helps to improve the teachers’ classroom work (see Hedge: 

376). Henning (1987) provides a definition and describes it as “an evaluation, which 

is ongoing and iterative during an instructional sequence” (192). Furthermore 

Hedge provides several unique characteristics of formative assessment. It is 

prepared and carried out by the teacher as a part of the teaching process and relates 

to the content of the lessons that have been taught. The information gained from 

formative assessment can be used to identify the learner’s needs as well as their 

weaknesses and strengths and how the teacher could help the learner to further 

improve (see Hedge: 376). 

The second purpose for assessment is called summative assessment and refers to a 

method of evaluating the learner’s success and accomplishment. In comparison 

with formative assessment, summative assessment is not essentially carried out by 

the teacher but can also be imposed externally. Moreover summative assessment is 

not focusing on the process of learning but on the result of learning and does 

therefore not have to relate to what has been taught by the teacher (see Hedge: 

377). Summative assessment is often used by an institution to measure the abilities 

of a learner in a foreign language, which leads to the third purpose of assessment, 

formal certification. Furthermore Henning (1987: 197) describes it as an 

“[e]valuation that comes at the conclusion of an educational program or 

instructional sequence”. 

Finally, formal certification forms the third purpose of assessment. It is typically 

executed by an institution other than the regular school environment of a learner. 

In a formal certification a variety of the conventional paper-pencil test is used. 

There is a great number of language testing organisations, for example the 

Cambridge Proficiency in English (CPE) or the Test of English as a Foreign 

Language (TOEFL). 

Besides those three purposes of assessment there is another method of assessing a 

student. It is generally referred to as informal assessment and includes various 

methods. One type of informal assessment is referred to as self-assessment or self-

evaluation and “involves learners in making judgements about their own level 

and/or progress” (Davies et al. 1999: 177). Techniques that are commonly used in 

self-assessment include standardised tests that are marked by the learners 

themselves, questionnaires and different reflective and descriptive tasks like reading 
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aloud, the usage of checklists, keeping diaries or portfolios and other self-report 

techniques. Informal assessment methods also involve the teacher in the way that 

he or she has to observe the learners individually and in groups while reading and 

also pay attention to their non-verbal behaviour i.e. gestures and facial expressions 

(see Alderson 2000: 259). One way of carrying out observation-driven assessment 

of learners is to go “around the class while students are doing a reading activity and 

observing which students seem to be understanding it and which are having 

difficulties.” (Harris and McCann 1994: 17) However techniques of informal 

assessment are regarded as being more time-consuming and complex than formal 

assessment methods and are therefore not used regularly by teachers. But they offer 

the teacher the possibility to develop insight into the progress learners make (see 

Alderson 2000: 265) and enables the teacher to diagnose strengths and weaknesses 

of learners in terms of their reading abilities.  

After having defined the difference between assessment and testing in general, I 

want to describe the main focus of this thesis in greater detail. This thesis is divided 

into four main sections. The first part intends to give an overview of the roots of 

language testing and explains the various purposes for language testing in general. 

Furthermore definitions of the most important terms in connection with language 

testing are included.  

The second part describes the four skills, listening, writing, speaking and reading in 

detail and explains the difference between skills and strategies. Moreover, a focus is 

put on the skill of reading because it is commonly tested with the help of objective 

test formats for various reasons, which will be elaborated later in this thesis.  

The third part of this thesis engages in the nature of objective test formats and 

describes the characteristics of items and distractors. In the centre of this section 

however are the various selected-response formats. The three selected-response 

formats under investigation are multiple choice, true/false/not given and matching. 

According to Popham (2002) multiple choice, true/false/not given and matching 

items are “the most common kinds of selected-response test items” (145). These 

formats will be characterised by means of their definition, composition as well as 

their advantages and disadvantages. Other interesting aspects that I want to clarify 

include various factors that can influence a test taker’s performance in a reading test 

as well as the question if female and male test takers can be influenced differently 
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by the format of a test. On the basis of part three, the last part of the thesis is 

concerned with the discussion of my research questions. 

The main research question guiding this paper is about the implementation of 

objective testing formats in the language classroom. More specifically this part of 

my thesis is concerned with examples of multiple choice, true/false/not given and 

matching tasks from current textbooks used in the Austrian classroom with 

examples from the New Matura, that I have been provided with by the 

Bundesinstitut bifie. I want to analyse some examples used in the New Matura and 

find out if these examples are comparable to instances of selected response formats 

that are used in schoolbooks. Furthermore I am interested in ways of preparing 

students for this testing format. Finally I will try to come up with suggestions for 

improving the analysed samples and describe their advantages and disadvantages. 

The following list provides an overview of the research questions that will be 

addressed:  

1. What different ways of preparing learners for objective test formats are 

there? 

2. Does the New Matura use examples that are comparable to the textbook 

examples? 

3. What could be improved in objective testing formats? 
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2. Overview & Definitions 

 

This chapter serves as a starting point for the following analysis of various objective 

formats of testing reading. In order to be able to identify characteristics of each 

testing format it is essential to be familiar with the history and origin of language 

testing as such. Furthermore I want to identify different purposes of language tests 

and give definitions of some important terms connected to language testing in 

general. 

 

2.1. Roots of Language Testing 

In the dictionary of language testing Davies et al. (1999) defined language tests as 

an instrument to measure language ability or aptitude that consist of specified tasks, 

which elicit language abilities (see 107). “What language testing does is to compel 

attention to the meaning of ideas in linguistics and applied linguistics” (Davies 

1990: 2). 

The methods of testing a learner’s language proficiency before the Second World 

War cannot be compared to the ones that modern teaching and testing is dealing 

with. “If a learner had to be assessed for second language proficiency this was done 

using the same means as had been used to teach it: composition, translation, 

dictation, etc” (Baker 1989: 29). The roots of modern language testing lie in 

developments in applied linguistics as well as educational measurement (see Hedge 

2000: 378). Concerning applied linguistics, language testing was mainly influenced 

by a model developed by Robert Lado and J. B. Carroll in 1961. Their structuralist 

approach assumed that “’knowing’ a language was identified with knowing the 

‘form’ or ‘structure’ as well as the other linguistic elements of ‘lexis’ and 

‘phonology’” (ibid).  

 

2.2. Purposes of Language Tests 

The main question that is guiding this section is why language tests are conducted 

in the first place. Alan Davies (1990: 20) lists four main purposes of language 

testing, namely selection, feedback, evaluation and research. Grant Henning (1987) 

also identifies numerous purposes of language tests. For Henning these are 
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diagnosis and feedback, screening and selection, placement, program evaluation, 

providing research criteria, assessment of attitudes and socio-psychological 

differences. Those purposes will be discussed briefly in the following chapter in 

order to distinguish the various characteristics of each purpose. The purposes 

provided by Alan Davies (1990) will be paired with the purposes suggested by 

Grant Henning (1987) with the intention of arriving at a general picture of the 

various purposes of language testing. 

 

2.2.1. Selection and Screening 

When a test is used for the purpose of selection or screening there are several 

factors that need to be considered. The main purpose of this kind of test is to 

decide on “who should be allowed to participate in a particular program of 

instruction” (Henning 1987: 2). It is necessary to determine who will benefit the 

most from the language program. According to David Baker (1989) selection tests 

can be classified as entrance, progress and exit tests. The biggest difference between 

those three types of selection tests is at which point in time the learner is 

confronted with them.  

The entrance selection test is meant to fulfil the purpose of forming a homogenous 

group of learners in order to guarantee an effective learning environment (see Baker 

1989: 101). The main purpose of a progress test is to judge the previously used 

teaching methods and materials. At this point of a teaching program it would be 

possible to adjust the “course content, learner placement and future course design” 

(Baker 1989: 103).  

The exit test is comparable to the progress test. It can measure what knowledge a 

learner has gained. The results of the exit test may decide whether a certificate is 

awarded or not, or in some cases, if the learner may proceed to another course with 

a higher level (see Baker 1989: 104). Critics of selection tests question in how far 

such tests can be objective, i.e. do not contain any culture specific questions. This is 

why the factors validity and reliability are of such great importance. 
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2.2.2. Feedback, Diagnosis and Placement 

Probably the most prominent purpose of a language test in the context of a 

language classroom is providing learners or students with feedback on their abilities 

in a language. It gives learners as well as teachers the possibility to determine 

strengths and weaknesses in the learned language (Henning 1987: 1). As the term 

diagnosis implies, this purpose of a language test can be most commonly found in 

diagnostic test. This term will be explained in 2.3. Language Uses. Placement is 

connected to diagnosis as well as to selection and refers to a case when “tests are 

used to identify a particular performance level of the student and to place him or 

her at an appropriate level of instruction” (Henning 1987: 2). 

 

2.2.3. Evaluation and Program Evaluation 

The purpose of evaluation is basically concerned with the evaluation of the 

materials and the methods used in language teaching (see Davies 1990: 20). This is a 

very important instrument of language testing, which is not used continuously. This 

can be ascribed to the nature of the tests. Because they are all individually 

constructed it is hard to find a starting point for the evaluation. In terms of the 

evaluation of a program it is their effectiveness that is in question. Therefore the 

focus lies on group scores at the beginning and the end of a program. By 

comparing both scores a specific testing instrument or method may be qualified as 

effective or can be adapted for future uses.  

 

2.2.4. Research 

Language tests do not only present knowledge about an individual learner but they 

can “provide a standard of judgement in a variety of other research contexts” 

(Henning 1987: 3). When a test score is analysed it may lead to information about 

the test as such and lead the way to an improved version of the test. This 

comparison can affect the methods of instruction as well as textbooks and other 

aids in teaching a language (ibid). 
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2.3. Test Types 

The previously described purposes of language tests can be used in various types of 

tests. Defining types of a language test we can differentiate four types. As Alan 

Davies (1990: 20) suggests these are: achievement, diagnostic, proficiency and 

aptitude tests. These four test types will be defined briefly so as to notice the 

individual features of each use.  

Achievement tests are only concerned with the previous learning of a student. 

Therefore they are generally used at the end of a teaching or learning period and 

serve as the basis for decision-making processes. It is “an instrument designed to 

measure what a person has learned within or up to a given time” (Davies et al. 

1999: 2). Kitao et al. (1999) mention a specific type of achievement test that is 

called progress test. A progress test is given periodically to measure if a learner is 

learning the content that is covered in the course (see 7). 

The second test type is called diagnostic test. Diagnostic tests are used “to identify 

test takers’ strengths and weaknesses, by testing what they know or do not know in 

a language, or what skills they have or do not have” (Davies et al. 1999: 43). 

Information that is gained with a diagnostic test is used for the purpose of 

placement of learners into appropriate courses, to select and to plan a course. It “is 

of value in that it provides critical information to the student, teacher, and 

administrator that should make the learning process more efficient” (Henning 1987: 

2) But because diagnostic tests are very “difficult and time-consuming to construct” 

(Davies et al. 1999: 43) they are not used in the classroom situation and are replaced 

with achievement or proficiency tests, even if Davies et al. (ibid) say that they only 

provide a more general picture of the abilities of a learner.  

Proficiency tests are, similar to achievement test, interested in what has been 

learned but in “a much more vague way” because instead of exhibiting control over 

previous learning it “establishes generalizations on the basis of a typical syllabus” 

(Davies 1990: 20). Proficiency tests are supposed to “measure how much of a 

language has been learned” (Davies et al. 1999: 154). Proficiency tests can be 

classified as general and specific purpose tests. The former deal with language in 

general and the latter cover language that is needed for specific purposes (see Kitao 

et al. 1999: 7). The most commonly known use of proficiency tests is the 
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standardised version that can be found in official language tests like the TOEFL 

test or the IELTS test.  

The fourth type is called aptitude test and its purpose is to “measure the extent to 

which an individual possesses specific language learning ability” (Davies et al. 1999: 

10). Aptitude tests are most commonly used “for the selection of students for 

foreign language training” because they can help to “decide how long it will take a 

student to achieve sufficient mastery of a foreign language to study in the country 

where the language is spoken” (Lado 1972: 370). Skills that can be tested with 

aptitudes test include memory skills, intelligence or deduction of rules (see Kitao et 

al. 1999: 8). The area where aptitude tests are generally used is selection, diagnosis 

and the prediction of language learning success.  

 

2.4. Washback Effect 

The effect that learning, instructing and testing processes have on individuals, 

educational systems and society is referred to as backwash or washback effect and 

can either be positive or negative. Hughes (1989: 1) defines washback as “the effect 

of testing on teaching and learning”. A language test can affect test takers in three 

different phases during the procedure of testing. Firstly, the experience of preparing 

for a test and actually taking it, secondly the feedback phase and thirdly the 

situation where decisions are based on test results (see Bachman 2004: 31). 

Generally, positive washback has a beneficial effect on the learning because the 

“skills that students will be developing in order to take the test will also be skills 

that are useful to them in writing” and this means that “if tests are designed wisely, 

they can motivate students to do the kinds of things that they ought to be doing in 

order to learn communicate effectively in a language” (Kitao et al. 1999: 3). 

Negative washback on the other hand happens “when test items are based on an 

outdated view of language” (Davies et al. 1999: 225) and do not relate closely to the 

curriculum. In the case of multiple choice testing this would mean that a language 

learner who is confronted with multiple choice tasks only is under considerable 

strain of learning such items instead of practising the skill that is to be tested in 

other ways. This may lead to a lack in language proficiency and can have a harmful 

effect on learning. 
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2.5. Validity 

In language testing two fundamental concepts, which are strongly related to each 

other are validity and reliability. They play an important role because the results of 

language tests can have an impact on people’s lives. 

Concerning validity, which “attempts to provide a theoretical framework which 

gives reassurance to the test” (Davies 1990: 6), the central question a test 

constructor has to ask him or herself is if the constructed test is actually testing 

what the constructor thinks it is testing. “Validity is the extent to which a test 

measures the ability or knowledge that is purported to measure” (Henning 1987: 

198). Davies (1990), Morrow (1981) as well as Davies et al. (1999) name five types 

of validity: face validity, construct validity, content validity, predictive validity and 

concurrent validity. Kitao et al. (1999: 12-13) make a distinction between internal 

and external validity, and classify face and content validity as being part of internal 

validity and names concurrent and predictive validity as being part of external 

validity. Kitao et al. (ibid) do not mention construct validity.  

A definition of internal validity comes from Kitao et al., who say that it “is validity 

in terms of the test itself – whether the content of the test and the way the test is 

carried out allows it to test what it is intended to test.” (1999: 12) Face validity, as a 

type of internal validity, is defined by Davies et al. (1999) as “the degree to which a 

test appears to measure the knowledge or abilities it claims to measure, as judged by 

an untrained observer (such as for instance the candidate taking the test [...])“ (59). 

Furthermore Kitao et al. (1999: 12) explain that “it [face validity] is the impression a 

test makes on general readers as to what skills it requires”. Even if face validity is 

considered as being important, “if there is conflict between it and one of the other 

validities, then face validity must be the first one to go” (Davies et al. 1999: 23). 

In any language test construct validity is “an indication of how representative it is of 

an underlying theory of language learning […] and involves an investigation of the 

qualities that a test measures […]” (Davies et al. 1999: 33). This means determining 

if the test measures samples of the language skills representatively (see Hughes 

2003: 26). Construct validity can be tested statistically by carrying out a factor 

analysis or multi-trait multi-method analysis. For a detailed explanation of those 

two statistical methods see Davies et al. (1999).  
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Content validity is also referred to as “conceptual or non-statistical validity based 

on a systematic analysis of the test content to determine whether it includes an 

adequate sample of the target domain to be measured” (Davies et al. 1999: 34). In 

other words it clarifies whether a test measures the content it is intended to 

measure involving the examination of the specifications and the syllabus the test 

may be based on. A test can be considered having content validity if the content of 

the test constitutes a representative example of the language skill or structure that it 

is meant to be concerned with (see Hughes 2003: 26). Furthermore Hughes stresses 

the importance of the execution of content validation during the development of a 

test to assure the reflection of the test specifications in the test content (see Hughes 

2003: 27). 

