

















students, all we needed were their surnames,
given names, and their student ID numbers.
Students could be enrolled using either Japanese
(kana or kanji) or English. We used Japanese.
Test-takers were bulk-enrolled using an Excel
(-xIsx)

explanatory sheet of how to enter the virtual

template. A simple, illustrated
exam rooms was given to each student, and a
more detailed one was provided to supervising
faculty.

Students accessed the test in two steps, by: (1)
accessing a provided QR code, and (2) inputting
their student number. More than 90 percent of
students completed the test in this way. In order
to accommodate PC users, a unique URL owned

by the second author (johodai.info) was set up to

automatically forward to the test, which students

could access by entering their student ID number.
In the event that any of the test-takers made a
mistake logging in, or logged out without
finishing the test, a series of dummy accounts
was set up. Supervising teachers were instructed
to direct students to log into these accounts. were
able to allocate where necessary. Among more
than 400 test takers, this was necessary in only
two instances.

The first four items of the transformed test
were set up as non-scoring explanatory items to
show students how the test works. Using the
feedback facility in Socrative™, after selecting
an answer in each of these introductory items,
students were provided with a comment to
confirm that they are completing the test as

required. (Figure 2).
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Figure 2: Introductory items



Students’ answers to test items is accessible
by teachers in real time. Statistical analyses,
such as item facility, item completion rate, and
average scores, are also readily accessible.
These features help teachers see trends in
student  answers and  evaluate  the
appropriateness and validity of test items.

No student reported being unable to
understand how to complete the test, and no
student identification errors occurred. Both of
these problems occurred yearly with the earlier

paper tests.

5. The transformation: A new
digital-format vocabulary levels

placement test

Although the old test had been reduced to 50
items, it still included large amounts of text. We
recognized the need for an alternative, more
compact means of testing, and settled on a
simple vocabulary levels test developed by Paul
Nation (1983, 1990). This vocabulary levels test
was updated by Schmitt, Schmitt, and Clapham
in 2001, and further revised (McLean & Kramer,
2015) for use in various bilingual contexts,
including Japanese (McLean & Kramer, 2016;
Webb, Sasao, & Balance, 2017).

It has been argued that bilingual versions of
the test increase accuracy by allowing students
to focus on the meanings of single English words,

where multiple choices are in the L2 (Figure 3).

The monolingual version of the test requires
takers to think about all words and all choices in

English, (Figure 4).

PERIOD: It was a difficult period.

a. question b.time c.thingtodo d.book

Figure 4: English monolingual vocabulary test item

We chose to use the Japanese/English
bilingual version of the test, as it seemed
appropriate for the non-fluent (beginning-
intermediate) level of most HIU students, and
therefore less intimidating, as well as requiring

less time to take.

McLean and Kramer’s (2016) version of the
levels test has six parts, each with 24 items
(except part 6, which has 30). We chose to
include only the first four parts, as the original
test was 100 items and took one hour, and we
only had limited time available. Pilot testing
with 15 second-year and third-year students who
volunteered to take the test on the Socrative™
platform completed it within 15 minutes. Seven
teachers also volunteered to pilot the test on their

smartphones, each taking under 10 minutes.

To help make the items more appealing than
the text-only format that the vocabulary test
appears in, we added color to the English word

that appears in each item (Figure 5).
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Figure 3: Japanese/English bilingual vocabulary test

Figure 5: Test item showing colored word




Lastly, the vocabulary levels test was chosen
because (1) its validity and reliability are
research-backed, and (2), it is designed to
estimate receptive reading ability by measuring
takers’ knowledge not of individual vocabulary
items, but word families (Nation & Beglar,
2007). Put simply, a test-taker’s knowledge of
the meaning of a word in a test items implies
the taker can understand a ‘family’ of words
that are related to the word in the item. For
example, understanding of the word ‘waited’
(2) implies that the taker will understand
other forms of the same word, such as wait,

waiting, will wait, and so forth.

