e-ISSN  2280-6792

EL.LE
Vol. 7 - Num. 3 - Novembre 2018

Validity and Reliability

of a Test Used to Assess
University Students’ Academic
Language Proficiency

Marco Mezzadri
Universita degli Studi di Parma, Italia

Flora Sisti
Universita degli Studi di Urbino “Carlo Bo”, Italia

Abstract This article presents a test model developed to assess university students’
academic language proficiency. The context is that of Italian universities, which are re-
quired by law to assess first year students’ initial preparation. Drawing on the literature
regarding test construct, it explores the validity and reliability of the test through the
analysis of the data collected during an experimental implementation phase carried out
at the Universities of Genova, Parma and Urbino.

Keywords Educationallinguistics. Testingacademic language proficiency. Assessing
university students’ initial preparation. Test validity. Test reliability.

Summary 1Introduction. - 2 Context, Methods and Participants. - 2.1 Aims and Struc-
ture of the VPI Test. - 2.2 Online and OMR Paper Versions. - 3 Results.— 4 Discussion and
Conclusions.

Peer review

Submitted 2019-01-10

Accepted 2019-02-09
Edizioni Published 2019-06-07
Ca'Foscar

Open access
©2019 | Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International Public License

Citation Mezzadri, Marco; Sisti, Flora (2019). “Validity and
Reliability of a Test Used to Assess University Students’ Academic
Language Proficiency”. EL.LE, 7(3), 473-492.

DOI 10.14277/ELLE/2280-6792/2018/03/007 473



Mezzadri, Sisti
Validity and Reliability of a Test Used to Assess University Students’ Academic Language Proficiency

1 Introduction

Italian universities are required to assess first year students’ initial
preparation (VPI) in all the degree courses which do not have ad-
mission tests.

Testing was made compulsory by law in 2004 and since then, there
have has been a variety of interpretations on how to assess students’
initial preparation and how to follow up with remedial work aimed to
fulfill the requirements set by each course of study.

A group of researchers in educational linguistics from three Ital-
ian universities (Genova, Parma and Urbino) is conducting a study
with the aim of creating a cross-curricular assessment programme
for language competences and communication skills, in particular
reading and listening comprehension, addressed to first year stu-
dents.

The framework adopted is based on language education princi-
ples and aims to highlight the strategic and cross-curricular role of
students’ language competence and communication skills when en-
tering university.

The study* relies on the researchers’ decade-long experience in
the fields of teaching, learning, and assessing Italian language com-
petence for academic purposes, Content and Language Integrated
Learning (CLIL) methodology, and teaching and learning through
Information and Communication Technology (ICT).

In the academic year 2016-17, a pilot version of a test was created,
which first year students from different courses in Parma and Urbi-
no were required to take in either an online, paper, or optical mark
recognition (OMR) version, after practicing the test format through
an online mock test. In the following academic year, a revised ver-
sion of the test was administered to students from both universities.

The data collected are analysed in the present article and results
of the ongoing project are illustrated. The aim is both to verify the
validity and reliability of the test construct with the help of statistical
tools and to reflect upon language competence issues. The quantita-
tive analysis proposed is accompanied by a reflection on the aspects
entailed in an approach focused on the academic language proficien-
cy of university students in different disciplinary fields.

1 Marco Mezzadri contributed to plan the test, to collect, and analyse data and to
write the manuscript, in particular§§ 1, 2, 2.1, 2.1.1, 2.1.2, 3; Flora Sisti contributed in
planning the test, collecting data and writing the manuscript, in particular §§ 2.1.3, 4.

Ethics statements: the research was based on a retrospective analysis of previous-
ly collected and anonymized data and, therefore, an ethics approval for this research
was not required as per our Institutional Review Board’s guidelines and regulations.
As a consequence of the lack of direct contact with human subjects, informed consent
procedures were not applicable.
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The concept of validity is central to research and application in
language testing. Over the years, researchers have taken different
perspectives not only as regards validity but also validation. In one of
her contributions, Chapelle (2012, 21-33) provides a historical over-
view of the concept of validity and the process of validation togeth-
er with a discussion of today’s critical issues in this domain. She ar-
gues that different approaches have led authors to attribute different
meanings to the concept of validity and that the key questions re-
main unchanged: how do we interpret the meaning of test scores and
how can they be used?