Validity that “has to do with the relationship between the test and other measures” 

(Kitao et al. 1999: 12) is called external validity. Validity types that fall into this 

category are predictive and concurrent validity.  

Predictive validity provides information about the ability of a test to predict future 

outcomes in terms of performance, i.e. “the test accurately predicts performance in 

some subsequent situation” (Alderson et al. 1981: 13). But there is a clear limit “to 

how much of subsequent performance can be predicted by even the most valid 

test” (Kitao et al. 1999: 13). 

Another type of external validity is concurrent validity, which by definition is  

 

concerned with the relationship between what is measured by a test 
[…] and another existing criterion measure, which may be a well-
established standardised test, a set of judgements or some other 
quantifiable variable. If the two measures function similarly they are 
considered to have concurrent validity (Davies et al. 1999: 30). 

 

This means that the test under examination “gives similar results to existing tests 

which have already been validated” (Alderson et al. 1981: 13). The main difficulty 

with concurrent validity is to decide how much emphasis should be put on the 

previously existing criterion measure (see Davies et al. 1999: 30). Furthermore it is 

important that “the measure must be valid for the same purpose as the test whose 

validity is being considered” (Kitao et al. 1999: 13). 
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2.6. Reliability 

Reliability, which can be regarded as being one component of validity (see Davies 

1990: 61), forms a second concept that is vital for language testing. It is concerned 

with “the consistency of test judgements and results” (Davies 1990: 21) and is 

based on objectivity. Robert Lado (1972) defines reliability by asking the question if 

“the test yield[s] dependable scores in the sense that they will not fluctuate very 

much so that we may know that the score obtained by a student is pretty close to 

the score he would obtain if we gave the test again” (31). Reliability “is measured 

directly in various ways which can be generalized to a comparison between one set 

of items and a comparable set in order to estimate consistency of measure” (Davies 

1990: 5). In contrast to subjective tests, in objective tests it is not necessary that the 

test takers produce language themselves because they are rather asked to select 

from a variety of possible answers or alternatives. Accordingly, the production of 

language itself plays a minor role in objective tests. Furthermore “an objective test 

can reveal only differences and similarities between the language norms of the 

examiner and the candidate; it can tell us nothing of the norms which the candidate 

himself would apply in a use situation” (Alderson et al. 1981: 13). Concluding 

Davies (1990) states that  

 

we cannot allow reliability to dominate our thinking and we are 
compelled to agree that validity deserves its central place, but at the 
same time we must not go the opposite way and claim reliability – 
because it says nothing about truth – is unimportant and we can 
therefore afford to let test reliability slip (23). 

 

2.7. Authenticity 

An interesting point that is raised during the discussions in Lyle Bachman’s 

“Fundamental considerations in language testing” (1990) and other publications is 

the aspect of authenticity. The term authentic has been used to characterise “the 

extent to which the tasks required on a given test are similar to ‘normal’, or ‘real-

life’ language use” (Bachman 1990: 9). Another definition comes from McNamara 

(2000) who describes authenticity as “[t]he degree to which test materials and test 

conditions succeed in replicating those in the target use situation” (131). Basically 

what authenticity refers to is the way in which test tasks are able to correspond to 

language tasks outside of the test itself. Therefore authenticity is an important 

characteristic of a language test “because it relates the test task to the domain of 
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generalization to which we want our score interpretations to generalize” (Bachman 

et al. 2004: 23-24). When considering authenticity in test construction it is essential 

to be aware of the fact that a variety of perspectives have to be taken into account. 

Those perspectives include the test taker, the test task and the target language use. 

Therefore I can conclude that authenticity is to be taken relative, there is no task 

that can be described as being completely authentic or completely inauthentic. In 

addition authenticity can be defined as an essential part of language testing because 

firstly, it links test performance with target language use and the domain to which it 

is intended to generalize and secondly, the perception of authenticity by the test 

takers has the potential to improve their test performance (see Bachman et al. 2004: 

39). 
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3. Testing Reading 

 

Language ability traditionally consists of four skills: listening, writing, speaking, and 

reading (see Bachmann 1996: 75). These four skills can further be distinguished 

between productive skills, i.e. speaking and writing, and receptive skills, i.e. reading 

and listening. The knowledge about these four skills goes back to models of 

language ability, established by Carroll and Lado in 1961 (Bachman 1996: 75) with 

their stucturalist approach. Lado claims that the skills are “elements of language” 

and they “can be profitably studied and described-and tested-as separate universes, 

yet they never occur separately in language. They are integrated in the total skill of 

speaking, listening, reading and writing” (Lado 1972: 25). 

Even though there is basic agreement on the division of the four skills amongst 

applied linguists there is some opposition. Kitao et al. (1999) for instance state that 

“in real life the different skills are not often used entirely in isolation” (88) and 

brings in the argument of authenticity, which has already been discussed. Also 

Bachmann (1996) argues against a strict division of the four skills and characterises 

the four skills as “widely divergent language use tasks and abilities together under a 

single ‘skill’” (75). In the following section the four skills will be defined separately, 

but a focus will be put on the reading skill because it plays an important role in 

objective testing. Moreover this section illuminates the difference between what is 

referred to as skill and strategy. 

 

3.1. Listening 

Some methods commonly used in English language teaching “have assumed that 

listening ability will develop automatically through exposure to the language and 

trough practice of grammar, vocabulary and pronunciation” (Hedge 2000: 227-228). 

But because listening is such an important skill for learners of the English language 

in order to be able to communicate successfully, it seems inevitable to consider 

listening as a new focus in the language classroom. When we talk about the skill of 

listening we have to distinguish between participatory and non-participatory 

listening. The former refers to face-to-face interaction as in everyday conversation 

where the listener is supposed to react in a certain way whereas the latter describes 

a rather passive listening as in listening to radio programmes or watching television. 
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Another important differentiation has to be made in terms of the listening process 

between bottom-up and top-down processes. In the bottom-up process a listener 

uses “knowledge of the language and [the] ability to process acoustic signals to 

make sense of the sounds that speech presents to [the listener]” (Hedge 2000: 230). 

Opposed to the bottom-up processing stand the top-down processing, where the 

knowledge that a listener already has is more important than the knowledge that 

can be gained from a speech act itself. “Top-down listening, […], infers from 

contextual clues and from making links between the spoken message and various 

types of prior knowledge which listeners hold inside their heads” (Hedge 2000: 232).  

 

3.2. Writing 

 “To write is to put down the graphic symbols that represent a language one 

understands, so that others can read these graphic symbols if they know the 

language and the graphic representation” (Lado 1964: 143). But there is more that 

forms the skill of writing. There are several strategies that writers use when they 

compose a written text. It is important to be aware of those strategies in order to 

help learners when they have to generate their own ideas and formulate them into a 

written text. 

 

Writing is the result of employing strategies to manage the composing 
process, which is one of gradually developing a text. It involves a 
number of activities: setting goals, generating ideas, organizing 
information, selecting appropriate language, making a draft, reading 
and reviewing it, then revising and editing (Hedge 2000: 302). 
 

A well accepted study was published by Zamel (1983), that has been supported by 

many studies that followed it. Summing up this study, the writing process is 

characterised by three basic activities: planning, revising and producing reader-

based texts. The time that is spent on the actual planning of a text depends on the 

individual writer. The planning phase includes thinking about the purpose of the 

text and the adaption of the style, i.e. formal or informal register. Even though the 

planning phase stands at the beginning of each writing process it can be reviewed 

“at any point in time as the writer critically evaluates the emerging text and thinks 

of new ideas and new ways to organize and express them” (Hedge 2000: 306). 

When a writer re-reads the produced text he or she can reflect on the sentences and 
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may revise, rephrase, add or delete sentences or paragraphs in order to improve the 

text (see ibid.). Therefore a strong interaction between the skill of writing and the 

skill of reading can be detected. 

 

3.3. Speaking 

When learners are given the opportunity to practice speaking in the classroom it is 

vital that they “do not only practice speaking in a controlled way in order to 

produce features of pronunciation, vocabulary, and structure accurately, but also 

practise using these features more freely […]” (Hedge 2000: 261). This means that 

the training of the oral abilities should foster spontaneous communication.  

When communicating a speaker makes use of one or more communication 

strategies. On the one hand there is the so-called avoidance behaviour where the 

non-native speaker tries “to eliminate a problem by changing the topic or not 

participating in a conversation” and on the other hand there is the achievement 

behaviour, “in which ways are found to cope with the problem […]” (Hedge 2000: 

265-266). These include word coinage, speaking in the first language, gesture or 

restructuring of a sentence. In order to prevent communicative act to collapse it is 

central to enable a learner to negotiate, for example with the help of achievement 

behaviour. Learners should be able to paraphrase their sentences or find other ways 

of expressing themselves and they have to ensure that they are understood, for 

example by repeating or clarifying their statements. A great variety of methods has 

been developed in order to practice these strategies in speaking tasks. Amongst 

other methods these can take the form of a free discussion, role-plays or gap 

activities.  

 

3.4. Reading 

According to Robert Lado reading „is to grasp language patterns from their written 

representation. In a second language, reading is usually taught to students who are 

already literate in the source language” (Lado 1964: 132). It may appear that reading 

is one of the skills that is tested most commonly because it is “the easiest of the 

four skills to test” (Kitao et al. 1999: 42) but the following description of the skill of 

reading wants to show that it certainly is a very complex skill. “A reading skill can 
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be described roughly as a cognitive ability which a person is able to use when 

interacting with written texts” (Urquhart and Weir 1998: 88). Accordingly skills in 

reading can be seen as being a part of the whole process of reading and can 

therefore “be defined as the receptive handling of a language in written form […]” 

(Urquhart & Weir 1998: 93). 

 

3.4.1. Various Kinds of Reading  

It is undeniable that a student has to develop different strategies in order to fulfil 

various tasks. The focus of attention varies from text to text and therefore a student 

has to know what he or she is supposed to do with a certain text in order to know 

what reading strategy is most helpful to complete a test item. “Learners must be 

able to switch between the two basic modes of reading, one that emphasizes ‘the 

big picture’ or ‘a specific surface detail’ and another one that requires slower and 

closer reading” (Gassner et al. 2007: 11). 

The following definitions illustrate the various reading strategies defined by a 

number of authors like Urquhart and Weir (1998), Munby (1987) and Gassner et al. 

(2007). In general we distinguish between careful reading and expeditious reading. 

Each of those two types has several kinds of reading that characterise them. 

 

3.4.1.1. Careful Reading 

A description of the defining features of careful reading comes from Urquhart and 

Weir (1998: 103). They characterise it by three important facts. Firstly they describe 

a a non-selective process, where the reader tries to deal with the majority of textual 

information. Secondly Urquhart and Weir describe the reader as being submissive 

regarding the acceptance of the writer’s organisation of a text. The third feature of 

careful reading refers to the attempt by the reader to construct a microstructure 

based on the first process of grasping the majority of information. This definition 

includes both abilities that are subsumed under the term careful reading, namely 

understanding the text as well as understanding the lexis. 
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Understanding the text 

Gassner et al. (2007) summarise five different strategies under the heading of 

understanding a text. These are “Understanding explicitly stated main idea(s)”, 

“Locating, identifying, understanding and comparing facts, opinions, definitions”, 

“Understanding logical organisation of the text”, “Understanding cohesive 

relationships” and “Inferencing” (11-13). Understanding explicitly stated main 

idea(s) is a strategy that is commonly used with longer texts where the focus of 

reading is put on the main idea(s) of a text “as opposed to supporting detail, and 

not on gist” (Gassner et al. 2007: 11-12). The second strategy mentioned is a quite 

complex strategy because it includes several different tasks for a reader. There is a 

strong need for search reading strategies. The third and fourth strategies are closely 

related as they both refer to the organisation of a text. They include operations like 

the understanding of relationships among ideas and different cohesive devices, i.e. 

reference, ellipsis, substitution or conjunction. It is essential that readers learn to 

deal with cohesive texts as well as with un-cohesive texts and identify the 

characterising features in order to be able to write logical, cohesive texts 

themselves. The fifth strategy describes the making of propositional inferences, 

which means that readers need to be able to deduce information that is not stated 

explicitly part of the information given in a text. 

 

Understanding the lexis 

When Gassner et al. (2007) speak of understanding the lexis they refer to the ability 

of a student of “[p]redicting the meaning of (unknown) words from context” (ibid. 

13). This is a very authentic reading strategy because students may very well be 

confronted with unknown words in real life situations. Then they will have to figure 

out the meaning of the word by themselves by using the given context of the word. 

Even if Gassner et al. (2007) recognise the importance of this reading strategy they 

still criticise the practical implementation in the language classroom.  

 

Too often do learners first identify all unknown vocabulary and then 
get filled in by the teacher before work on a text even starts. It is 
important to take all opportunities or even create new ones to practise 
this strategy regularly so that pupils learn to deal with unknown words 
as a natural part of a more complex text and to pick up content clues 
that help to make intelligent guesses (ibid. 13). 
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3.4.1.2. Expeditious Reading 

Expeditious reading refers to the kind of reading where a person extracts important 

information as well as the intended purpose (see Urquhart and Weir 1998: 101). 

The four kinds of expeditious reading are called scanning, skimming, browsing and 

search reading and they all “distinguish from careful reading by the factor of 

selectivity” (Urquhart and Weir 1998: 104). 

 

Scanning 

Urquhart and Weir (1998) define scanning as “[r]eading selectively, to achieve very 

specific reading goals, e.g. finding the number in a dictionary, finding the capital of 

Bavaria” (103). The selectiveness in this kind of expeditious reading means that 

anything that does not help to accomplish the reading goal, i.e. does not contain the 

most important keywords like names or dates, is ignored. Therefore another 

characteristic of scanning is the speed of reading, even if it is rather difficult or even 

impossible to control the reading speed of a student. Because of the rather fast way 

of reading the students often do not grasp the whole topic of the text but they are 

able to spot very specific information that serves the task. Gassner et al. (2007) 

claim, that “[…] it is important for readers to be able to handle reading tasks 

focusing on certain elements or passages of text without fully understanding the 

whole text in all its details” (10). 

 

Skimming 

Skimming is also called reading for gist because the details of a text are dismissed in 

order to grasp the overall topic of a text. According to Urquhart and Weir (1998)  

 

[t]he defining characteristics are (a) the reading is selective, with 
sections of the text either omitted or given very little attention; (b) an 
attempt is made to build up a macrostructure (the gist) on the basis of 
as few details from the text as possible (103). 

 

Furthermore skimming refers to the forming of an impression of a text by 

neglecting the details. Which parts of a text are considered as being important for 

the set task is determined by the task itself. In their published LTC Technical 

Report 2 on testing reading, Gassner et al. mention three ways of testing if a reader 
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is able to skim. The three strategies they describe are referred to as “Recognising 

text type”, “Identifying text topic” and “identifying text purpose” (Gassner et al. 

2007: 9-10). Strategy number one is the identification of the text type or genre. “As 

learners need to be able to distinguish between a variety of text types, prominent 

features of text types need to be focused on in teaching and recognising them must 

be practised” (Gassner et al. 2007: 9). The first strategy of recognising a text type is 

characterised exposure to a variety of text types in order to make the students 

familiar with specific details of each type of text or genre. Identifying the topic of a 

text forms the second strategy defined by Gassner et al. and refers mostly to 

multiple choice questions that need to be assigned the correct title. This can only be 

done successfully if the students are able to identify the main topic of a text or a 

passage of a text. The third and last strategy deals with the purpose of a text and 

according to Gassner et al. it is a strategy that is not practised frequently in 

classrooms. They suppose that the various purposes of a text are taught at the 

beginning of the teaching of a foreign language. 

 

Browsing 

Browsing describes “the sort of reading where goals are not well defined, parts of a 

text may be skipped fairly randomly, and there is little attempt to integrate the 

information into a macrostructure […]” (Urquhart and Weir 1998: 103-104). 

 

Search Reading 

As the name indicates, in search reading it is all about finding specific information 

by searching through a text. It is not about constructing a macrostructure for a text 

like it is with skimming. “The reader wants information to answer set questions or 

to provide data, for example, in completing assignments” (Urquhart and Weir 1998: 

103). 

