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Series Editors’ note

Cambridge ESOL has long experience of the direct assessment of second lan-
guage writing ability going back to the introduction of the Cambridge
Proficiency in English (CPE) examination almost a century ago. In 1913 CPE
required test takers to complete a two-hour English Essay, a Writing task
modelled on the traditional UK school/university-based assessments of the
time. By 1938 the CPE Writing component had been renamed English
Composition; it included a new summary Writing task alongside the estab-
lished essay and the time allocation had increased to two and a half hours.
When the Lower Certificate in English (later First Certificate – FCE) was
introduced in 1939 it incorporated an English Composition and Language
paper lasting two hours; candidates were provided with a choice of subjects
for a free composition, such as a letter or an essay on a given subject. 

Since then a direct test of second language writing (and of speaking)
ability has been added to subsequent examinations developed by Cambridge
as and when this has been appropriate. The examination board’s commit-
ment over many decades to direct performance assessment reflects a strong
view (or construct) of proficiency as being about the ability to use language
rather than simply possess knowledge about language. Individual examina-
tions adopt an approach to assessing writing ability that is appropriate to the
proficiency level, test purpose, context of use, and test-taking candidature for
which they are designed; the approach shapes features such as choice of test
format, task design, assessment criteria and rating descriptors. Today the
Writing components in Cambridge ESOL examinations continue to be con-
sidered as useful measures of learners’ ability to communicate in written
English.

The credibility of any language examination is determined by the faithful-
ness with which it represents a coherent understanding and articulation of
the underlying abilities or construct(s) that it seeks to measure. For example,
if the construct of second language writing ability is not well defined and
operationalised, then it will be difficult for examination developers to
support claims they wish to make about the usefulness of their writing tests.
This includes claims that the tests do not suffer from factors such as construct
under-representation (i.e. the test is too narrow in focus and fails to include
important elements of the construct of interest) or construct irrelevant vari-
ance (i.e. the test score is prone to systematic measurement error perhaps due
to factors other than the construct of interest, such as background/cultural
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knowledge or unreliable scoring). Construct under-representation and con-
struct irrelevant variance are widely regarded as the two most important
threats to construct validity. 

The need for clear construct definition becomes especially important
when an examination developer offers writing tests at different proficiency
levels (e.g. beginner, intermediate, advanced) since it presupposes a clear
understanding of how the nature of second language writing ability changes
across the proficiency continuum and how this can be operationalised in
terms of differentiated task demands for writing tests targeted at different
levels (e.g. KET, FCE, CPE). 

This volume sets out to explicate the theoretical basis on which
Cambridge ESOL currently tests different levels of second language writing
ability across its range of test products, particularly those within its tradi-
tional Main Suite of general English examinations (KET–CPE) which span
Levels A2–C2 of the Common European Framework of Reference. It does
so by presenting an explicit validation framework for the testing of Writing.
Building on Weir (2005), Shaw and Weir present a socio-cognitive frame-
work which views language testing and validation within a contemporary
evidence-based paradigm. They use this framework to conduct a comprehen-
sive description and evaluation of Cambridge ESOL’s current approach to
examining the skill of second language writing according to a number of
dimensions or parameters. 

A comprehensive model of second language proficiency remains elusive in
theoretical terms; nevertheless, international language proficiency test devel-
opers such as Cambridge ESOL need to have recourse to a well-informed and
coherent language proficiency model in order to operationalise it for practi-
cal assessment purposes. Such a model needs to deal satisfactorily with the
twin dimensions of: (1) aspects of cognition, i.e. the language user’s or test
taker’s cognitive abilities; and (2) features of the language use context, i.e.
task and situation, in the testing event and beyond the test. These two dimen-
sions constitute two of the core components within the Cambridge ESOL
view of construct definition. In the specific context of practical language
testing/assessment, which is where the theoretical construct must be opera-
tionalised, there exists an important third dimension: (3) the process of
marking/rating/scoring itself. In other words, at the heart of any language
testing activity there is a triangular relationship between three critical com-
ponents:

• the test-taker’s cognitive abilities
• the context in which the task is performed, and 
• the scoring process. 