The amount of research carried out, backed by an ever-growing
need for language tests and certification, is so vast that extended re-
views of contemporary thinking have been provided at many different
points in time. Let us just cite some of the most productive research-
ers in the field and their key works: Alderson (1991, 1994), Alderson
and Banerjee (2001, 2002); Bachman (2000), Bachman and Palmer
(2010); Chapelle (1999); Hamp-Lyons and Lynch (1998); Kane (2001);
Kunnan (1998, 1999). Some reviews have linked different types of va-
lidity to quantitative methods: Cumming (1996); Bachman and Eignor
(1997); Kunnan (1998).

Chapelle also focuses on current developments, such as those out-
lined by Kane (2006) with emphasis on interpretive arguments, and
states that “validity in mainstream language assessment may be mov-
ing forward in harmony with educational measurement” (2012, 26).
This perspective is considered particularly relevant for our test, al-
though we share Chapelle’s opinion that “within educational meas-
urement, the conception of validity is not a settled matter, but rath-
er a source of continuing discussion” (26). It is with this in mind that
the issue of validity is addressed through quantitative analysis in
this article.

As McNamara (1996) and Douglas (2000) point out, tests dealing
with language for specific purposes cannot avoid looking into the
complexity of communicative competence, thus including strategies,
knowledge and the context through which it is displayed. According
to Chapelle (2012, 28), “[t]he construct definition has to include the
domain of language use as well as the ability to make appropriate
linguistic choices and interpretations in order to make meaning”.

This approach requires a revision of traditional views of validity,
which can be summarised in Lado’s assumption (1961, 312): “Does a
test measure what it is supposed to measure? If it does, it is valid”.
Weir suggests a modification claiming that “validity is multifaceted
and different types of evidence are needed to support any claims for
the validity of scores on a test” (2005, 13) and that

[vlalidity is perhaps better defined as the extent to which a test
can be shown to produce data, i.e., test scores, which are an accu-
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rate representation of a candidate’s level of language knowledge
or skills. In this revision, validity resides in the scores on a par-
ticular administration of a test rather than in the test per se. (12)

Researchers have also developed different frameworks to make their
conception of validity explicit and applicable to practical contexts.
One of these is Weir’s (2005) framework, which appears to be exhaus-
tive and coherent with the aims of our test and a good way to clari-
fy its design, and it is adopted in this study.

Reliability is the other most important feature of a test (see Jones
2012). Applied to testing, the term “reliability” does not refer to trust-
worthiness, as it does in everyday English. The closest meaning that
can be associated with “reliable” in the field of testing is “consist-
ent”. Jones claims (352) that “[a] reliable test is consistent in that it
produces the same or similar result on repeated use; that is, it would
rank-order a group of test takers in nearly the same way”.

Nevertheless, reliability alone is not sufficient, since even if a test
is reliable, it does not necessarily mean that it is also a good test, i.e.,
as Wier (2005, 12) puts it, it may not be accurate in conveying a cor-
rect representation of a test taker’s level of language knowledge or
skills. In the same way, validity alone is not sufficient for a good test.

In this article, the data collected from the 2017 version of our VPI
test are analysed through a quantitative perspective to find evidence
of the validity and reliability of the test.

2  Context, Methods and Participants

Since 2006, the University of Parma has been active in a research
programme dedicated to academic language teaching and testing.
In particular, high school students’ competence in Italian as an L2
for study purposes have been investigated (see Mezzadri 2008, 2010,
2011, 2013a, 2013b, 2017). Concurrently, two other closely related
lines of research have been developed: the former directed to uni-
versity students with a native language different from Italian (Mez-
zadri 2016) and the latter involving first-year university students
regardless of their mother tongue. This has been done with the pur-
pose of assessing their initial preparation as required by Italian law.

Through this experience, a test called Italstudio was created. This
test, available to both L2 school and university students, served as
the foundation for the test designed for first-year university students.

Research conducted in L2 educational contexts has allowed us to
reflect upon methodological options in teaching and learning the lan-
guage necessary for study purposes. To do so, the nature and the spe-
cific features of a language used for academic purposes have been
studied, leading to possible methodological solutions both to assess
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language competence levels through the Italstudio test and to design
and manage specific courses.

This line of research has made it possible to define the competence
within an international framework such as that of the scales of the
Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR),
making the necessary adjustments for a different context, that is
language for study purposes. Another achievement has been the iso-
lation of certain elements useful in redesigning syllabuses, such as
the grammatical and syntactical syllabuses applied to international
general language tests for Italian as a foreign language. Moreover,
a new syllabus devoted to study skills with a longitudinal develop-
ment based on the level descriptors of the CEFR has been created.