 

This discussion of the different kinds of reading serves as the basis for the chapter 

that follows because in objective testing formats a test constructor can decide on 

what kind of reading strategy he or she wants to test. Concluding this section it is 

essential to say, that a reader can change his or her reading behaviour or strategy at 
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any time throughout the reading of a text, regardless of the length of the text.  

“[…] [T]hey may switch from careful reading to skimming to search reading to 

scanning and back to careful reading over a small number of pages” (Urquhart and 

Weir 1998: 104). 

 

3.5. Skills versus Strategies 

When researching a skill the starting point is an investigation of a taxonomy of 

skills that can be checked empirically in terms of validity (see Urquhart & Weir 

1998: 94). Opposed to skill research stands strategy research where “the researcher 

begins by having subjects […] read a text and, either retrospectively at the end of 

reading or at points during reading, report on what they are doing” (ibid). 

A definition of strategies comes from Pritchard (1990) who claims that a strategy is 

“a deliberate action that readers take voluntarily to develop understanding of what 

they read” (275). Two major studies on strategies were published by Olshavsky 

(1977) and Sarig (1987). They identified various strategies that were in use by the 

subjects who read a text. The strategies they found include word, clause and story 

related strategies as well as skimming, scanning and skipping. These terms describe 

various moves applied on a text while reading it. On the word level this means for 

example to use the context to define a word and on the clause level the strategies 

applied include re-reading or personal identification (see Urquhart & Weir 1998: 

94). Needless to say, these two studies may have presented very important findings 

in the area of strategy research but they are not representative. The categorisation as 

well as the identification of strategies remains a subjective task for researchers.  

The main difference between skills and strategies according to Urquhart & Weir is 

that strategies are basically reader-oriented and skills are text-oriented. Furthermore, 

skills are applied unconsciously and rather automatically, whereas strategies always 

include a conscious act by the reader (see Urquhart & Weir 1998: 96-97). This 

distinction is supported by Cohen, who believes that “[…] the element of 

consciousness is what distinguishes strategies from those processes that are not 

strategic” (Cohen 1998: 5).  
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3.6. The Construct in the New Matura 

The question about the importance of objective testing formats in the language 

classroom as well as in the New Matura includes the question if and in how far 

objective testing formats are used in practise. 

The reason why selected response tasks and different variations of them are used in 

the language classroom as well as in the reading section of the New Matura is to 

determine whether the B2 level in reading has been reached by the test taker or not. 

The following table taken from the homepage of the university of Innsbruck 

summarises what purposes the reading test has and what different reading skills are 

tested in the New Matura.  

 
Figure 1: Reading Test Specifications. 
(www.uibk.ac.at/srp/PDFs/Reading_Test_Specifications_B2_v14.pdf, 14. June 
2012) 

 

As we can see in this table, the general focus that is tested in the New Matura is in 

accordance with various kinds of reading that have been defined in section 3.4.1. 

Because of the new standardised version of the reading section is part of the New 

Matura these reading tasks are included in a variety of new schoolbook 

publications. Therefore it is obvious that the role of multiple choice, true/false/not 

given and matching exercises is growing enormously. This has a great impact on 

both, the teachers and the students. Teachers will be required to use those items in 
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the language classroom on a regular basis in order to prepare the students for the 

written Matura. This also includes the usage of the various objective testing formats 

in tests and exams, in order to test how the students behave in a testing situation. 

Students will have to get used to this standardised testing procedure by practising 

independently as well as in a school context how to approach and solve these 

testing formats. Due to this growing importance of objective test formats a detailed 

analysis of fixed response format tasks will be part of this thesis.  

 

3.7. What factors can influence a test taker’s performance in a 

      reading test? 

There is a great variety of factors that can influence the performance of a test taker 

on a reading test. These factors can generally be grouped into two main types of 

variables: text variables and reader variables.  

Alderson (2000: 33-60) lists numerous reader variables that affect the reading 

process. He generally divides the variables that relate to the reader into different 

categories: the knowledge of the reader, the motivation of the reader to read and 

the reader’s interest in the text as well as other stable characteristics.  

Aspects that fall into the category of reader’s knowledge are background knowledge 

of the test taker, knowledge of the language and text type, knowledge of topic as 

well as cultural knowledge and metalinguistic knowledge such as reading strategies. 

Background knowledge refers to schemata or scripts that everyone has about 

specific events that are very common in our daily life. “Schemata are seen as 

interlocking mental structures presenting the readers’ knowledge” (Alderson 2000: 

33). These schemata can help a test taker to recall specific information and integrate 

the new information gained from a text. An aspect that is vital for the 

understanding of a text is of course the knowledge of language itself. Thus, the 

ability to read and process a written text depends strongly on the linguistic 

knowledge of a reader. Similarly, the knowledge about the organisation and 

structuring of a text depends on the level of proficiency of a reader and can have a 

strong influence on the performance. Different text types require different reading 

strategies, as it has been demonstrated in chapter 3.5. Therefore the metalinguistic 

knowledge of reading strategies is essential for the successful completion of a 

reading test.  
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But not only the knowledge that a reader has affects the reading process. Also 

motivation, interest in the topic and the reader’s abilities and skills play an 

important role in the reading process and therefore form the second category of 

reader variables. By abilities Spearitt (qtd. in Alderson 2000: 49) refers to 

information processing abilities that include the recalling of the meaning of words, 

the drawing of inferences from the content, the recognition of the writer’s intention 

or tone and the ability to follow the structure of a text or text passage. Another 

variable that can affect test performance is the purpose of reading. “[T]he reason 

you are reading a text will influence the way you read it, the skills you require or 

use, and the ultimate understanding and recall you have of that text” (Alderson 

2000: 50). The purpose of reading a text can have an effect on the motivation of a 

reader to read a certain text. It is important to distinguish between extrinsic and 

intrinsic motivation. Although it is obviously very difficult to induce it, the 

educationally more desirable motivation is clearly intrinsic motivation because it 

comes from the reader. Extrinsic motivation affects the reading process by various 

factors.  

 

[E]xtrinsically motivated students seem to read at a surface level, paying 
less attention to facts and details rather than to the main ideas, to what 
the text is about, to how ideas in the text relate to each other, and to 
how the ext relates to other texts, or to what the reader knows about 
the subject or the world (Alderson 2000: 53). 

 

Interrelated to motivation is the variable of interest. Various studies have shown 

that motivation, interest and other positive factors can have a strong influence on 

the reading process. Focusing on the aspect of interest, a distinction is presented by 

Ay and Bartan et al. (2011: 245-246) that differentiates between individual interest 

and situational interest. While individual interest describes the individual 

preferences of a reader for a specific topic that exists previous to the reading of a 

text, situational interest subsumes different feelings that are triggered by a certain 

situation. Situational interest, as the name implies, can vary according to the 

situation, text or test.  

Furthermore reader variables include the category of “stable characteristics of the 

reader, like sex, age and personality” as well as “physical characteristics, like eye 

movements, speed of recognition, […] and such like” (Alderson 2000: 33). 
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Especially the aspect of sex or gender influencing a test taker’s performance was 

mentioned in several publications (Arabski et al. 2011; Lynn et al. 2009; Doolittle et 

al. 1989; Norwell 1958; Thorndike 1941) and is therefore considered separately in 

research question 6. 

Over and above those reader variables there are various variables based on the text 

that can have an effect on the outcomes of a reading comprehension test. 

(Alderson 2000: 60-79) There is common agreement that the content of a text has 

an influence on the way a text is processed by a reader. “It is generally assumed 

(and has long been established) that abstract texts will be harder to understand than 

texts describing real objects, events or activities” (Alderson 2000: 62). Topics taken 

from a student’s everyday life are more readable and therefore easier to process. 

Also the difficulty of vocabulary used in the text affects the comprehension. But if 

a text is completely unfamiliar to a test taker easy vocabulary cannot compensate 

the unfamiliarity. Other aspects concerning the content of a text that affect the 

processing are according to Alderson (2000) quantity of information and density of 

propositions (see 62). In relation to text topic or content of a text stand the style 

and other differentiating features of a text, i.e. the text type or genre of a text. 

Basically a distinction between expository and narrative text types is made. The 

former is harder to understand than the latter based on the greater variety of topics 

and relationships among units of the text (see Alderson 2000: 64). Given the 

disparity of expository and narrative texts we also have to distinguish between 

literary and non-literary text types. One common belief is that “literary texts are 

somehow harder to process, either because of the multiple layers of meaning they 

are held to contain, or because of the wider and more complex range of language 

they exhibit” (Alderson 2000: 65). But the opinions on this issue are rather 

controversial. On the one hand linguists believe that the language of poems, as a 

prime example of literary texts, is not very different from non-literary texts and the 

processing of such texts works in similar ways (Van Peer 1986; Van Dijk 1977). On 

the other hand critics suggest that a special form of competence is needed in order 

to process literary texts (Culler 1975).  

Besides the topic of a text the way it is organised is a differentiating feature. The 

organisation of a text includes aspects of the arrangement of the various 

paragraphs, their relationships to each other as well as to different ideas in the text.  
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It has been shown that  

 

texts organised according to the sequence of events could be read 
faster and were easier to understand than texts whose temporal 
sequencing was disturbed […]. [A]lso texts with a consistent spatial 
organisation, e.g. descriptions of objects that followed a clear logical 
sequence […] were easier to understand and recall (Alderson 2000: 67). 

 

Moreover, typographical features may influence the perception of a text. This 

accounts for various perceptual features like font types and size as well as amount 

of information or number of words. Also tables, diagrams or other graphic 

representations may accompany a text and thereby ease the processing of 

information. Besides non-verbal information the medium of presentation plays an 

important role in the understanding of a text. Nowadays there is a great variety of 

way of how to present a text or test to select from. Next to the traditional print out 

version the commonly used media include TV-screens, computer based material 

and overhead slides. When a computer monitor or TV-screen is used it is important 

to be aware of certain points that have to be considered in such forms of 

presentation. For example the size and type of font that is used should be adapted 

to screen size. Other than that there should be a high contrast between the 

background colour and the colour of the font. If a different medium than paper is 

used there is “the potential fatigue effect due to screen glare” (Alderson 2000: 78) 

that should be taken into account. Concluding it can be said that “[r]eading from 

paper is generally faster, more accurate and less fatiguing” (Alderson 2000: 79). 

 

3.8. Can the format of a reading test affect female and male test 

      takers differently? 

As I have mentioned in the discussion of the previous question, one aspect that can 

have an influence on the performance of a test taker on a reading comprehension 

test is gender or gender linked to different aspects. “Gender is what culture makes 

out of the ‘raw material’ of biological sex” (Crawford et al. 1995 qtd. in Halpern 

2000: 232).  
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One aspect gender is commonly linked to is interest.  

 

Gender is a complex variable because men and women differ not only 
biologically, but also in their life experiences. More specifically, men 
and women’s lives tend to differ in ways that at least on the face of it, 
appear to have relevance to the observed gender differences (Leibenluft 
1996: 163 qtd. in Halpern 2000: 233). 

 

These gender related interests reflected also in the test scores of various studies. In 

the PISA survey from 2006 it could be concluded that “gender differences in 

reading, favouring females, existed in every country” (Brookhart 2009: 120). 

Similarly, Norvell (1958) and Thorndike (1941) found out that 

 

males prefer adventure, sports, science and information, while females 
prefer mystery and romance; males are less likely to read about female 
protagonists and their activities whereas females are likely to read about 
male protagonists and their adventures (qtd. in Ay et al. 2011: 246). 

 

Doolittle and Welch (1989) found out that females reached lower scores in science 

topics and higher scores if text were taken from the field of the humanities. The 

study conducted by Ay and Bartan (2011) gained similar insights. “It can be 

observed that fashion, fairy tale and humour topics guarantee the female students 

significantly higher marks than those received by males overall, regardless of 

difference in levels” (250). A great number of studies have examined the effect that 

the assessment format can have on female and male test takers. Diane Halpern 

(2000) cites a study by Allport, Vernon and Lindzey from 1970 and concludes that 

“[t]here are strong and consistent differences in the interests, values, and attitudes 

of females and males in contemporary Western society” (243). Furthermore Susan 

Brookhart (2009: 130-133) summarises some of the most important findings. She 

mentioned Willingham and Cole (1997) who considered studies that tested effects 

of multiple choice and constructed response formats. They found out that evidence 

from the studies under review did not support their theory that multiple choice 

format in testing reading is a source of gender differences in the results of a test.  

Similar were the outcome of a study conducted by DeMars (1998) who only found 

very small differences between the two sexes. However, in 2005 Woodfield, Earl-

Novell and Solomon were interested in a comparison between course work and 
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examination performance of British students. “Results indicated that female 

students did outperform male students, but by about the same amount on both 

course-work assignments and examination” (qtd. in Brookhart 2009: 131). Another 

area that can affect test performance is anxiety. In a study conducted by Hembree 

(1988) findings showed “that test anxiety and performance were significantly related 

[…] [Furthermore] girls exhibited higher mean test anxiety than boys, but their 

higher test anxiety did not appear to translate into a difference in performance” 

(ibid). 

Given these findings test developers and teachers have to be aware of the fact that 

the area a text is form can influence the performance on a reading test. “Items that 

are offensive or that conceptually seem to favour one group over another” 

(Brookhart 2009: 128) should be revised or eliminated.  
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4. Objective test formats 

 

A very general distinction concerning the scoring of a test was introduced by 

Robert Lado (1972), who distinguishes between subjective and objective tests. 

Subjective tests, as the name suggests, “require an opinion, a judgement on the part 

of the examiner” (28) that, to a certain degree, is always subjective and therefore 

there can be a variation in the scoring done by different examiners. Objective tests 

on the contrary are scored without giving the examiner the possibility to influence 

the test score. Nonetheless Lado stresses, that “tests are not either subjective or 

objective but range over a scale with completely objective scoring on one end and 

completely subjective scoring at the other” (1972: 29). The focus of this chapter will 

be put on testing formats that are commonly regarded as being rather at the 

objective end of the scale Lado was talking about.  

Objective tests are those that include test items that require the learners to either 

supply an answer or solution to a given problem or to select the correct answer 

from a given number of choices. Norman E. Gronlund (1965) provides a 

classification of these objective test types and divides them into two main 

categories. The first category is referred to as supply types and includes short 

answer test items as well as completion tasks. The second category is called 

selection types and includes multiple choice tasks, matching exercises and 

true/false/not given items. These types of tests or test items will be explained in 

detail in the sections 4.3, 4.4 and 4.5.  

In addition to those two main categories Alderson et al. (1995) mention a number 

of other test items that could be considered objective test items. These include 

information transfer, ordering tasks, editing and gap-filling exercises. Heaton (1983) 

also lists these types but provides different terms for each item type. Information 

transfer is called “transformation”, ordering tasks are called “rearrangement” and 

gap-filling exercises are referred to as “completion” (13).  

Information transfer items typically ask the test takers to transfer information from 

a text on to some sort of table, chart or map. These items can be classified as 

objective item types only if the answers include names or numbers. If the answer 

takes a more complex form they cannot be marked objectively.  
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Ordering tasks, as the name indicated, consist of word groups, paragraphs or 

phrases that need to be put in order. Even if these items provide a good method 

for the testing of simple as well  as complex grammar issues it is difficult to find 

components of an item that can be ordered in one way only. Furthermore the 

marking of ordering items can be rather tricky. The test constructor has to decide 

whether to mark individual ordering errors separately or if the complete item is to 

be scored incorrect if one or two sentences have been ordered incorrectly (see 

Alderson et al. 1995: 53).  

Editing tasks generally “consist of sentences or passages in which errors have been 

introduced which the candidate has to identify” (Alderson et al. 1995: 54). 

Depending on whether the item is posed as a multiple choice question or a more 

open form the scoring of such items can range from easy to more time consuming. 

Test takers may be asked to only mark the errors or to write a correction of each 

incorrect sentence. Either way the test takers should always be informed about the 

number of errors they have to find.  

