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Series editors’ preface

Although many people think of computer technology as a recent devel-
opment, computer technology has been used in language assessment
for a long time. Large mainframe computers have been used since the
1960s for the analysis of test data and for the storage of items in data-
bases, or item banks, as well as for producing reports of test results for
test users. More recently with the advent of the personal computer, it is
now common to use word-processing software for the creation and
modification of test tasks, as well as for all of the tasks previously done
on a mainframe computer. Perhaps the most striking change that com-
puter and information technology has brought to language assessment,
however, is the potential for delivering a wide variety of test tasks on-
line anywhere in the world, and providing immediate feedback, 24
hours a day, seven days a week. This potential for expanding the kinds
of tasks that we can deliver to test takers has been accompanied by ever-
increasing capacity for scoring responses by computer. While selected-
response items have been scored by optical scanners for half a century,
recent advances in natural language processing and latent semantic
analysis, along with improvements in scanning technology, have made
it possible to score written responses to constructed response tasks –
both open-ended and short-answer tasks and responses to composition
prompts – by computer.

However, along with these potential advances come potential prob-
lems and concerns. To what extent might the use of multimedia in
assessment tasks introduce features that actually diminish the validity of
the interpretations and uses we make of assessment results? For example,

ix
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how does the use of video in a listening test affect test takers’ perfor-
mance? Does watching a video involve the same abilities as listening to a
tape recording? If not, can we interpret scores from audio- and video-
delivered tests in the same way? How do we know that scores of written
essays produced by human raters can be interpreted in the same way as
those produced by computers? 

Thus, assessing language through computer technology is not without
controversy, and debate is ongoing as to whether the advantages of com-
puter-assisted language testing (CALT) outweigh the disadvantages.
Critics argue that CALT constitutes a conservative element in test design,
since test items are limited to those types which can be marked by
machine. Proponents argue that CALT allows the incorporation of multi-
media into tests, that the provision of immediate feedback presents
significantly added value to the user, and that as technology develops,
even the limitations of computer scoring will diminish as more intelligent
scoring algorithms are developed. One frequently proclaimed advantage
of CALT is the ability to tailor the test to the individual test taker, in
computer-adaptive testing, by selecting the next item to which a test
taker is exposed in the light of his or her response to the previous item.
Thus if a test taker gets the item wrong, he or she will be presented with
an easier item, whereas if the response is correct, the test taker will be pre-
sented with a more difficult item. This oft-proclaimed advantage has,
however, serious costs associated with it. Firstly, test items need to be
trialed on large numbers of test takers to ensure that the items are stable
and accurately measure what they are intended to measure. Secondly, for
high-stakes tests, very large numbers of pre-tested items are needed to
refresh the item banks to ensure test security. 

Such is an example of the discussions that surround language assess-
ment through technology, and so this latest addition to the Cambridge
Language Assessment Series is very timely. Carol Chapelle and Dan
Douglas are experts in the field of language testing in general and in tech-
nology-based assessment in particular, having published widely, and
having taught courses in these areas at universities and international
institutes around the world. In addition, these two authors bring to this
volume a wealth of combined knowledge about computer-assisted lan-
guage learning and second language acquisition research. Furthermore,
both have extensive experience in teacher training and in working with
practitioners. Their combined experience has been brought to bear on a
topic that can only increase in importance and impact. Therefore any
person involved in language assessment, at whatever educational level,

x Series editors’ preface
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will need to be familiar with the possibilities and limitations that they
should consider when deciding whether to construct or use assessment
procedures using computer technology.

The authors present a critical review of research that has sought to
address controversial issues, such as whether computer-assisted lan-
guage tests are equivalent to paper-and-pencil-tests, whether CALT can
enhance test validity, what impact CALT might have, and they discuss
these issues at length, from both theoretical and practical perspectives.
Readers are also given a detailed account of test-authoring software and
made aware of the advantages of such systems. Above all, Chapelle and
Douglas discuss the ways in which CALT should be evaluated, and how
traditional views of test validity need to be both taken into account and
adjusted in light of the challenges presented by assessment using tech-
nology. 

This book will be required reading for any test developer.

J. Charles Alderson
Lyle F. Bachman 

Series editors’ preface xi
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