The analysis of the nature of the language for study purposes has
allowed researchers to define the differences between a language
used for general academic purposes and for specific academic pur-
poses (see Mezzadri 2017). This distinction is not central to the VPI
programme as it focuses mainly on general academic language com-
petence. It is a highly demanding context from a cognitive point of
view, relying mainly on cross-curricular study skills. For instance,
regardless of the discipline studied, listening skills must be devel-
oped to be able to follow a lecture, as well as techniques to take and
process notes or to manage paratextual information. This example
highlights the most relevant cross-curricular activity in an Italian
academic context, as most content information is conveyed orally
through lectures, especially in the humanities. How written texts
are managed can also be observed. Reading techniques are common
to all disciplines, although teachers and students should be able to
choose among them according to the scientific area of study or the
teachers’ methodological preferences. As regards written produc-
tion, the activities involved are mainly writing essays and reports,
taking and processing notes, writing summaries, creating concept
maps, and various materials to accompany oral presentations. All
of these are cross-curricular activities that must not be limited to
a single disciplinary area (Blue 1993; Dudley-Evans, St John 1998).

The issue deserves a deeper reflection, the extent of which cannot
be addressed in this study. Nonetheless, the brief description above
may help to understand how our research group has operated in stud-
ying the common ground of a second language for academic purpos-
es, in this case, Italian and VPI.

The research group was officially created in 2016 and is composed
of researchers from three Italian universities (Genova, Parma and
Urbino). Its aim is to investigate issues related to the acquisition of
the Italian language as a means to acquire knowledge in disciplinary
fields different from those related to linguistics and foreign language
studies. This applies to various educational contexts, and teaching
options, from traditional to e-learning or blended modes.

4717

ELLE e-ISSN 2280-6792
7(3),2018,473-492



Mezzadri, Sisti
Validity and Reliability of a Test Used to Assess University Students’ Academic Language Proficiency

In October, the 2017 version of the test was administered to 308
students attending the first year of the degree courses in Foreign
Languages (50) and in Communication and Contemporary Media for
Creative Industries (258) at the University of Parma. The students
sat for the test in a traditional manner, receiving their test on paper.
The tests were marked by the teaching staff involved, under the su-
pervision of researchers from the VPI research group.

At the University of Urbino ‘Carlo Bo’, 803 students enrolled in the
first year of eight different degree courses took the test in Novem-
ber 2017 in the OMR version: Law (47); Law for Labour Consultancy
and Safety at Work (22); Political Sciences, Economics and Govern-
ment (16); Sociology and Social Services (45); Foreign Languages and
Cultures (346); Communication Sciences (116); Humanities, Cultur-
al Heritage Studies and Philosophy (83); Educational Sciences (128).
These students had previously received an e-mail message contain-
ing their access codes and information on logging procedures. At
both universities, students had had the opportunity to take a mock
test online to become acquainted with the type of test and test tasks.
The University of Urbino testing procedure was supported by a spe-
cialised company in the administration of the OMR scoring system
test because of the large number of students involved. The compa-
ny was in charge of accrediting the test takers, collecting data, and
marking the tests.

In neither of the cases were students’ native languages or oth-
er information taken into account since the aim of the test is to pro-
vide an overview of the student population on an individual basis
and as a whole.

2.1 Aims and Structure of the VPI Test

The main aim is to create a test based on the line of research devel-
oped to meet the needs of the three universities involved. In fact, sci-
entific aspects of the task are combined with the need for tools that
are immediately applicable in an academic context. In truth, the lack
of guidelines from the Ministry of Research and University makes it
rather difficult to implement actions that are valid, reliable and, at
the same time, economically sustainable.

The field of application of the test regards communicative com-
petence in Italian for academic purposes. The rationale behind this
choice is that no matter which degree course students are enrolled
in, their communicative competence must be evaluated and, if too
weak, strengthened through additional learning opportunities and
through specific remedial work. Teaching staff at the different fac-
ulties must also be persuaded to accept the testing methodology be-
cause their frame of mind and professional skills may differ greatly
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from that of the educational linguists who created the VPI test. The
expected result is a higher level of awareness of the key role played by
communication skills for all students regardless of their field of study.

Students’ outcomes may be at risk if their communicative compe-
tence are not properly developed and supported.