In gap-filling activities test takers are asked to fill in missing words in a sentence or 

statements where some words have been deleted. It is essential for the scoring 

process that there is only one correct solution that can fill the blank. Because this is 

not always easy to ensure there is the possibility of designing banked gap-filling 

tasks. “Each of the missing words or phrases is included in a list […]” (ibid) and the 

candidate has to select the correct word from that list. That way an objective 

scoring can be guaranteed because the test constructor does not have to decide 

which words can be accepted and which words are counted as being incorrect.  

 

4.1. Item Characteristics 

In general an item can be defined as “[t]he part of a test from which scores are 

derived” (Davies et al. 1999: 92). A more elaborate definition is provided by Brown 

et al. (2002) who quote Osterlind (1989). “A unit of measurement with a prompt 

and a prescriptive form of responding, which is intended to yield a response from 

an examinee from which performance in some language construct may be inferred 

in order to make some decision” (57). The prompt is typically called stem, which 

form the basis for the alternatives in an item that is part of an objective test format. 

It may occur that the stem takes the forms of an incomplete statement, a complete 
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statement or a question. The choices a test taker has are divided into the key, a term 

that refers to the one correct answer, and several alternative answers that are known 

as distractors (Davies et al. 1999; Brown et al. 2002), distracters (Gronlund 1965) or 

foils (Oosterhof 2009). An item may be presented either in an isolated form or an 

additional input may be provided to contextualise the item. In reading tests the 

latter form of presentation is normally used because the isolated form of 

presentation of an item is not applicable in reading tests. Test items “require a 

specified form of response from the test taker. On the basis of this response or set 

of responses a decision is made about the test taker’s knowledge or ability” (Davies 

et al. 1999: 201). 

Every objective test format that will be discussed in the following section makes 

use of items that can take a variety of forms. According to Robert Lado (1972) “the 

effectiveness of a test is determined by its items and their arrangement” (342). 

Therefore it is important to define what an item is and how it can be characterised. 

Basically Lado distinguishes between three types of items: language items, 

recognition items and production items. Language items are examples of the 

performance of the learner on a specific language problem whereas recognition 

items present a stimulus that includes a problem and make the learner respond in a 

way that shows if the learner was able to solve the problem (ibid). The main 

characteristic of a production item is that it “provides a stimulus that forces the 

student to express the problem utterance or parts of it” (ibid). 

There are several factors that should be avoided in a good item that is intended to 

be part of an objective test format. A very important aspect concerning an item is 

the balance between the correct answer and the alternatives that are presented. The 

correct answer should never be a direct repetition of the item stem. It is better to 

re-phrase the correct option in order to ensure that the test takers have understood 

the meaning of the stem. Furthermore the incorrect options have to be clearly 

incorrect, but they should still be logical in relation to the item stem.  

Another vital consideration concerning an item is its difficulty, which is 

“determined as the proportion of correct responses” (Henning 1987: 49). 

Accordingly, the lower the proportion of correct answers to an item the more 

difficult it is. Factors that contribute most to the difficulty of an item include the 

length of the stem, the length of the correct and incorrect options as well as stem 
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unique content words, which are “those nouns, verbs and modifiers that appear in 

the question but not the passage” (Alderson 2000: 88). Tests that use a variety of 

multiple choice items often arrange the items in order of the difficulty, meaning 

that a test starts with the easiest item and the more complicated items come at the 

end of a test. This has two important reasons. First of all 

 

[w]hen items are arranged according to difficulty the student can work 
rapidly through the simple ones until he finds them increasingly difficult 
and then devotes the proper time to solve them […] thus the 
arrangement helps the student to show his real level of achievement 
(Lado 1961: 356). 

 

If the items are arranged randomly it might occur that test takers would have been 

able to solve items that are positioned at the end of a test but they did not have the 

time because of the more difficult items at the beginning of the test. Secondly, Lado 

(1961) mentions mental sets, referring to the effort that a student has to invest in 

the solving of one item. If a difficult item has been mastered and a fairly easy item 

follows it will be attacked “with more power than is necessary and will waste time 

and effort” and the same effect can occur if an easy item has been solved and a 

difficult item follows “the student will tend to attack it with less than his full 

power” (357). But the difficulty of an item is not the only information upon which 

an item can be classified as appropriate. It is also important to test if an item can 

effectively discriminate between strong and weak test takers. This is known as item 

discrimination. “[I]tem discrimination is the ability of an item to distinguish 

between good and poor students; an item with good discrimination will be 

responded to correctly by many more good students than poor students, most of 

whom will get the item wrong” (Alderson 2000: 87). 

 

4.2. Distractor Characteristics 

Distractors receive their name from their function, that is to distract those test 

takers who “are in doubt about the correct answer” (Gronlund 1965: 140). The 

problem with distractors is that they should be appealing to the test takers but not 

too appealing and confusing to the test takers. It should always be avoided to 

provide hints that indicate the correct answer. These hints regard the length of the 

alternatives, the position of the correct solution or the use of opposites of the 
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correct answer (see Kitao et al. 1999: 38-39). Henning (1987: 44-48) as well as 

Heaton (1983: 16-19) identified several problems with distractors that should be 

avoided in language testing.  

The length of the different alternative answers should be approximately equal, 

otherwise test takers might always pick the option that is the longest and most 

elaborate one. Another clue that can imply the correct answer to an item is if two of 

the options are convergent, i.e. are very similar to each other whereas the other two 

options differ extremely. Inconsistent distractors represent an extreme form of 

response clues. The term refers to items where the correct option “differs from the 

other options both in lexical root and in part of speech” (Henning 1987: 45). 

Furthermore the number of options is an important factor in a successful item. If 

there are too few alternative answers, as in true or false items, a very large number 

of items is needed in order to make the test reliable. If there are too many options 

in one item the test taker may be confused because more than one option seems to 

be a suitable answer. Henning (1987) and Heaton (1983) also mention nonsense 

distractors by which they refer to grammatically incorrect alternatives. They should 

be avoided because they can have a negative backwash effect on the learners 

because they may adopt those incorrect forms. Another factor that should be 

considered in the development of an item is the avoidance of redundant 

information as in the following example from Heaton (1983: 17). 

Version 1:  

The word “astronauts” is used in the passage to refer to 
A. travellers in an ocean liner 
B. travellers in a space ship 
C. travellers in a submarine 
D. travellers in a balloon 

Version 2: 

The word “astronauts” is used in the passage to refer to travellers in 
A. an ocean liner 
B. a space ship 
C. a submarine 
D. a balloon 

In the first version of this item it repeats the same sentence fragment in every 

option, which makes it inefficient because the test taker has to read the whole 

sentence from the beginning every time without gaining new information. Whereas 
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the second version asks the same question but this time most of the information is 

part of the item stem, which makes it more efficient and readable.  

 

4.3. Classical Multiple Choice Test 

4.3.1. Definition 

Multiple choice test items are regarded as being “the most widely applicable and 

useful type of objective test item” (Gronlund 1965: 140). They can be defined by 

several factors. Firstly multiple choice tests characteristically fall into the category of 

selected response. This means that there is no need that the test taker produces 

language because he or she only has to select the best solution. A multiple choice 

test offers the possibility to score a test objectively and ensure fair scoring and 

grading. Furthermore it “can measure at both the knowledge and understanding 

levels” (ibid), which assures that a test constructor is flexible in what to measure 

including various complex learning outcomes as well as simple learning outcomes. 

 

4.3.2. Composition 

A classical multiple choice item usually consists of two main parts: the prompt or 

stimulus and three or more possible options, choices or answers. Another 

differentiation between multiple choice items is suggested by Gronlund (1965: 141). 

There are items where the learner has to choose only one correct answer from the 

alternatives. Correct answer types can appear in the form of a direct question as 

well as in the incomplete-statement form. But not all items can test knowledge in 

such precise way so that there is only one correct answer. This type is called best-

answer type of multiple choice item. These items tend to give a number of plausible 

reasons and the task of the test taker is to identify the best possible answer. 

Typically best-answer items include questions of the why and how variety because 

they offer the possibility to present a more complex problem to the test takers. 

Furthermore Gronlund (1965:149-157) suggests a number of guidelines that help to 

optimise multiple choice items, that are listed in order to sum up the most 

important factors to consider in a well-written multiple choice item. The item stem 

should be meaningful in itself without the alternative answers. Therefore, 

statements where the test taker has to fill in a blank space is, according to 
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Gronlund, not a proper multiple choice item. Concerning the item stem, it should 

present a concrete problem and most of the textual information should be included 

in the stem itself and not in the alternative answers. The formulation of an item 

should not make use of negative forms or double negative forms in order to 

prevent the test takers from overlooking words that are typical for negative 

statements like ‘no’ or ‘not’ or get confused by the formulation itself. As far as the 

answers to an item are concerned, every answer choice that is part of an item 

should be plausible as well as grammatically correct. A distractor has the purpose of 

appearing attractive to the test taker and distract from the correct option. “If a 

distracter is not selected by anyone, it makes not contribution to the functioning of 

the item and should be eliminated or revised” (Gronlund 1965: 154). Moreover, 

every item should present a definite problem therefore there can always be only one 

correct answer to every item. Additionally, several factors can provide irrelevant 

clues. these comprise verbal associations between the prompt and the correct 

answer or the length of the correct answer and the alternative options. Those clues 

should be avoided because they make it possible for test takers to solve an item 

without understanding it. Over and above that the position of the correct answer 

should vary from item to item, i.e. “the correct answer should appear in each of the 

alternative positions approximately an equal number of times, in random order” 

(Gronlund 1965: 156). Besides answer choices that include real information that has 

to be reviewed in terms of correctness, there is the option of creating alternative 

answers like ‘none of the above’ or ‘all of the above’. Gronlund (1965: 157) 

however suggests that these special alternatives should only be used in appropriate 

situations.  

 

4.3.3. Types of Questions 

There are basically three types of questions that were identified by Johnson (1987). 

Firstly, textually explicit questions “are those where both the question information 

and the correct answer are found in the same sentence” (Alderson 2000: 87). 

Secondly, textually implicit questions on the contrary call for a connection of 

information from different sentences. Thirdly script-based questions are questions 

where the test taker’s knowledge about a topic is necessary to solve the item 

because the information needed is not included in the stem. Those three types of  
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question differ in terms of difficulty, whereby textually explicit questions are 

regarded the easiest type (ibid). Gronlund (1965) suggests two different types of 

questions. On the one hand a test constructor has the possibility to pose a direct 

question, which is regarded as being the easier item to write. On the other hand an 

item can take the form of an incomplete statement, which has the advantage that it 

can present a more complex, well-defined problem to the test taker (see 141). 

 

4.3.4. Uses of Multiple Choice Items 

Because of their flexible nature multiple choice items are considered to be the most 

widely applicable and versatile type of test items and are therefore mostly used in 

standardised tests. Consequently multiple choice questions can measure a variety of 

learning outcomes, which will be examined in the following section. As it was 

mentioned above, multiple choice items can measure knowledge outcomes as well 

as outcomes at the level of understanding. “[T]ypical uses of the multiple-choice 

form in measuring knowledge outcomes” (Gronlund 1965: 142) include knowledge 

of terminology, knowledge of specific facts, knowledge of principle, knowledge of 

methods and procedures and more. When testing the knowledge of terminology a 

test taker is asked to prove that he or she understands “a particular term by 

selecting a word, which has the same meaning as the given term or by selecting a 

definition of the term” (Gronlund 1965: 142f.) An item that aims to test this ability 

could look like the example taken from Gronlund (1965: 143). The correct answer 

in all of the following examples will be indicated by this symbol *. 

Which one of the following words has the same meaning as the word egress? 

A  Depress 

B  Enter 

C  Exit* 

D  Regress 

In terms of testing the knowledge of specific facts test constructors often use 

questions of the why, what, when and where variety. As with the previous example 

there is only one correct answer the test taker has to choose. An example of an item 

that is able to test the knowledge of specific facts comes again from Gronlund 

(ibid). 
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Who was the first United States astronaut to orbit the earth in space? 

A  Scott Carpenter 

B  John Glenn* 

C  Virgil Grissom 

D  Alan Shephard 

Testing the knowledge of principle is a more complex task than the two uses that 

have already been mentioned and it is therefore more difficult to construct such 

items. An item that is testing the knowledge of principles could be formulated in 

the following way, as Gronlund (1965: 144) suggests. 

According to the principle of capillary action, fluids 

A  enter solutions of lower concentrations. 

B  escape through small openings. 

C  pass trough semipermeable membranes. 

D  rise in fine tubes.* 

The measurement of knowledge of methods and procedures involves a diverse area 

of testing subjects that include knowledge of common social practices, knowledge 

used in problem solving or knowledge of governmental procedures (ibid). 

To make treaties, the President of the United States must have the consent of the 

A  Cabinet 

B  House of Representatives 

C  Senate* 

D  Supreme Court 

These examples show what is possible with multiple choice items in terms of 

measuring knowledge outcomes in learning. But there are far more areas of 

knowledge that can be tested with multiple choice tests and accordingly, many more 

forms such items can take. 

The other area of measuring learning outcomes involves the level of understanding 

where more complex problems can be presented to the test takers. One crucial 

element in these kinds of items is the applications and interpretations have to be 

new to the test takers. So in the following examples taken from Gronlund (1965: 

145-147) this aspect of novelty is taken for granted. 
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The ability to apply facts and principles is tested by asking the test takers “to 

identify its correct application in a situation which is new to the pupil” (Gronlund 

1965: 145). 

Directions: In each of the following sentences circle the word that makes the 
sentence correct. 
1. This is the boy which asked the question. 
 who* 
 whom 
 
2. This is the dog which* he asked about. 
 who 
 whom 

Furthermore it is possible to test the ability of the learners to interpret cause-effect 

relationships by “asking pupils to interpret various relationships between facts” that 

are presented in the item and “to identify the reason which best accounts for it” 

(Gronlund 1965: 146). These items can ask questions like: 

Bread will not become moldy as rapidly if placed in a refrigerator because 

A  cooling retards the growth of fungi.* 

B  darkness retards the growth of mold. 

C  cooling prevents the bread from drying out so rapidly. 

D  mold requires both heat and light for best growth. 

Another important learning outcome that can be measured by the format of 

multiple choice testing is the ability of the learner to justify methods and 

procedures. This can be measured by presenting the learner “with several possible 

explanations of a method or procedure and asking him [or her] to select the best 

one” (Gronlund 1965: 147). 

Why is adequate lighting necessary in a balanced aquarium? 

A  Fish need light to see their food. 

B  Fish take in oxygen in the dark. 

C  Plants expel carbon dioxide in the dark.* 

D  Plant grow too rapidly in the dark. 
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4.3.5. Advantages & Disadvantages 

As it has already been mentioned a main advantage of multiple choice items is the 

great variety of knowledge that can be tested with them, thus gives a test 

constructor with a very high flexibility concerning the subject areas that can be 

tested. Furthermore there is no need for special expertise to score them because 

there is only one correct answer. In addition the evaluation process is much less 

time consuming than other test formats. 

However there has been a lot of critical voices against multiple choice formats. 

Popham (2002) criticises that in multiple choice items test takers are only asked to 

select one correct answer from a set of alternatives and are therefore not expected 

to generate correct answers themselves (see 134). On the other hand Van Bierkom 

(2009: 91) names the recognition format of multiple choice items as an advantage 

because it is more sensitive to partial knowledge because the correct answer has to 

be one of the alternatives. Another aspect that has often been criticised is the 

guessing factor that comes with multiple choice testing formats. That is probably 

the reason why Oosterhof (2009) mentions the nickname “multiple-guess” (93). 

But the guessing factor can be reduced by two easy methods. Firstly, if the number 

of possible answers is increased to four or five alternatives the guessing factor will 

be reduced. Secondly, if a test includes a large number of items the total number of 

items will also have an effect on the guessing (see Popham 2002: 130). Another 

disadvantage of multiple choice items is “the difficulty of locating a sufficient 

number of incorrect but plausible distracters” (Gronlund 1965: 149; Van Bierkom 

2009: 91). 