These three ‘internal’ dimensions of any language test – referred to in this
volume as cognitive validity, context validity and scoring validity – constitute

Series Editors’ note
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an innovative conceptualisation of construct validity, which has sound theo-
retical and direct practical relevance for language testers. By maintaining a
strong focus on these three components and by undertaking a careful analy-
sis of tests in relation to these three dimensions, it becomes possible to
provide theoretical, logical and empirical evidence to support validity claims
and arguments about the quality and usefulness of writing tests. Having a
clear and well articulated position on the underlying construct(s) can also
help guide writing test revision projects and inform any future modifications. 

The symbiotic relationship between the contextual parameters laid out in
the task and the cognitive processing involved in task performance is stressed
throughout this volume. Language testers need to give both the socio and the
cognitive elements an appropriate place and emphasis within the whole, and
avoid privileging one over another. The framework reminds us that language
use – and also language assessment – is both a socially situated and a cogni-
tively processed phenomenon. The twin ‘external’ dimensions of a test which
are discussed in this volume – consequential validity and criterion-related
validity – also reflect this understanding of the nature of language assessment
from a wider perspective. The socio-cognitive framework thus seeks to marry
the individual psycholinguistic perspective with the individual and group
sociolinguistic perspectives. It could be argued that the socio-cognitive
approach helps promote a more ‘person-oriented’ than ‘instrument-ori-
ented’ view of the testing/assessment process than earlier models/frame-
works; it implies a strong focus on the language learner or test taker, rather
than the test or measurement instrument, as being at the centre of the assess-
ment process, and it acknowledges the extent to which that assessment
process is itself part of a larger social endeavour. This humanistic tradition
has been a fundamental feature of the Cambridge ESOL examinations since
the earliest days.

From the Cambridge ESOL perspective, the socio-cognitive framework
may be the first framework which allows for serious theoretical considera-
tion of the issues and is at the same time capable of being applied practically –
hence its relevance and value to an operational language testing context.
Although other frameworks (e.g. Bachman 1990) have been extremely
helpful in provoking language test practitioners to think about key issues
from a theoretical perspective, they have often proved difficult to opera-
tionalise in a manageable and meaningful way in the context of large-scale,
international language assessment such as that undertaken by Cambridge
ESOL.

In terms of the contribution it makes to research and practice in examin-
ing second language writing, the socio-cognitive framework helps to clarify,
both theoretically and practically, the various constituent parts of the testing
endeavour as far as ‘validity’ is concerned. The validation process presented
in this volume is conceptualised in a temporal frame thereby identifying the
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various types of validity evidence that need to be collected at each stage in the
test development and post implementation cycle. Within each of these, indi-
vidual criterial parameters that help distinguish between adjacent proficiency
levels have been identified and are summarised at the end of each chapter. 

The framework gives us all a valuable opportunity to revisit many of our
traditional terms and concepts, to redefine them more clearly, and to grow in
our understanding. It accommodates and strengthens Cambridge ESOL’s
existing Validity, Reliability, Impact and Practicality (VRIP) approach (see
Saville in Weir and Milanovic 2003); while seeking to establish similar evi-
dence, it also attempts to reconfigure validity to show how its constituent
parts interact with one another. The results from developing and opera-
tionalising the framework in this volume with regard to testing writing ability
in the Main Suite examinations are encouraging, and evidence to date sug-
gests that where it has been applied to other Cambridge examinations/tests it
has proved useful in generating validity evidence in those cases too, e.g. in the
International Legal English Certificate, The Teaching Knowledge Test, and
BEC and BULATS (see O’Sullivan 2006). As well as showing where current
examinations are performing satisfactorily in respect of a particular validity
parameter, areas for possible improvement are highlighted, constituting a
future research agenda in Writing not only for Cambridge ESOL but poten-
tially for the wider research community.

It would be illuminating for other examination boards offering English
language tests at a variety of proficiency levels to compare their own exams in
terms of the validity parameters mapped out in this volume. In this way the
nature of language proficiency across ‘natural’ levels in terms of how it is
operationalised through examinations/tests may be more firmly grounded in
theory and thus better understood. 

Michael Milanovic
Cyril Weir
Cambridge

December 2006
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