The possibility of providing statistical data to help identify the
skills in which a student needs support has been advantageous in de-
veloping closer collaboration between the research group and oth-
er teaching staff. Moreover, the quality management systems of any
university can easily find this approach consistent with their goals.

The test is divided into sections as follows:

* oral comprehension (25 minutes),

* written comprehension (40 minutes),

* use of language: lexical and morpho-syntactical competence,

discourse markers, punctuation, academic communication reg-
isters (25 minutes).

Students are given 90 minutes to complete the whole test. Oral com-
prehension is tested using a recording played twice, giving test tak-
ers the opportunity to downsize the listening tasks. This decision
was made to provide a better chance of following the rather complex
mechanism imposed by a structured listening activity. The type of
activity is not usual in everyday academic listening contexts, main-
ly based on note-taking during lectures. The test provides activities
and questions based on both inferential and non-inferential informa-
tion. Before listening to the recording, test takers are asked to ana-
lyse a set of pictures aimed to activate their background knowledge
and guide the comprehension process. There are three tasks related
to the listening text. The first stimulates global comprehension, while
the second focuses on detailed comprehension. The last task calls
for a synthetic text reconstruction based on a concept map. All the
test items are objective. The listening text is a lecture lasting about
8 minutes. It deals with topics that students can handle regardless
of the degree course they are enrolled in.

The reading comprehension is based on two different texts. The
first text is processed initially through a task aimed at assessing glob-
al comprehension, e.g. choosing the right title for each paragraph;
then, test takers do a task involving detailed comprehension, which
requires study skills such as managing a concept map. After these
two comprehension activities, test takers are required to answer a
series of multiple-choice items with the aim of assessing comprehen-
sion of concepts so as to strengthen and broaden what has already
been tested through a concept map. From a cognitive point of view,
the items included in the third task require more complex answers
and are mainly inferential. The second part of the reading compre-
hension section is based on a cloze test, in its classical form, usually
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with a blank every seven words; the deleted items are randomized
in a box at the end of the text.

The third section is dedicated to the use of language and involves
different communicative competences: morpho-syntactic, lexical, tex-
tual, and those related to punctuation and the registers used in ac-
ademic communication. The final part of the text used for the cloze
activity is employed to face a task that assesses lexical competence.
This involves not only the knowledge of terms, but also the ability
to handle words according to derivation and to identify associations
(synonyms, opposites, etc.) among words including specific scientif-
ic areas or high-register and low-frequency terms. After this phase,
test takers are required to fill-in ten items where specific morpho-
syntactic structures have been deleted. The goals is to reach both
morpho-syntactic accuracy and communicative efficacy. In this sec-
tion, textual competence is assessed through the ability to use dis-
course markers. The competence related to the use of punctuation
is assessed from a logical rather than a stylistic perspective to as-
sure coherence and cohesion in the text. The last activity in this sec-
tion is dedicated to academic communication. The goal is to assess
test takers’ competence in managing registers that are appropriate
to academic communicative contexts.

2.2 Online and OMR Paper Versions

The structure of the original paper-based test for classroom use de-
scribed so far was later modified to create two different versions: one
test in digital format to be administered online, and one, pen-to-pa-
per, to be scored using optical mark recognition (OMR). Variations
were minimal in the first case and only involved the structure of some
of the question forms, while in the second, questions became more
or less difficult, requiring different solution strategies. The time al-
lowed remained the same.

Since the first version of the test was administered in a distance-
learning environment (Political, Economic, and Government Science
is an online degree) and because a sample test had to be provided on
the University website, it was necessary to modify some of its sec-
tions to make them suitable for the computerised format.? The col-
ourful layout of the original version was preserved as much as pos-
sible; in fact, in the digital version, illustrations and concept maps
were kept. Moreover, to make it more user friendly, the navigation
menu and remaining time were always visible. The listening part