 

4.4. True/False/Not Given 

4.4.1. Definition 

One of the most common and popular option in testing reading is the 

true/false/not given format, alternate-choice format (Oosterhof 2009: 112), 

alternative-response item (Gronlund 1965: 127ff) or binary choice format (Brown 

et al. 2002: 65). It can be considered as a form of multiple choice testing with the 

restriction of having only two distractors (see Hughes 2003: 144). Therefore 

Alderson et al. (1995) refer to items of that kind as “dichotomous items” (51) and 

include true or false items into their definition as well as Yes or No questions. 
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4.4.2. Composition 

A typical true or false item consists of a statement and presents the test takers with 

the task to mark the statement as true or false. A variation of a true or false item is 

to employ a further alternative such as ‘not given’, which can reduce the guessing 

factor. But I will come back to this criticism later in this section. The most frequent 

use of the true or false format is to measure the learner’s “ability to identify the 

correctness of statements of fact, definitions of terms, statements of principles, and 

the like” (Gronlund 1965: 127) A simple true or false item can look like the 

following example taken from Gronlund (ibid) 

Directions: Read each of the following statements. If the statement is true, circle 
the “T”. If the statement is false, circle the “F”. 

*T     F    1. The green coloring material in a plant is called chlorophyll. 

  T   *F    2. The corolla of a flower includes petals and sepals. 

*T     F    3. Photosynthesis is the process by which leaves make the food for a 
plant. 

In order to reduce the guessing factor in this item, there is the possibility of 

including another option like ‘not given’. 

Another important use of the alternative-response format is to find out if a learner 

is able to differentiate between a fact and an opinion, as in the following example 

(ibid). 

Directions: Read each of the following statements. If the statement is true, circle 
the “T”. If the statement is false, circle the “F”. If the statement is an opinion, 
circle the “O”. 

*T     F    O   1. The earth is a planet. 

  T   *F    O   2. The earth revolves around the moon. 

  T     F  *O   3. There are no plants or animals on Mars. 

Furthermore true or false items enable a test constructor to measure a learner’s 

ability to understand relationships of cause and effect as well as basic logical 

aspects. 

 

4.4.3. Advantages & Disadvantages 

One advantage of true/false/not/given items is that they do not require the test 

takers to produce language themselves and therefore a large number of items can 

be answered in a relatively short amount of time. Another advantage listed by 
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Brown et al (2002: 66) is that true or false items test if the test taker has understood 

a specific point or not, even if the learning outcomes that can be tested are 

relatively limited in the knowledge area (see Gronlund 1965: 130). Furthermore 

these items allow the test constructor to guide the test takers by asking questions 

about specific points of a text or passage. “[T]rue-false and true/false/not given 

tasks can be used as a valuable teaching device with which the students’ attention is 

directed to the salient points in the [text] by means of the true/false items (Heaton 

1988: 114).  

Although true/false/not given items seem to be rather easy to write there are 

several problems that can arise during their construction. A clear disadvantage of 

true or false items that is mentioned by many experts is that the test takers have to 

choose between two options, which makes it relatively easy to guess the correct 

answer without knowing it. Arthur Hughes (1998) classifies true or false questions 

as “a variety of multiple choice, with only one distractor and a 50 per cent 

probability of choosing the correct response by chance!” (121) Norman Gronlund 

(1965) agrees and states that “[w]ith only two alternatives a pupil has a 50-50 

opportunity of selecting the correct answer on the basis of chance alone” (130) 

Therefore Alderson et al. (1995) suggest that “[i]n order to learn anything about a 

student’s ability, it is necessary to have a large number of such items in order to 

discount the effects of chance” (51) Another solution to this problem that was 

previously mentioned is to provide a third option that is referred to as “insufficient 

information” (Kitao et al. 1999: 39) or “not given”. This addition can reduce the 

guessing factor and adds difficulty to the item. Further critics of true or false items 

claim that the test taker “may be able to recognize a false statement as incorrect but 

sill not know what is correct” (Gronlund 1965: 129). This problem is often 

eliminated by changing the incorrect parts of a statement or by rewriting the whole 

statement. This however, adds difficulty to the evaluation and scoring process 

(ibid). Another factor that item constructors should be aware of is that some items 

might “require information outside of passage” (Kitao et al. 1999: 40) in order to 

solve the problem. Some test takers might not be able to answer the item not 

because they do not understand the passage but because they do not have the 

necessary background knowledge. As with the conventional multiple choice items 

the phrasing of the alternative answers requires special attention. Regarding the 

formulation of true or false items the statements should not be written too broad or 



   55 

too trivial. Also long and complex sentences should be avoided as well as negative 

or double negative formulations. As with conventional multiple choice items the 

correct as well as the incorrect statements should be of equal length (see Gronlund 

1965: 131-133). Additionally the incorrect answers “should be based on some 

possible misunderstanding of the passage” (Kitao et al. 1999: 40). It is important to 

bear in mind that not every subject matter field is predestined to be tested by true 

or false items. True or false items are most suitable for “situations where there are 

only two possible alternatives (e.g. right, left; more, less; ‘who’, ‘whom’; and so on)” 

(Gronlund 1965: 131). 

 

4.5. Matching 

4.5.1. Definition 

Matching exercises are also known as ‘multiple matching’ (Alderson 2000: 215) and 

represent another objective testing method that uses a fixed response format. 

Because there is usually a set of choices of options in each matching exercise, 

Alderson (2000: 218) and Oosterhof (2001: 132) consider them as special form of 

multiple choice items. Matching exercises are “limited to the measurement of 

factual information based on simple associations” but they provide “a compact and 

efficient method of measuring such simple knowledge outcomes” (Gronlund 1965: 

134). 

 

4.5.2. Composition 

The conventionally known form of a matching item consists of two parallel 

columns. These two columns include words, phrases, numbers or symbols that 

need to be matched against each other. Part one can also be referred to as column 

A and it contains items that are called premises. The items in column B are called 

responses. The learners that are confronted with matching exercises have to 

“identify the pairs of items” (Gronlund 1965: 134). A special form of matching 

exercises are called ‘imperfect match’. This means that there are more words or 

phrases provided to select from in column B than in column A. The reason for this 

imbalance is to prevent the test takers from identifying the last pair by elimination 

only. The method of imperfect match is very commonly used in order to make the 

matching exercises more difficult for the test takers. A very widespread use of 
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multiple matching exercises can be found in tasks where the test taker has to read 

one long text that has been separated into several parts. The corresponding 

questions contain information that can be found in the text. The test takers’ task 

then is to identify which of the parts of the text contain the information in 

question. Furthermore matching items may require the test taker to match headlines 

that are provided against passages from a text. In order to avoid guessing or 

identifying the last headline by elimination only there should be more headlines to 

choose from than there are paragraphs. 

A typical example for a matching item that was constructed with regard to the 

characteristics mentioned above could look like the following example taken from 

Gronlund (1965: 136). 

Directions: On the line to the left of each achievement listed in Column A, write a 
letter of the man’s name in Column B who is noted for that achievement. Each 
name in Column B may be used once, more than once, or not at all. 

  Column A     Column B 

(A) 1. Invented the telephone.    A Alexander Graham Bell 

(B) 2. Discovered America.    B Christopher Columbus 

(C) 3. First United States astronaut to orbit the earth. C John Glenn 

(F) 4. First President of the United States.  D Abraham Lincoln 

       E Ferdinand Magellan 

       F George Washington 

       G Eli Whitney 

Another way of presenting a matching exercise is not to ask a question that has to 

be answered by selecting the best option from a set of alternatives. In that case, 

parts of a reading paragraph are left out and the test takers are required to choose 

which sentence can best fill the blank space. Thus paragraphs and not statements 

are matched against each other. These examples can look like the following 

matching exercise taken from “Make Your Way Ahead 7” (p. 23). This book was 

chosen because I have already used this textbook and was already familiar with the 

form of presentation. There is a great variety of schoolbooks available in Austria, 

which may or may not have the same structure and range of examples or tasks as 

”Make Your Way Ahead 7”, but it would go beyond the scope of this thesis to 

analyse all of them. Therefore the examples shown only represent a small part of 

the available material. 
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Figure 2: Exercise “Make Your Way Ahead 7”, Unit 4, p. 23. 

 

This top part presents a reading passage where the test taker has to choose which 

of the extracts that follow the text fit best into the numbered gaps. The second part 

presents the extracts that need to be filled into the numbered gaps in the text. This 

matching exercise has been constructed as an imperfect match. One of the extracts 

does not fit in any of the gaps and is therefore used as a distractor.  
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4.5.3. Advantages & Disadvantages 

Like the two previously described test formats matching exercises have advantages 

as well as limitations. One advantage “is its compact form, which makes it possible 

to measure a larger amount of related factual material in a relatively short time” 

(Gronlund 1965: 135). Popham (2002) agrees and stresses, that “their compact 

form takes little space on a printed page, thus making it easy to tap a good deal of 

information efficiently” (140). Furthermore the guessing factor in matching 

exercises is relatively low, compared to multiple choice items (see Brown et al. 

2002: 65). On the one hand matching items are basically easy to construct but on 

the other hand it is not the easiest task to find plausible responses for each of the 

premises. Another limitation of matching exercises is the restriction of the kind of 

information that can be measured with them, which is mainly factual information. 

Moreover the possible distraction of test takers by options they would not have 

thought of if they would not have been included in the item which might cause that 

they cannot solve the problem (see Alderson 2000: 219). 

 

4.6. Comparative Summary 

The three selected-response formats that have been described in great detail will 

now be summarised and compared with regard to their advantages, disadvantages 

and limitations. Opposed to other test types like constructed-response or personal 

response, selected-response test types are easier in terms of administering and 

scoring. Their construction may be more complicated than other test formats but 

the scoring itself is not only less time-consuming but also absolutely objective. 

Multiple choice items require the test taker to study some kind of language material 

and afterwards select the correct answer from three or more options. They can 

effectively test many language aspects including reading and listening skills, 

grammar knowledge and phonemic discrimination (see Brown et al. 2002: 68-69). 

Given that some guidelines are incorporated into the design of multiple choice 

items they can ensure the objective testing of the language abilities mentioned 

above. A summary of those guidelines include the grammatical consistency of the 

alternatives and the avoidance of unintentional clues. Binary-choice items, i.e. true 

or false items, put a focus on the assessment of the abilities of a test taker to 

differentiate between two alternatives. Therefore it provides “simple and direct 

indices of whether a particular point has been comprehended or not” (Brown et al. 
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2002: 66). Concerning the formulation, long and complex sentences or questions 

should be avoided. The aspect that is most often discussed in connection to true or 

false items is the problem of the high guessing factor because test takers have a 50 

per cent chance of solving an item without understanding it. Variations of multiple 

choice items can reduce the guessing factor drastically. By having to choose from 

more than two options only “[m]ultiple choice items reduce the 50% guessing 

factor found in binary-choice tests to 33%, 25%, or 20% depending on whether 

three, four, or five options are used” (Brown et al. 2002: 68). The guessing factor is 

also an issue related to matching items. In order to prevent the test taker from 

guessing the correct order or arrangement there should be more options presented 

in column B than there are prompts in column A. Matching exercises are fairly 

limited because they can only measure the test takers’ ability “to associate one set of 

facts with another, or one set of definitions with the words they define” (Brown et 

al. 2002: 67). Summing up, criterion-referenced test items, no matter what form 

they have, should be designed in such a way that they reduce ambiguity, i.e. they 

should include concrete, comprehensible instructions and make clear what the test 

taker is supposed to do. 

For the analysis that will follow in the discussion of the research questions I want 

to analyse the items based on a selection of the most important characteristics that 

have been collected from several different publications (Kitao et al. 1999; Henning 

1987; Gronlund 1965).  

- Are the distractors plausible? 

- Are there convergent options?  

- Is most of the information part of the item stem or is it part of the alternative 

answers? 

- Are the words used in the options taken from the stem or have they been 

rephrased? 

- Are there negative formulations used in the item? 

- Is the length of the alternative options approximately the same? Is the correct 

answer positioned randomly in each of the positions approximately an equal 

number of times? 
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- Is the question based on a possible misunderstanding of the text? 

- Does the test taker require information outside of the reading passage in order 

to solve it? 

- Is the item constructed as an imperfect match? 

These factors will be part of the analysis in the discussion of research question 2. 

Obviously not all of these characteristics can be applied for every type of multiple 

choice format because they all have very specific and individual features.  
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5. Research Questions 

5.1. What different ways of preparing learners for objective test 

     formats are there? 

Broad guidelines that should help students to prepare for the standardised or  

New Matura can be found on the homepage of the university of Innsbruck 

(http://www.uibk.ac.at/srp/aufgaben_englisch.html, 10 June 2012). These study 

tips include rather universal strategies that learners can follow in order to be well 

prepared. Careful and exact reading of the instructions that come with every test 

item is the basis for understanding the task. It is recommended that the learner tries 

to locate every text passage that fits the given question and answer the question 

afterwards. Advice that concerns multiple choice questions specifically suggests that 

the learner should not read the questions concerning a text before having read the 

whole text. The test taker is advised to formulate his or her own answer before 

identifying the correct answer among the alternative choices. Preparation includes 

the use of such reading passages and the items that fit the content of this passage in 

the classroom setting.  

The matching exercises included in the newly developed material represent two 

different versions. In some matching exercises test takers are required to match 

headlines to short passages of a text in others the task is to answer short questions 

concerning a text by matching sentence fragments. Matching exercises test the 

ability of the test taker to understand the opinion or the detail expressed in the 

question. The text has to be read several times in order to match the questions and 

the answer options. One way of preparing for multiple matching tasks is to read a 

text and highlight opinions, facts and ideas separately.  

Guidelines to prepare for true or false items include careful reading because in 

these items there are mostly only small details that are not conform to the text. It is 

explained that if a statement is true the whole statement has to be completely true. 

The same applies for false statements, which have to be totally incorrect. Not given 

statement are those that present completely new ideas that are not part of the text. 

It is suggested to read quickly through the whole text for a basic understanding. 

Afterwards the statements should be read carefully. In order to decide whether a 

statement is true, false or not given the text has to be re-read with the aim to find 

the relevant passage.  
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It is obvious that all of these guidelines can be transferred to the work that is done 

in the language classroom. Therefore the next important question that has to be 

answered is concerned with the test taker preparation via textbooks.  

 

5.2. Does the New Matura use examples that are comparable to the 

     textbook examples? 

The following discussion of research question 2 presents the focus of my 

investigation. Generally speaking the examples in the New Matura include the 

following objective test formats: multiple choice questions, matching, short answer 

questions, true/false/not given, editing and word formation. The New Matura uses 

multiple choice items that only have one correct solution. The questions that are 

asked are always related to a text that is presented previously. The matching 

exercises used in the New Matura are designed in a way that there are more words 

or phrases in Column B that can be matched to Column A. There is the possibility 

that more than one answer is correct. If that should be the case it is clearly 

indicated. The examples that can be found on the homepage of the university of 

Innsbruck and www.bifie.at provide a good illustration of the presentation of the 

items in the New Matura. They will be analysed in terms of several characteristic 

that have been established in section 4.6. Also textbook examples will be included 

in the analysis in order to find out if the textbook examples are comparable to those 

used in the actual Matura exam. The following grid shows an overview of the parts 

that are to be analysed for each item in each task. There may be slight adjustments 

made for the individual testing formats. 

Characteristics Item 1 Item 2 Item 3 

a. Are the distractors 
plausible? 

   

b. Are there convergent 
options? 

   

c. Is most of the 
information part of 
the stem? 

   

d. Does the item use 
the same wording as 
the text? 
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e. Are there negative or 
double negative 
formulations? 

   

f. Is the length of the 
alternatives 
approximately equal? 

   

g. Is the correct answer 
positioned 
randomly? 