2 The digital version was entirely elaborated by Simone Torsani of the University of
Genoa.
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was activated with a click and multiple choice questions or true/
false questions were left in their original form. The cloze test, in
which thirty missing terms must be correctly inserted into a text,
was transformed into drag-and-drop format. The section regarding
morphosyntax, requiring sentence completion, could be completed
by typing the response directly into the space provided. For techni-
cal reasons, the part of the online test dealing with punctuation was
the most substantially modified in the new digital format because it
was simplified to some extent. Test takers were no longer asked to
identify five errors in the whole text since precise points were indi-
cated in the text where punctuation was to be corrected if necessary.
This decision was made in order to avoid the insertion of textual da-
ta fields. The paper version of the test with the automatic OMR scor-
ing system was substantially transformed because the entire test had
to be multiple choice.? In the two versions (option A and option B, in
which possible responses are randomized differently for each ques-
tion), the two concept maps, one for listening comprehension and one
for reading comprehension, were modified to suit the multiple choice
format of the test. In the case of listening, these modifications only
involved a loss of the concept map structure, but preserved the same
number of response options; in the reading, the test taker is asked to
choose among three responses rather than the original fifteen. This
modification undoubtedly makes the exercise easier; in both cases,
the summarizing function of the layout is lost.

The task involving the identification of paragraph titles is more
laboursome and time consuming because the options are no longer
provided at the bottom of the page but re-proposed, in list form, for
each question. The same adjustment was applied to the cloze test in
which the deleted items are not given at the end of the text but in
multiple choice format (three options).

Note that morphosyntax and punctuation are the two areas of the
test that were modified most substantially. Morphosyntactic items,
which originally required the test taker to fill in a blank with no
prompting, are now in multiple choice format (three choices) mak-
ing the task easier.

On the contrary, the punctuation section, which originally required
identification and correction of mispunctuation in the entire text, now
involves the selection of correctly punctuated phrases among three
options extracted from a given text. The task becomes notably more
burdensome and time consuming, increasing cognitive load.

3 The version with the automatic OMR scoring system was elaborated by Giovanna
Carloni and Flora Sisti of the University of Urbino.
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3 Results

In the following pages, we present the results of a statistical analy-
sis conducted to study the VPI test levels of reliability and validity
(see Mezzadri 2017, 81-2).

Due to the differences in the way the test was administered at
the two universities, a decision was made to carry out two separate
analyses on the same features.

The analyses were conducted on five items: listening, reading,
cloze, use of language and overall score. The first four items were nor-
malised to 10 and the last to 40. The results concerning the different
activities in the listening section and in the use of language section
were grouped to create two one-item components. The cloze activity
was kept separate from the three reading comprehension tasks (ti-
tle matching, concept map and further questions) for the first text.
This was done because of previous results (see Mezzadri 2011, 2016
and 2017) that clearly showed a strong correlation between the cloze
test and other components, such as the use of language or the writ-
ten production, and no correlation with the listening and the read-
ing section of the Italstudio test investigated at the time. Assuming
that similar results could apply to the VPI test, the first analysis was
conducted in the same way, leaving other possible solutions to a later
stage if needed. The analysis was then carried out on just four items
plus the overall score item, even if this meant taking a risk of paying
a cost in terms of reliability measured through Cronbach’s alpha, as
discussed below, due to the reduced number of items.

The analysis [tables 1-2] shows that the test structure presents a good
degree of correlation. All the variables are closely correlated with the
overall scores and with each other. This appears to confirm that it was
sound decision to group the two listening items into a single item, and
the two reading items into another single item. The degree of signifi-
cance of the correlation with overall scores remains fairly high, rang-
ing from .718 (use of language) to .787 (reading) for Parma results. The
data from Urbino range from .638 (listening) to .754 (use of language).
This seems to testify to good coherence of the test construct as a whole.

The weakest correlations occur between reading and cloze (.356)
and listening and use of language, with the same result (.267) in Par-
ma and between reading and use of language (.356) and listening and
cloze (.265) in Urbino. If we look at the second weakest correlations
in both groups, we notice total symmetry (see data in bold in table 1
and 2). It is worthwhile noticing the symmetry between the results
obtained that correlate listening with reading (.499) and cloze with
use of language (.509) in Parma, and in Urbino, .419 and .492, respec-
tively. This suggests important features that will be outlined below
when the different degrees of complexity in the language competenc-
es involved in the test are discussed.