 

 

With the help of these characteristics a comparative analysis of objective testing 

tasks from textbooks and the New Matura will be established. For my analysis I am 

going to use examples from “Make Your Way Ahead 8” as well as samples taken 

from the testing booklet provided by the university of Innsbruck and bifie. I am 

going to analyse representative examples for each of testing formats from the New 

Matura individually before comparing them to examples from a recently revised 

textbook called “Make Your Way Ahead 8” in order to answer the question if the 

New Matura use examples that are comparable to the text book examples in terms 

of formulation, difficulty and clues for finding the correct answer. The examples 

have been chosen randomly, without any preference concerning the topic. But the 

examples that will be analysed all have approximately the same length. It is 

important to stress the fact, that the scope of this thesis does not allow for a general 

conclusion concerning objective testing formats. The analysis will present a limited 

comparison that holds true for the examples included in this thesis. Using the 

above grid, only the most interesting points will be discussed. The abbreviations Y 

and N that will be used in the analysis stand for ‘Yes’ and ‘No’ as answers to the 

questions posed in the left column. 

 

5.2.1. Multiple Choice Tasks 

In the latest version of “Make your Way 8” there are several multiple choice  

tasks that should prepare the learners for the New Matura. These will be used for 

the following analysis as well as examples from the test booklets provided by  

bifie and the university of Innsbruck. The instructions for the multiple choice items 
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is formulated the same way for every task from the textbook as well as from the 

New Matura, and looks like the following:  

Read the extract from a novel, then choose the correct answer (A, B, C or D) 
for questions 1-6 and put a X in the correct box. 

All tasks presented in the textbook consist of a stem that introduces a specific 

problem in the form of a direct or indirect question. There are no incomplete or 

complete statements included.  

In order to distinguish the various tasks and items from each other they will be 

referred to as the following table shows. The various tasks will be listed with the 

according headline. Tasks 1 – 4 have been taken from the “Make Your Way Ahead 

8” and tasks 5 and 6 have been taken from the test booklets provided by the bifie.  

Task 1 
“Keeping it 
up” 

Task 2 
“The 
Warning” 

Task 3 
“Reality 
TV” 

Task 4 
“My flight 
from 
fantasy” 

Task 5 
“A short 
history of 
tractors in 
Ukrainian”. 

Task 6 
“The price of 
the 
Olympics” 

includes 
Item 5A-5H 

Includes 
Item 6A-6F 

includes 
Item 1A-1F  

includes  
Item 2A-2F 

includes  
Item 3A-3F 

includes 
Item 4A-4F 

 

5.2.2. Multiple Choice Tasks – New Matura 

The next section will analyse examples from the New Matura that are already 

available online. Furthermore tasks will be taken from a testing booklet that has 

been provided by the bifie and the university of Innsbruck. This booklet represents 

a selection of various multiple choice tasks that could be part of the standardised 

Matura. 

 

5.2.2.1. Multiple Choice Task 1 

The first multiple choice task that is analysed is entitled “Keeping it up” and it 

includes eight items based on the reading passage, each with four answer choices. 

Table 1 provides an overview of multiple choice task 1.  
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Table 1: Overview MC Task 1. 

 

If we have a closer look at characteristics a, b and c it is noticeable that all items 

belonging to MC task 1 were constructed very carefully. All of the distractors are 

plausible because they spin around the same topic and are in some way part of the 

text. There are no convergent options included in the answer alternatives and the 

items were designed in the best possible way so there is no need for rephrasing 

them. Most of the information is part of the stem and there is no repetition in the 

alternative options. 

Concerning the use of words that come directly from the text it is evident that 

items 1A, 1D, and 1F do not include words that relate directly to the reading 

passage. On the contrary items 1B, 1C, 1E, 1G and 1H use words that have been 

Characteristics Item 
1A 

Item 
1B 

Item 
1C 

Item 
1D 

Item 
1E 

Item 
1F 

Item 
1G 

Item 
1H 

a. Are the 
distractors 
plausible? 

Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y 

b. Are there 
convergent 
options? 

N N N N N N N N 

c. Is most of the 
information 
part of the 
stem? 

Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y 

d. Does the item 
use the same 
wording as the 
text? 

N Y Y N Y N Y Y 

e. Are there 
negative or 
double negative 
formulations? 

N N N N N N N N 

f. Is the length of 
the alternatives 
approximately 
equal? 

Y Y Y Y N N N Y 

g. Is the correct 
answer 
positioned 
randomly 

Y 
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adopted from the text. Items 1B and 1C only use the words from the passage in 

some distractors whereas items 1E, 1G and 1H use the words from the text in the 

distractors as well as in the stem. Interestingly, most of the words are used in the 

distractors but not in the key in order to make the distractors more attractive to the 

test takers.  

The test items of task 1 do not include any negative or double negative 

formulations. Moreover, length clues are not part of these items. There are some 

items where the alternatives are not of equal length, but the longest and most 

complex answer is never the key to one of the questions. Accordingly it is assumed 

that the most elaborate answer in items 1E, 1F and 1G are used to distract the test 

takers. 

Rory headed the little boys’ ball in the air  

A and proved how skilful he was at football 

B although he was annoyed at first when the ball hit his table. 

C because the boys wanted him to. 

D although he was feeling so hot and angry. 

These longer answers also include the previously mentioned words that have been 

taken over from the reading passage. The words that derive from the text are 

marked in yellow and can be found in the stem as well as in all three distractors. 

Only option A, which is the key to item 1G, does not contain any of the content 

words. Over and above that task 1 serves as an ideal example of key distribution. 

The correct answer is placed randomly in each of the possible positions an equal 

number of times. 

Item 1A D Item 1E D 

Item 1B C Item 1F C 

Item 1C B Item 1G A 

Item 1D A Item 1H B 
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5.2.2.2. Multiple Choice Task 2 

The second task from the New Matura booklet is called “The Warning” and it 

includes six items referring to the text. Table 2 provides an overview of MC task 2. 

Characteristics Item 
2A 

Item 
2B 

Item 
2C 

Item 
2D 

Item 
2E 

Item 
2F 

a. Are the distractors 
plausible? 

Y Y Y Y Y Y 

b. Are there convergent 
options? 

N Y N N N N 

c. Is most of the 
information part of 
the stem? 

Y Y Y Y Y Y 

d. Does the item use the 
same wording as the 
text? 

Y N Y N Y Y 

e. Are there negative or 
double negative 
formulations? 

N N N N N N 

f. Is the length of the 
alternatives 
approximately equal? 

Y N Y N Y N 

g. Is the correct answer 
positioned randomly? 

N 

Table 2: Overview MC Task 2. 

 

All the distractors constructed for MC task 2 are plausible in connection to the text. 

They include information that is part of the reading passage, thus they fulfil their 

task of distracting the test takers. Concerning characteristic b it is noticeable that 

item 2B includes two convergent distractors, where one of them is the key to the 

question.  

Tom’s opinion of the new cleaner was that 

A his conversation was rather boring. 

B he was the best cleaner they ever had. 

C he was good but he got in the way. 

D his work was first class. * 
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Distractor B could also be correct, because neither the formulation “first class” nor 

“best cleaner they ever had” is part of the text. The test taker has to decide, which 

answer is the best choice according to the text.  

Regarding the formulation of the items it is noticeable that they have been designed 

carefully. None of the items calls for a revision because most of the information is 

part of the stem.  

In most of the items the task developers used the same wording as in the reading 

passage, except for items 2B and 2D. In item 2B only the stem includes the word 

“cleaner” that comes directly from the text. And in item 2D only the word 

“building” is taken from the passage. Therefore these items can be considered as 

being more difficult than the others because the test taker has to re-read the 

corresponding sections in order to find the correct solution.  

As I have mentioned before, MC task 2 has been constructed carefully so it is not 

surprising that there are no negative or double negative formulations included. But 

concerning the length of the distractors it is obvious that items 2B, 2D and 2F 

include length clues. In the case of item 2F, the longest and most elaborate answer 

is also the key to the question. In items 2B and 2D the reverse is the case, the 

shortest answer options form the key to the questions. Thus these items could be 

revised because most of the criticism concerns items 2B and 2D. 

With regard to the position of he key it is clear that not all of the options have been 

used equally. Options A, B and C only have been used once whereas option D was 

the key three times. Therefore it would be advisable to rearrange the options in 

order to reach a random order of answer keys.  

 

 

 

 

Item 2A A Item 2D C 

Item 2B D Item 2E D 

Item 2C B Item 2F D 
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5.2.3. Multiple Choice Tasks – Textbook Examples 

5.2.3.1. Multiple Choice Task 3 

In order to compare these examples with the previously analysed examples from 

the New Matura testing booklets, the same grid will be used.  

Multiple choice task 3 is entitled “Reality TV: a dearth of talent and the death of 

morality” and contains six items on the reading passage with four answer choices. 

Table 3 presents an overview of the characteristics of MC item 3.  

Characteristics Item 
3A 

Item 
3B 

Item 
3C 

Item 
3D 

Item 
3E 

Item 
3F 

a. Are the distractors 
plausible? 

Y Y Y Y Y Y 

b. Are there 
convergent options? 

N N N N N N 

c. Is most of the 
information part of 
the stem? 

Y N N Y Y Y 

d. Does the item use 
the same wording as 
the text? 

N N N N N N 

e. Are there negative 
or double negative 
formulations? 

N N N Y N N 

f. Is the length of the 
alternatives 
approximately 
equal? 

Y N Y Y N Y 

g. Is the correct 
answer positioned 
randomly? 

N 

Table 3: Overview MC Task 3. 

 

Concerning characteristic c it is noticeable that only items 3B and 3C could be 

formulated in a more efficient way by changing the direct question to an incomplete 

statement. The difference becomes obvious if the original item 3B is compared to 

an alternative formulation. The original version is presented in the textbook as 

follows: 
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Why does he believe reality TV shows are worth studying? 

  A everyone is talking about them. 

  B because their popularity offers insight into the human race. 

  C because they are the future of TV. 

  D because they are everywhere. 

Following the characteristics of a well designed item that have been established in 

section 4.3. an alternative version could look like this: 

  The author believes that reality TV shows are worth studying because 

  A everyone is talking about them. 

  B their popularity offers insight into the human race. 

  C they are the future of TV. 

  D they are everywhere. 

Interestingly, none of the items uses words that come directly from the reading 

passage, which makes it more difficult for the test takers to identify the correct 

option. One feature that is part of item 3D is that is makes use of a negative 

formulation.  

Which of the following activities does the author not refer to in his list of typical 
  reality show behaviour? 

  A preparing meals. 

  B arguing with other contestants. 

  C taking clothes off. 

  D talking to the camera. 

The learner is required to identify the only option that is not included in the text. 

The negative formulation is emphasised by underlining the word “not” in order to 

ensure that the test takers do not fall in danger of over reading it.  

In items 3B and 3E it is obvious that one option is longer than the other three 

alternatives, what might provide a clue for the test taker. In the case of those two 

questions the longest option is the correct answer.  

Concerning the spreading of the correct answers it is clear that MC task 3 does not 

make use of every position. The keys are distributed as follows. Obviously, position 

D is never used for the correct option, whereas position C is used three times and 

position A is used twice.  
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Item 3A C Item 3D A 

Item 3B B Item 3E A 

Item 3C C Item 3F C 

 

5.2.3.2. Multiple Choice Task 4 

The second task that is analysed is entitled “My flight from fantasy” and contains 

six items on the reading passage with four answer choices. Table 4 presents an 

overview of the characteristics of MC task 4.  

Characteristics Item 
4A 

Item 
4B 

Item 
4C 

Item 
4D 

Item 
4E 

Item 
4F 

a. Are the distractors 
plausible? 

Y Y Y Y Y Y 

b. Are there 
convergent options? 

Y N N N N N 

c. Is most of the 
information part of 
the stem? 

Y Y N Y Y N 

d. Does the item use 
the same wording as 
the text? 

Y Y N N N Y 

e. Are there negative 
or double negative 
formulations? 

N N N N N N 

f. Is the length of the 
alternatives 
approximately 
equal? 

Y N N Y N N 

g. Is the correct 
answer positioned 
randomly? 

Y 

Table 4: Overview MC Task 4. 

 

As we can see in table 4, every possible answer is plausible for the reading passage. 

Clearly they have been carefully designed in order to fulfil the function of a good 

distractor. As far as Item 4A is concerned we can see that it includes convergent 

answers. Therefore a closer look on that question is necessary.  
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From what she tells us in the first paragraph, which of these might the author be 
  happy doing? 

  A Eating a steak. 

  B Reading a map. 

  C Eating Marmite in Italy. 

  D Talking to someone she doesn’t know. 

Noticeably answer options A and C are convergent because they concern the same 

topic. It is obvious for a learner that one of those options has to be the correct 

solution. As a possible solution to this problem the alternative answers should 

either be completely different to each other or all of the distractors should be 

concerned with the activity of eating.  

As far as the characteristic c is concerned it is notable that not all of the items have 

been formulated ideally. Items 4A, 4B, 4D and 4E are formulated in such a way 

that most of the information is part of the item stem. But items 4C and 4F could 

have been written in a more efficient way. Both items repeat a sentence fragment in 

every answer option, which makes the question more time consuming to read. The 

question could be changed similarly to MC task 3, by changing the direct question 

to an incomplete statement in order to avoid repetition.  

In items 4A, 4B and 4F the test taker will be able to identify words that come 

directly from the text. This repetition of the words from the reading passage might 

represent a response clue for some test takers to choose the option that uses the 

same wording. Item 4F serves as an example. 

  Why does the author believe she will not be taking any more long flights? 

  A Because she is concerned about the damage flying does to the environment. 

  B Because she is afraid that other journeys won’t be as good. 

  C Because she is afraid of bird flu. 

  D Because she’s still really afraid of flying. 

The words “damage” and “environment” in option A have been taken directly 

from the passage in the text. Also alternative C uses the word “bird flu” which is 

also part of the text but very easy to eliminate as correct option. 

In terms of formulation none of the items in MC task 4 use negative or double 

negative formulations. With regard to characteristic f it is obvious that only two 

items have been designed carefully without implying any answer clues. But items 
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4C, 4E and 4F make use of response clues in the form of length clues that might 

indicate the correct answer. As an example of length clues in task 4, a difference in 

answer length is presented in item 4C: 

  Why did she find her US experience exciting? 

  A Because she got to discuss US politics with real Americans. 

  B Because things were so cheap there. 

  C Because she liked being in an environment that she didn’t understand 100%. 

  D Because the people were genuinely friendly and ready to help. 

Answer option C, which is the correct solution, is noticeably longer compared to 

the other alternatives and thereby offers a hint to the test takers. Besides, also item 

4B includes a distractor that is fairly long compared to the other alternatives, but 

the longest alternative is not the correct option in item 4C. Therefore it is assumed 

that distractor D is supposed to irritate test takers by its length.  

As far as the position of the correct answer is concerned, in task 4 the key is 

presented in every answer option. The correct answers are distributed as follows. 

As we can see options A and B are only used once as the position of the key 

whereas options C and D are used as the correct answer twice. Therefore it can be 

said that the key has been positioned randomly and makes use of all four positions. 

Item 4A C Item 4D D 

Item 4B B Item 4E D 

Item 4C C Item 4F A 

 

5.2.3.3. Multiple Choice Task 5 

The third task displays a more difficult task because a conversation between father 

and daughter is part of the reading passage. It is entitled “A short history of tractors 

in Ukrainian”. The reason for the higher level of difficulty is that the protagonists 

of the story express their feelings, emotions and opinions, which can be more 

difficult to identify and interpret than factual information. An overview is provided 

by table 5. 
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Characteristics Item 
5A 

Item 
5B 

Item 
5C 

Item 
5D 

Item 
5E 

Item 
5F 

a. Are the distractors 
plausible? 

Y Y Y Y Y Y 

b. Are there convergent 
options? 

N N N N N N 

c. Is most of the 
information part of 
the stem? 

Y Y Y Y Y Y 

d. Does the item use the 
same wording as the 
text? 

N Y N N N Y 

e. Are there negative or 
double negative 
formulations? 

Y N N N N N 

f. Is the length of the 
alternatives 
approximately equal? 

Y Y Y Y Y Y 

g. Is the correct answer 
positioned randomly? 

N 

Table 5: Overview MC Task 5. 