482

ELLE e-ISSN 2280-6792
7(3),2018,473-492



Mezzadri, Sisti
Validity and Reliability of a Test Used to Assess University Students’ Academic Language Proficiency

Table 1 Correlations - Parma

Listening | Reading | Use oflanguage | Cloze| Overall

scores

Listening 1 ,499” ;3567 | ,420” 728"
Reading ,499” 1 ,380" | 356" 787"
Use of language ,356" ,380" 1| ,509" 718"
Cloze 4207 ,356" ,509” 1 763"
Overallscores 7287 787" 718”7 763" 1

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

Table 2 Correlations - Urbino

Listening | Reading | Useoflanguage | Cloze| Overall

scores

Listening 1 419" ,286" | 265" ,638”
Reading ,419” 1 2677 278" 7327
Use of language ,286" ,267" 1| ,4927 754"
Cloze ,265" ,278" ,4927 1 ,6917
Overallscores ,638" 732" 754" ,691" 1

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

A factor analysis [tables 3-4] was conducted to allow the internal struc-
ture of the set of variables to emerge, reducing it to two factors. This
makes it possible to check whether and to what extent our test suc-
ceeds in measuring the different linguistic competences. Parma’s
set of data shows that with Eigenvalues extraction (Eigenvalues >
1) the total variance explained is 56.5%. If a second factor is added,
the total variance explained reaches 75.2%. In Urbino, with Eigen-
values extraction (Eigenvalues > 1) the total variance explained is
50.1%. But, if a second factor is added, the total variance explained
reaches 72.7%.

Table 3 Totalvariance explained- Parma

Component Initial Eigenvalues Extraction Sums of Squared
Loadings
Total | % of Variance | Cumulative % | Total | % of Variance | Cumulative %
1 2,260 56,505 56,505 | 2,260 56,505 56,505
2 749 18,721 75,227 | ,749 18,721 75,227
3 ,540 13,497 88,724
4 ,451 11,276 100,000

Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis.
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Table 4 Totalvariance explained - Urbino

Component Initial Eigenvalues Extraction Sums of Squared
Loadings
Total | % of Variance | Cumulative % | Total | % of Variance | Cumulative %
1 2,005 50,133 50,133 | 2,005 50,133 50,133
2 ,906 22,655 72,788 | ,906 22,655 72,788
3 /584 14,604 87,392
4 /504 12,608 100,000

Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis.

After orthogonal rotation (Varimax) [table 5], the two factors are con-
firmed to be formed as follows: the first by the reading and listening
variables and the second by the cloze and use of language variables.

Table 5 Component Matrix - Parma and Urbino

Parma Component Urbino Component

1 2 1 2
Use of language ,852 ,200 Use of language ,845 171
Cloze ,824 ,253 Cloze ,850 ,160
Reading ,199 ,850 Reading ,157 ,829
Listening ,253 ,821 Listening ,166 ,825

Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis. Rotation Method: Varimax with
Kaiser Normalization.

An analysis of the degree of reliability of the test was subsequently
conducted measuring Cronbach’s Alpha. Tables 6 and 7 show Parma
results. The value obtained on the 308 Parma tests is .727, which is
rather high for a 4-item construct. It is worth noticing that if any of
the items is deleted, the value decreases, testifying to a high level of
internal coherence of the test.

Table 6 Reliability Statistics - Parma

No. of Items
4

Cronbach’s Alpha
,127

Table 7 Item-Total Statistics - Parma

Scale mean Scalevariance | Correcteditem- | Cronbach’salpha

ifitem deleted ifitemdeleted | totalcorrelation ifitem deleted

Listening 21,6359 16,607 ,322 ,658

Reading 23,1878 12,630 ,302 ,688

Cloze 20,5849 14,189 1330 ,659

Use of 23,0510 16,477 ,310 ,666
language
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The same analysis of the degree of reliability of the online version of
the test conducted on the set of data collected (803 valid subjects) at
the University of Urbino shows a relatively lower level of reliability,
as Cronbach’s Alpha is .647. It is worth remembering that the items

were only four [Tables 6 to 9].

Table 8 Reliability Statistics - Urbino OTTO

Cronbach’s Alpha

No. of items

,647

4

Table 9 Item-Total Statistics - Urbino NOVE

Scalemeanif | Scalevarianceif| Correcteditem- | Cronbach’salpha

itemdeleted itemdeleted | totalcorrelation ifitem deleted
Listening 22,8820 16,090 441 ,589
Reading 23,8288 12,148 ,406 ,608
Cloze 21,7646 14,808 ,479 ,556
Use of 23,3684 11,888 454 /565
language

As for the Parma set of data, if any of the items is deleted, the val-
ue decreases.

After analysing the differences in results between Parma and Urbi-
no sets of data, a further investigation was conducted to try to find out
whether there was any evidence that could testify to substantial differ-
ences in the construct or in the format of the two versions of the tests.