 

In the case of multiple choice task 5 the most interesting part is described by 

characteristic d. Items 5B and 5F use the same words that also occur in the passage 

itself. But other than usually the words that are repeated in the item only appear in 

the incorrect options. Thus these distractors clearly want to make the test takers to 

read carefully in order to find the correct answer. 

  Which of these things do we learn about Valentina in the last paragraph? 

  A She has a relative in the UK. 

  B She drives a Lada. 

  C she speaks English really well. 

  D She wants to work as a cleaner. 

The corresponding passage from the text is quoted in order to understand the 

following discussion: 
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She has an uncle in Selby, and has come to visit him on a tourist visa. She wants to make a 

new life for herself and her son in the West, a good life, with good job, good money, nice 

car – absolutely no Lada no Skoda – good education for son – must be Oxford Cambridge, 

nothing less. She is an educated woman, by the way. Has a diploma in pharmacy. She will 

easily find well-paid work here, once she learns English. In the meantime, he is helping her 

with her English, and she is cleaning the house and looking after him. (excerpt Task 5) 

In item 5F the words “Lada”, “English” and “cleaner” (marked yellow) come 

directly from the last paragraph of the text, but they do not imply the correct 

answer. In order to be able to solve the item the test taker has to understand that 

“Selby” (marked green) is a town in the UK. But also without the background 

knowledge about “Selby” being a town in the UK, option A is still an attractive 

option because the other options can be eliminated by reading the text carefully.  

Item 5A includes a negative formulation that is, like it was the case in MC task 3, 

emphasised by underlining the negative word “not”.  

  Which of the following is not true about Nadezhda’s father’s new girlfriend? 

  A She is almost fifty years younger than him. 

  B She has been married before. 

  C She has a child. 

  D She is not very attractive. 

Again the key to the questions does not occur in every position. The answers 

appear in the following order. Options A, B and D are used twice but the correct 

answer never occurs in position C. 

Item 5A D Item 5D A 

Item 5B B Item 5E B 

Item 5C D Item 5F A 

 

5.2.3.4. Multiple Choice Task 6 

The sixth multiple choice task that is analysed is entitled “The price of the 

Olympics” and contains again six items based on the reading passage with four 

answer choices. Table 6 presents an overview of the characteristics of MC task 6.  
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Characteristics Item 
6A 

Item 
6B 

Item 
6C 

Item 
6D 

Item 
6E 

Item 
6F 

a. Are the distractors 
plausible? 

Y Y Y Y Y Y 

b. Are there convergent 
options? 

N N N N N N 

c. Is most of the 
information part of 
the stem? 

Y Y Y Y Y Y 

d. Does the item use the 
same wording as the 
text? 

Y Y N Y N N 

e. Are there negative or 
double negative 
formulations? 

N N N N N N 

f. Is the length of the 
alternatives 
approximately equal? 

Y Y N Y Y Y 

g. Is the correct answer 
positioned randomly? 

N 

Table 6: Overview MC Task 6. 

 

Looking at characteristic d it is clear that items 6B and 6D use language from the 

text. An interesting aspect in item 6D is that only the distractors use the word 

“views” (marked yellow) that occurs in the reading passage several times. Merely 

the key does not include language from the text. 

How are the developers able to keep offering apartments with great views?  

   A They have bought up all the waterfront where the views are the best.  

   B They keep the buildings low so everyone can enjoy the views.  

   C They build taller and taller buildings.  

   D They buy up the houses with the good views and redevelop them.  

These distractors A, B and D have the potential of irritating the test takers because 

they could either assume that all distractors are concerned with the view and 

therefore option C has to be correct, or they could assume that one of the answer 

that include the word “views” has to be the key.  

Another aspect that is worth noticing is that the positioning of the key is not 

balanced. Like in tasks 3 and 5, there is no balance in the distribution of the key 
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because option A is never the position of the correct answer whereas option C is 

used as the key position three times. 

Item 6A D Item 6D C 

Item 6B C Item 6E C 

Item 6C D Item 6F B 

 

5.2.4. Evaluation of the Multiple Choice Tasks 

Overall, the multiple choice tasks could be improved in various areas. As far as the 

examples from the New Matura are concerned, only a few improvements should be 

considered. Three items of task 1 include length clues that should be corrected in 

order to avoid guessing. Furthermore in task 2 the distribution of the correct 

answer should be revised in order to achieve a balance in the arrangement of the 

answer key. Moreover the convergent options in item 2B should be rewritten in 

order to avoid the elimination of the remaining two options. 

Concerning the textbook examples, task 3 lacks efficiency in the formulation of 

items 3B and 3C. They could be formulated as an incomplete statement rather than 

a direct question. By reformulating these items repetition can be avoided and the 

test taker would need less time to read all alternatives. The same holds true for 

multiple choice task 4, where items 4C and 4F should be rephrased in order to 

include most of the information in the item stem and not in the alternatives. 

Concerning the length of clues that are given in some items, it would be advisable 

to adapt those answer alternatives. This is the case in task 3 where items 3B and 3E 

indicate the correct answer by sentence length and also task 4 where items 4C, 4E 

and 4F include length hints that might encourage test takers to choose the most 

elaborate answer. 

As far as convergent answers are concerned, only item 3A of task 3 could be 

modified by making all of the distractors treat the topic of eating or by changing 

option A to a different subject area in order to avoid convergent options.  

Regarding the positioning of the key only task 4 presents the correct solution every 

position. But answer D is used twice in questions that directly follow each other, 
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which could be changed in the task in order to achieve a balanced distribution of 

correct answers. Tasks 3, 5 and 6 do not balance their positioning of the correct 

solution. The key is positioned randomly but does not appear in every possible 

position. 

 

5.2.5. True/False/Not Given Tasks 

As a special type of multiple choice question, true/false/not given tasks are used to 

identify the correctness of statements of fact or definitions. Therefore test 

constructors have to pay attention to various factors of those alternative-response 

format tasks.  

The instructions for the true/false/not given items is formulated the same way for 

every item from the textbook as well as from the New Matura, and it appears 

before the actual task starts. Here is an illustration of the instructions provided. 

 

Read the text below, then decide whether the statements (24-30) are true (T), 

false (F) or not given (NG) in the text. Put a T in the correct box. 

 

In the case of true/false/not given exercises the grid used for the analysis of the 

multiple choice items has to be adjusted in order to be able to capture those special 

features of true/false/not given items. The grid that follows includes an overview 

of the criteria that will analysed in the true/false/not given items.  

Characteristics Item 
7A 

Item 
7B 

Item 
7C 

Item 
7D 

Item 
7E 

Item 
7F 

a. Is the question based 
on a 
misunderstanding? 

      

b. Does the item use 
the same wording as 
the text? 

      

c. Are there negative or 
double negative 
formulations? 

      

d. Is outside 
information required? 

      



   79 

 

 

The characteristics that have been added to the grid investigate if the question 

asked is based on a possible misunderstanding in the text or if the test takers 

require information that is not included in the text. Furthermore characteristics that 

have already been introduced will be analysed such as wording, negative 

formulation or positioning of the key.  

The following table should serve as a guideline in order to have a better overview 

of the true/false/not given tasks that will be analysed. Task 7 has been taken from 

the bifie test booklet whereas tasks 8 and 9 come from “Make Your Way Ahead 8”. 

Task 7 
“I Skied Down Mt. 
Everest” 

Task 8 
“Golfer in gambling 
debt shock” 

Task 9 
“Touch the top of 
the world”. 

includes  
Item 7A-7J 

includes  
Item 8A-8J 

includes 
Item 9A-9J 

 

5.2.6. True/False/Not Given Tasks – New Matura 

5.2.6.1. True/False/Not Given Task 7 

As far as the examples from the New Matura are concerned, they are very similar to 

those taken from the textbook. Therefore one example should serve as a 

representation for this category. The item is entitled “I Skied Down Mt. Everest” 

and it includes seven items that have to be answered with the help of the reading 

passage. Table 7 provides an overview of T/F/NG task 7. 

Characteristics 7A 7B 7C 7D 7E 7F 7G 7H 7I 7J 

a. Is the question based 
on a 
misunderstanding? 

Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y 

b. Does the item use 
the same wording as 
the text? 

Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y 

c. Are there negative or 
double negative 
formulations? 

N N N N N N N N N N 

e. Is the key positioned 
randomly? 
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d. Is outside 
information 
required? 

N N N N N N N N N N 

e. Is the key positioned 
randomly? 

Y 

Table 7: Overview T/F/NG Task 7. 

 

Every item in T/F/NG task 7 uses the opportunity to challenge the test takers by 

using statements that refer to the text. The reading passage needs to be read 

carefully in order to answer correctly.  

Regarding the formulation of the items in T/F/NG task 7 it is noticeable that every 

item includes words that come directly from the text. These items provide hints 

that can help the test taker to locate the information that is needed to solve the 

task. But similarly to the examples taken from the textbook it is necessary to 

examine the reading passage carefully  

The weight of the oxygen packs slowed the climbers down.  T F NG 

If the test taker re-reads the relevant paragraph in the text the word “oxygen” and 

“oxygen pack” will be found but the answer to the question is still ‘not given’.  

[…] lack of oxygen sucks the warmth right out of you. Carrying oxygen packs to 

stay alive was new for me, but 37 days after arriving at Mt. Everest Base Camp, we 

reached the summit. 

Furthermore, neither negative formulations are included in the items nor do the test 

takers need information that goes beyond the text to answer the questions.  

The key is positioned randomly and appears in every available position. Similarly to 

the true/false/not given tasks from the textbook there is an equal number of true 

and false keys and only 2 items where the correct answer is ‘not given’. 
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5.2.7. True/False/Not Given Tasks– Textbook Examples 

5.2.7.1. True/False/Not Given Task 8 

The second true/false/not given task from the textbook in use to be analysed is 

entitled “Golfer in gambling debt shock” and it includes 10 items concerning the 

reading passage. Table 8 shows an overview of T/F/NG task 8. 

Characteristics 8A 8B 8C 8D 8E 8F 8G 8H 8I 8J 

a. Is the question based 
on a 
misunderstanding? 

Y Y N Y Y Y Y Y Y Y 

b. Does the item use 
the same wording as 
the text? 

Y Y N Y Y Y N N Y N 

c. Are there negative or 
double negative 
formulations? 

N N N N N N N N N N 

d. Is outside 
information 
required? 

N N N N N N N N N N 

e. Is the key positioned 
randomly? 

Y 

Table 8: Overview T/F/NG Task 8. 

As far as characteristic a is concerned, it is visible that only item 8C does not refer 

to a problem or statement presented in the reading passage. Because the correct 

answer to item 8C is “not given” it is very easy for the test taker to answer this 

question because the content of the item is not mentioned in the text. This does 

not hold true for all items where the correct answer is “not given”, because very 

often the information needed to answer the question is formulated in a different 

way in order to encourage careful reading. Except for item 8C, every other item 

uses the opportunity to challenge the test taker by referring to events, comments or 

facts from the text that need to be read carefully in order to answer correctly.  

Regarding the formulation of the questions it is noticeable that six out of ten items 

use words that come directly from the text. These items provide hints that can help 

the test taker to locate the required information in the reading passage. But even if 

these clues are included in the question itself the test taker still needs to read 

carefully in order to answer the question correctly.  
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As an illustration item 8B is compared to the passage where the corresponding 

information can be found. 

His addiction is the first thing he discusses in his new book.  T F NG 
 

Daly discussed his addiction to gambling in the final chapter of his autobiography, 

"John Daly: My Life In and Out of the Rough," to be released next Monday. 

None of the items in this T/F/NG task makes use of negative or double negative 

formulations. Moreover, the test takers do not need any information outside of the 

reading passage to answer the questions. Also the distribution of the key was done 

in an optimal way. There is an equal number of true and false keys and only 2 items 

where the correct answer is ‘not given’. The key is positioned randomly. 

 

5.2.7.2. True/False/Not Given Task 9 

The third true/false/not given task from “Make Your Way Ahead 8” is called 

“Touch the top of the world”. Equal to the previously analysed true/false/not 

given task it includes as reading passage as well as ten corresponding items. Table 9 

gives a brief overview of T/F/NG task 9. 

Characteristics 9A 9B 9C 9D 9E 9F 9G 9H 9I 9J 

a. Is the question based 
on a 
misunderstanding? 

Y Y Y Y Y N Y Y Y Y 

b. Does the item use the 
same wording as the 
text? 

Y Y Y Y Y N Y Y Y N 

c. Are there negative or 
double negative 
formulations? 

N N N N N N N N N N 

d. Is outside information 
required? 

N N N N N N N N N N 

e. Is the key positioned 
randomly? 

Y 

Table 9: Overview T/F/NG Task 9. 
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Regarding characteristic a, only item 9F differs from the other items.  

He used hot water to bring the feeling back to his hands.  T F NG 

It presents a statement that could be considered as being related to the text but it is 

not based on a possible misunderstanding because the author of the text does not 

explain in detail what happens to the hand after putting it back in the glove.  

I stuffed my lifeless hand back inside the glove and beat it against my knee. 

He could either be using cold or hot water but the information is not given in the 

text. Deducing from the text passage I would rather disagree with the authors of 

this item because the correct answer should be ‘not given’ instead of ‘false’.  

Concerning characteristic b, it is obvious that most of the items include words that 

are taken over from the reading passage. Only items 9F and 9J do not use words 

directly related to the text. There are no negative or double negative formulations 

and there is no need for any information outside of the text itself.  

The positioning of the key is similar to the second true/false/not given item that 

has been analysed. The key was positioned randomly in each option an equal 

number of times. 

 

5.2.8. Matching Tasks 

Concerning the matching exercises in the textbook and the New Matura, they 

cannot be analysed in the same way that the multiple choice and true/false/not 

given items have been described. They are not comparable to each other in a similar 

way because there are several types of matching exercises that are included in both 

publications. Therefore the variations of the matching exercises will briefly be 

described in order to see what different tasks can be part of the learning and testing 

of multiple matching exercises.  

 

5.2.9. Matching Tasks– Textbook Examples 

5.2.9.1. Matching Task 10 

In the case of the textbook under review there are basically three types of matching 

exercises included in the book. Firstly, a common type of activity is included where 
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the students have to match two columns against each other after having been 

introduced to a certain topic. Matching task 10 demonstrates how these exercises 

may be constructed. 

These days there are many different types of family. Here are some.  

Match these with the definitions. 

1 nuclear family a Used to talk about all the relatives in a family, 
including grand- parents, aunts, uncles etc. 

2 extended family b A family with only a mother or a father caring for 
the children.  

3 single parent family c The family created when two divorced people 
remarry and bring their children with them. 

4 blended family d A family which offers temporary care for 
parentless children, until a permanent family can 
be found for them. 

5 adoptive family e The ‘traditional’ family consisting of the mother, 
father and children. 

6 foster family f A family in which the children are not biologically 
related to their parents. 

Figure 3: “Make Your Way Ahead 8”, Matching Exercise, p. 90. 

 

Noticeably, on the left side there is column A, which presents a term that has to be 

matched against the corresponding definition in column B. Against what has been 

described in section 4.5. there is an equal amount of definitions and terms. 

 

5.2.9.2. Matching Task 11 

Secondly, a large amount of matching exercises in the textbook focus on the 

matching of extracts from the text to the equivalent passages where they have been 

taken from. Matching task 11 shows an excerpt of such a matching task.  

An invisible army of workers strikes for the right to be seen 
US wants it both ways – closed borders and cheap labour 

The best place to witness America’s immigration dilemmas is not the US-Mexican border. 

Go instead to any suburban school and see the Latino nanny, an illegal immigrant, picking 

up the children while their middle-class parents are still at work. Or stand outside any 

office block in the evening and watch the Mexican janitors go in to scrub out the toilets as 

the suited workers go home. 
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1  __________ 

America’s reliance on illeagal immigrant labour – to keep the economy buzzing, prices low 

and the standard of living higher than anywhere else in the wolrd – is the worst.kept secret 

in the US economy, and everyone knows it. 

2 __________ 

Publicly, most people deplore it. Privately, everyone does it – often while simultaneously 

demanding tighter border controls and greater restrictions on immigration. At best, the 

general American attitude towards employing illegal immigrants involves a strange form of 

double-think. At worst, it is hypocritical.  