We separated the different degree programmes providing the
Urbino set of data to create a group made up of two degree pro-
grammes similar to those of the Parma set, specifically, consisting
of: Foreign Languages and Cultures (346 subjects) and Communica-
tion Sciences (116 subjects). Although we measured the same param-
eters, nothing was able to align the results of the sets of the two uni-
versities. On the contrary, for example, Cronbach’s Alpha was .595,
compared to .647 verified in the analysis conducted on all the degree
programmes together. We then created a group that included all the
degree programmes except for Foreign Languages and Cultures.
Cronbach’s Alpha increased to .652, in line with the result scored
when measuring all the degree programmes together.

Furthermore, in all cases, after orthogonal rotation (Varimax), the
two factors were confirmed to be formed by the reading and listening
variables and by the cloze and use of language variables.

Finally, we determined that, in order to better interpret the da-
ta available, more variables should be taken into account, such as
time distribution in the two different versions, any slight difference
in the way testing activities are presented, differences in quality of
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communication channels, more precise information on the test tak-
ers, institutional pressure on the VPI test that may differ at the two
universities, overall performance of students before entering univer-
sity, gender issues, etc.

A more extensive analysis and further reflection are left to a later
stage of this research, being beyond the aim of this article.

4 Discussion and Conclusions

The statistical analysis of the 2017 version of the VPI test shows a
significant degree of reliability. We expected the scores to prove
the validity of the test construct developed on the basis of extend-
ed methodological reflections and options (e.g. which types of test-
ing techniques and text typology to include). The statistical analysis
shows that the test is in fact consistent as the variables that we con-
sidered should belong to the same group are in fact consistent with a
common latent factor. We claim that this result confirms an internal
coherence between the way theory has been applied to operational-
ize the construct in variables and the actual relationships between
the test variables. These findings are of paramount importance if
we share Bachman and Palmer’s opinion (2009, 20) that “unless test
scores are relatively consistent, they cannot provide us with any in-
formation at all about the ability we want to measure”.

This quantitative analysis is accompanied by reflections on the
communicative skills, specifically those required for academic pur-
poses, which students should possess when they enter university.
Higher education institutions across Europe have recently become
involved in a process of redesigning their curricula through the anal-
ysis and re-interpretation of the demands of today’s job market. The
most pressing issue seems to be the promotion of Soft Skills to be
used in work contexts. In Recommendation of the European Parlia-
ment and of Council of 18 December 2016 on Key Competence for life-
long learning (2006/962/EC),* communication is the first key compe-
tence in the Reference Framework set: “In the context of Europe’s
multicultural and multilingual societies, it is recognised that [...] abil-
ity to communicate in an official language is a pre-condition for en-
suring full participation of the individual in society”. For several
years, the European Union has supported university commitment in
identifying the best practices for the promotion of Soft Skills as it is
commonly recognised that they are fundamental both for academic
success and future employability of graduates.

4 In http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex:32006H0962
(2019-05-24).
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Our test aims to determine whether first year university students
already possess essential communicative skills in Italian for use in
academic contexts and, if so, to what extent. According to the defini-
tion given by the European Recommendation:

Communication in the mother tongue is the ability to express and
interpret concepts, thoughts, feelings, facts and opinions in both
oral and written form (listening, speaking, reading and writing),
and to interact linguistically in an appropriate and creative way
in a full range of societal and cultural contexts; in education and
training, work, home and leisure.

Moreover,

Communication in the mother tongue requires an individual to
have knowledge of vocabulary, functional grammar and the func-
tions of language. It includes an awareness of the main types of
verbal interaction, a range of literary and non-literary texts, the
main features of different styles and registers of language, and the
variability of language and communication in different contexts.

The three sections of our test (oral comprehension, written compre-
hension, and use of language) were conceived to collect data on the
sub-competences mentioned above. The test has so far been admin-
istered to students attending degree courses in the humanities (Ed-
ucation, Philosophy and Humanities, Foreign Languages, Political,
Economic, and Government Science, Communication and Media), but
it could be extended to include all degree programmes considering
the strategic and cross-curricular role of communicative skills at the
time of university enrolment.

A gradual implementation of the test in different areas of High-
er Education could facilitate a more coherent strategy for the as-
sessment of students’ initial preparation. At the same time, remedi-
al strategies to ensure support and assistance, after taking the test
and having evaluated possible weaknesses, could prompt a second
line of research that is indeed already being explored and developed
both at the University of Parma and Urbino.
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