3 __________ 

Figure 4: “Make Your Way Ahead 8”, “An invisible army of workers strikes for the 
right to be seen”, p. 144. 
 

The learners are required to choose which of the extracts A-F fit into the numbered 

gaps in the article. There is always one extra paragraph that should distract the 

students because it does not fit in any of the gaps.  

A American conservatives now want the millions of illegal immigrants in the US 
classified as felons and a fence built quickly along the Mexican border. 

B Since 1986, it has been illegal to employ workers without the necessary work 
permit and residency papers, yet the employment of illegal labour is endemic. 
Everyone knows about it. 

C On the other hand, no media attention is ever directed at the plights of the illegal 
immigrants themselves; the long hours of work, the appealing conditions many 
face and the constant fear they live in that at any moment they may be found out 
and deported. 

Figure 5: “Make Your Way Ahead 8”, “An invisible army of workers strikes for the 
right to be seen”, p. 145. 

 

5.2.9.3. Matching Task 12 

The third type of matching exercise included in the textbook requires the students 

to identify which of the sections included information that is listed before or after 

the text. Matching task 12 is called “UFO study finds no sign of aliens” and 

demonstrates how theses exercises have been constructed.  
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A  
A confidential Ministry of Defence report on Unidentified Flying Objects has 
concluded that there is no proof of alien life forms. In spite of the secrecy 
surrounding the UFO study, it seems citizens of planet Earth have little to worry 
about.  
The report, which was completed in 2000 and stamped “Secret: UK Eyes Only”, 
has been made public for the first time. Only a small number of copies were 
produced and the identity of the man who wrote it has been protected. His 
findings were only made public thanks to the Freedom of Information Act, after 
a request by Sheffield Hallam University academic Dr David Clarke.  
 
B  
The four-year study – entitled “Unidentified Aerial Phenomena in the UK” – 
tackles the long-running question of UFO-spotters: “Is anyone out there?” The 
answer, it seems, is “no”. The 400-page report puts it like this: “No evidence 
exists to suggest that the phenomena seen are hostile or under any type of 
control, other than that of natural physical forces.” It adds: “There is no evidence 
that ‘solid’ objects exist which could cause a collision hazard.” So if there are no 
such things as little green men in spaceships or flying saucers, why have so many 
people reported seeing them? Well, here is the science bit. 

Figure 6: “Make Your Way Ahead 8”, “UFO study finds no sign of aliens”, p. 22-
23. 
 

The students have to answer ten questions by choosing from sections A-D. 

Following the instructions, some choices can be used more than once. The 

questions asked require the students to read the passages very carefully in order to 

locate the matching information.  

 

5.2.10. Matching Tasks – New Matura 

In the New Matura only one type of matching exercises is included, which is very 

different from the matching tasks in the textbook that has been analysed. The type 

of matching used in the New Matura can however be compared to the matching 
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exercises from the book where extracts from the text need to be matched against 

the equivalent passages.  

The matching tasks in the New Matura require the test takers to read a text passage 

where parts have been removed. Afterwards students have to choose the correct 

part for each gap. In every matching exercise appearing in the New Matura there 

are more parts that could be matched than there are gaps to be filled. Concerning 

the number of gaps to be filled, there is a variation depending on the text passage. 

The number of questions ranges from six to ten questions or gaps to be filled. 

Similar to the true/false/not given and multiple choice tasks, there is always one 

example provided that has already been solved.  

 

5.2.10.1. Matching Task 13 

Matching task 13 shows the design and construction of these tasks with an example 

taken from the bifie test booklet (p. 4-5). 

All the Wolrd’s a Stage 

When he saw Jamie’s name on the display, Sid pressed the answer button. 
“Have I got news for you!” Jamie sounded excited. 
“What’s up?” 
“You know how Mr Crane said )0) ____ for our next production? Well, I know 

who’s getting the lead part.” 
 
Sid’s heart stood still. Mr Crane was the drama teacher at Darton High and director 

of the Drama Club of which (Q7) ____. Both were intending to apply for 
Drama College when they left school and a main part in King Lear or 
Hamlet would be a dream come true. 

 
“How about starting at the beginning and telling me the whole story.” Sid said 

slowly. Jamie could get rather carried away at times. 
“Right! Well, (Q8) ____ after the rehearsal – this was after you’d left – when I 

heard him on the phone…” 
“Who?” Sid interrupted. 
“Mr Crane, of course. He was waiting for me to finish so he could lock up.” 
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A he so much wanted it for himself 

B he was sure to be accepted 

C we were going to do Shakespeare 

D Mr Crane wanted a word with Sid and Jamie 

E Jamie and Sid were the two most enthusiastic members 

F Shakespeare wrote all the best plays. 

G Things were not turning out 

H Macbeth was the best name for him 

I he can definitely handle Macbeth 

J I was putting the stuff away 

Figure 7: Schriftliche Reifeprüfung aus Englisch (7 Mai 2012.), “All the Wolrd’s a 
Stage”, p. 4-5. 

 

5.2.10.2. Matching Task 14 

The second type of matching exercise that occurs in the New Matura is a variation 

of the previously described task. The test takers are confronted with an interview 

where the eliminated parts are the questions the interviewer asks. Matching task 14 

illustrates the design of such items by showing an extract of the reading passage and 

the corresponding questions.  
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A What are your ultimate goals for your career and your private life? 

B Do you ever think about giving up skiing? 

C Do you miss the camaraderie? 

D Have you always wanted to become a skier? 

E Why did you separate from the U.S. ski team? 

F Are you still the crazy guy you used to be? 

G How would you describe your racing spirit? 

H You had some disappointing races in the past few weeks. Will your 
luck change? 

I What ist he most difficult choice you have ever had to make? 

J Are you on good terms with the other racers? 

K What will you do when you are no longer competing? 

L How do you deal with accidents? 
Figure 8: Schriftliche Reifeprüfung aus Englisch (3. Mai 2010.) “Interview with 
Bode Miller”, p. 6-7. 
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5.2.11. Comparison  

The multiple choice tasks used in the New Matura include more items and 

therefore more questions on one reading passage than the tasks taken from the 

schoolbook. Regarding the number of items, the tasks from the textbook always 

use six items that have to be answered per task, whereas the examples from the 

New Matura vary between six and eight items per reading task. Concerning the 

length of the individual reading passages there is no noticeable difference. The texts 

from the schoolbook range between 528 - 645 words in each text. Similarly the 

items taken from the New Matura include texts that have between 600 - 623 words. 

As it was mentioned above, the instructions take the same form in each of the 

tasks, with the only difference that the New Matura includes one extra item that has 

already been answered in order to demonstrate how the item should be solved.  

All the distractors included in the items that have been analysed are plausible. They 

manage to distract the test takers by using information from the text so that the 

corresponding passages have to be read carefully.  

Concerning the formulation of the distractors and the keys it is noticeable that none 

of the examples taken from the New Matura call for reformulation. They have been 

constructed in an efficient way, as most of the information is part of the stem and 

not of the alternatives. However, some of the questions in connection with texts 

from the schoolbook need to be revised in order to make the items more efficient. 

This also applies for negative formulations, which only occur in items from the 

textbook. Furthermore the textbook examples include more length clues than the 

samples from the New Matura. 

In connection with the distribution of the correct answer both sources of items 

need to be careful when it comes to arrangement of the answers. Some items use all 

the positions for the key to a question, whereas others neglect some positions 

completely. In order to construct a good item it is necessary to consider all 

positions for the key in a random order.  

Regarding true/false/not given items the most obvious dissimilarity between the 

items used in the New Matura and the textbook is that in the Matura examples the 

first question has already been answered. This is done in order to show the test 

takers the way they should solve the other questions. This is not done in any of the 

textbook examples that have been analysed. Another divergence can be found in 
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the number of items that is used in each task. In the textbook examples students 

have to answer 10 items on a reading passage, whereas the Matura tasks only 

present 8 items of which only 7 have to be answered by the test takers themselves.  

Besides these differences the true/false/not given tasks presented in both cases are 

very similar to each other. Both sources include well-constructed items that use 

texts of approximately the same length. A majority of the items include words or 

phrases that have been taken directly from the text. Most of the items under 

consideration are based on a misunderstanding of the text and they do not ask 

questions that would need information that goes beyond the reading passage. 

Concerning the positioning of the key it is evident that all true/false/not given 

tasks try to position the correct answer in a random order. 

As a concluding remark on true/false/not given items it can be said that the items 

under consideration can be compared to each other in terms of the features that 

have been analysed. They have the same way of construction and present the 

questions in a similar manner.  

Finally, the matching items shall be compared to each other. It became obvious that 

in this case the biggest contrast could be identified. The textbook provides a great 

number of practising materials that include a variation of three different types of 

activities. Unfortunately those variations of matching exercises are in a large part 

not included in the New Matura. Only one type of matching exercise from the 

book can be compared to the examples used in the New Matura. In the Matura 

examples that have been analysed the test takers had to choose the correct part, 

question or headline to fill a gap. Similarly, in some textbook examples the students 

were asked to fill gaps with extract eliminated from the text passage.  

Overall, the book offers a good preparation for most of the exercises that have to 

be solved in the New Matura. Especially the multiple choice tasks can be trained by 

the use of a textbook like “Make Your Way Ahead” or other comparable books on 

the market. The tasks are presented in a similar way, which makes it easy for test 

takers to get used to the visual presentation and the formulation of such tasks. 

Furthermore, frequent exposure to true/false/not given items as they appear in the 

textbook can help to prepare test takers for the New Matura, as the exercises have 

been constructed very similar. Unfortunately, the matching tasks that were part of 

the textbook cannot be seen as an adequate preparation for the New Matura. There 
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is a wide range of multiple matching exercises and therefore the schoolbooks 

should be revised in order to provide a wide range of matching exercises. By that 

the test takers get used to this testing format and may be able to deal with new 

formats in an effective way.  

 

5.3. What could be improved in objective testing formats? 

As with every method of testing it should be ensured that objective testing items 

are only used if they are the best option for assessing a given objective. Clearly, only 

well-written selected-response items should be used therefore it is necessary to 

control, pilot and improve given items. Each item should be concerned with one 

specific problem hat is stated clearly in the stem. In the items that have been 

analysed, there was a great number that included various response clues. It should 

be considered to revise those items in order to guarantee that the test taker is not 

influenced by the formulation in any way. This includes convergent answers as well 

as length clues.  

Furthermore a great number of tasks did not present the answer or key to a 

question in each of the alternative positions randomly. Sometimes positions were 

not even used once, which should be avoided.  

Concerning the topic of the reading passage there is a great potential of improving 

the multiple choice items. The topic areas of reading tests that use multiple choice 

formats should be chosen carefully because, as it has been shown in section 3.8., 

interests in specific areas can affect male and female test takers differently. 

Discrimination should be avoided to ensure fair test conditions for both sexes. This 

criticism does not apply for the category of text type or genre because a broad 

variety has been used in the tasks included in the analysis. “Good tests of reading 

and good assessment procedures in general will ensure that readers have been 

assessed for their ability to understand texts in a range of different topics” 

(Alderson 2000: 63). Furthermore Alderson states that texts from popular fiction 

would be more suitable for reading tests than texts from the field of non-fiction 

because the former genre is expected to be more balanced in terms of difficulty 

(ibid). In the tasks included in the textbook it is noticeable that the authors tried to 

provide a variety of topics in order to attract both female and male readers.  
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As usual, every unit is devoted to a different topic such as “A star is born”, 

“Lifestyles” and “The Emerald Isle”. Within the units it is ensured that, for 

example, not only female stars are discussed to address both sexes equally. 

Regarding the examples in the New Matura booklets that I used for my analysis, 

they consisted of texts from different fields including sports, fashion, environment, 

education as well as relationships.  

Overall there were five texts in all of the booklets, a minimum of one text in each 

booklet, that were dealing with sportive topics, which may be rather uninteresting 

to some female test takers. In order to achieve a balance in terms of content of the 

text it would be advisable to use more neutral topics that would interest both, 

female and male test takers equally or at least try to balance female and male topics 

in order to avoid discrimination.   
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6. Conclusion 

 

The significance of selected-response formats in testing is evident. Thus, with the 

introduction of the New Matura in Austria the importance is even rising. It is 

essential for students in the Austrian school system to be familiar with these forms 

of testing. Therefore this thesis should serve as a guideline that demonstrates 

effective and successful ways of using those testing formats. It is necessary for test 

developers, teachers, students and everyone else who is involved in the testing 

process to be aware of certain factors that evolve around language testing. Clearly 

there has been a lot of criticism evolving around the topic of multiple choice testing 

but it is inevitable to become acquainted with the advantages this testing format 

holds for a test taker as well as for a test constructor. An obvious advantage is the 

versatility of objective testing formats. They are suitable in a great number of 

subject areas and can be used to measure a variety of educational objectives. 

Besides they are adjustable to various learning outcomes from simple to more 

complex levels such as the student’s ability to apply principles to new situations, 

comprehend concepts and interpret cause-effect relationships. Moreover they are 

very quickly to answer compared to a task presented in the form of an essay. 

Therefore a test taker can answer a large number of questions in a relatively short 

time. Thus, validity can be granted because the outcomes of the test will be 

representative of the student’s achievement. The time issue also comes into play 

when it comes to the scoring of the test. Because there is only one correct answer 

the correction of the test will not take as much time as if the test taker would have 

to produce language instead of selecting it. Based on this objective way of scoring 

multiple choice tasks are considered as being very reliable and can ensure fair 

grading.  

Undoubtedly, there are also limitations to the usage of objective testing tasks. 

Versatility cannot only be seen positively. Because a test taker has to select his or 

her answer from a given set of alternatives, multiple choice tasks for example 

cannot measure various learner abilities such as the organisation of personal 

thoughts or the production of original ideas. Therefore it is important to distinguish 

between objectives, that can be appropriately assessed by using multiple choice 

items and objectives, which would be better measured by some other test format. 

Furthermore it is worth mentioning that, despite the common belief, multiple 
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choice items are not easy to construct. Good items are generally very time-

consuming to construct because there are so many aspects to consider. These 

aspects include the invention of plausible distractors, the formulation of the item 

itself or the avoidance of unintentional clues. 

When it comes to true/false/not given tasks as a variation of multiple choice tasks, 

it is difficult to eliminate the guessing factor, which can reduce the reliability of a 

reading test. As a solution it has been suggested to present a large number of items 

in order to reduce the guessing factor.  

It has been shown that there are numerous ways of preparing the students for the 

New Matura, which should be easy to integrate into the language classroom, due to 

the fact that there are various publications that have been adapted for the purpose 

of the standardised Matura. Even if the practising material that is available in the 

schoolbook is not always comparable to the samples that appear in the written 

Matura these items serve as a good basis for familiarising the learners with the new 

testing formats.  

Over and above that this thesis touched upon the question what different factors 

can affect the performance of the test takers in a reading test that includes different 

varieties of multiple choice items. It has been demonstrated, that not only text 

variables like topic, content, vocabulary and genre can influence the performance 

on a test but also various reader variables affect the score of a test. Therefore, 

awareness of metalinguistic knowledge like reading strategies but also stable 

characteristics like sex, age, personality and interest in the topic should be 

considered in test development.  

If test developers evaluate the existing items critically and improve them according 

to the various principles that characterise a well-written task, future generations will 

be versed in the handling of selected-response items. Multiple choice tasks and the 

variations of them should be appreciated for being an effective method to test a 

great variety of abilities in a short amount of time.  
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“Interview with Bode Miller” p. 6-7. 
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“I Skied Down Mt. Everest” p. 8-9. 
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Schriftliche Reiferpüfung aus Englisch. Reading Test: Haupttermin 07. Mai 2012.  
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“All the World’s a Stage” p. 4-5. 
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Schriftliche Reiferpüfung aus Englisch. Reading Test: Haupttermin 10. Mai 2012.  
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“The Warning” p. 2-3.  
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r%20Way&modul=aktuelles&id=322598&aktuelles=Unterwegs+zur+neuen+Matu
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