The results of the April 2022 rollout of the test

are discussed in the following section.
5. The rollout: April 2022

The transformed test was administered
without incident in early April 2022 to 406
incoming first-year students. Thirty minutes
were made available to complete the test, but it
is difficult to ascertain exactly how much time
individual students took or needed. In the case
of the earlier 60-minute and 30-minute paper
tests, some students commented privately that
they put little effort into the test, as they did not
want to be placed in ‘higher level’ English

classes that may require more effort. Others
commented that the test was long and boring
and that they hated tests. The reverse is also
possible, with other students wishing to avoid
the so-called ‘lower-level’ classes, which they
may perceive to be boring, or populated with
other unmotivated students with negative

attitudes toward learning English.

We observed that students who completed
the Socrative™ placement test did not appear
to be pressed for time, nor did they complain
about the test itself. The time frame appeared
ample, and the digital format appeared to make
the testing process more palatable. Further,
there were no issues involving forgotten
stationery, untidy (unreadable) shading of
bubbles, or losing one’s place on the marksheet
(where each answer bubble is separated by
mere millimeters). We prepared for students
who may have mistaken their login and had
difficulty accessing the test by providing
dummy accounts, and we also had access to an
unused computer room where students who
had battery issues or connection problems with

their smartphone could take the test.

The test scores for all takers over an eight-
year period is provided in Table 1, and are

discussed in the following section 6.

100 items 50 items 96 items

1 pt each 2 pts each 1.04 pt each
60 min 30 min 20 min

2014 | 2015 | 2016 | 2017 | 2018 | 2019 2020 | 2021 2022
n=357 | n=392 | n=407 | n=355 | n=389 | n=459 n=443 | n=488 n=465
Average 54 48 49 49 50 50 57 57 61
St. Dev. 14 12 12 13 12 15 16 15 12
High 89 85 85 94 85 98 95 98 93
Low 17 15 19 12 12 13 7 2 26

Table 1. HIU English placement test scores, 2014-2022




6. Results and discussion

Between 2014 and 2022, the number of test
takers ranged from between around 350 and
450 students. In the six years prior to COVID-
19, from 2014 to 2019, average scores and their
standard deviations remained relatively
uniform. When the number of items in the
original paper test was halved in 2020 and 2021
(each item being scored two points instead of
one), it is notable that the average scores
increased slightly, and that the lowest scores
dropped. It is unclear whether these were due to
having a shorter test period or having fewer test

items.

Compared to the 2014-2019 data, we note
that the average score increased from a previous
middle-mark of around 50 to approximately 61
in 2022. This suggests that more students got
more problems correct on the new test than on
the previous paper-based tests. Further, we note
that while the lowest scores for previous tests
were under 20, the lowest score noted in the
2022 test was 26. We are not sure what caused
this uptick, although the suggestion is that more
students were able to answer more of the easier
questions on the new test than on the old. This
would not only increase the score, but also
likely improve motivation and short-term
confidence if takers felt that they were
answering correctly. It is possible that the new
test format may have some effect on student
engagement with the test, as it only involves
selecting the best possible meaning from four
choices for a single word, as opposed to reading
longer test items and then selecting the best

answer.

We propose that this new, transformed test
is more uniform and easier to take than the old
paper-based one, less “test-like”, and less time-
invasive. This may encourage higher levels of
engagement with the test, which in turn yields
more relevant data. In short, results from the
new test say more about students’ receptive

reading abilities than the old tests.

7. Conclusions and avenues for

further research

This short paper catalogued the reasons for,
and the process of, the digital conversion from
an old paper-based English placement test to a
new digital-based one that is easier for both
takers and administrators to handle. While we
perceive this transformation to have been
highly successful, several core issues remain.
One is the ongoing debate over the need for an
English placement test at all, which as
aforementioned remains divided along
foreign/Japanese lines at HIU. While the
conversion of the placement test to a digital
format has been an initial success, drastically
reducing the administrative burden of preparers,
the fact remains that the scores—however valid
they may be as indicators of receptive reading
ability—still potentially serve as demotivators
for students with prior disappointment in
middle school and high school English classes,
which are notoriously focused on preparing
students to take university entrance exams, and
these remain notoriously forms-based and

rooted in measuring grammatical/linguistic

ability rather than communicative ability.



A large-scale study on university English
placement tests by Shimizu in 2002 suggests
that the debate over the need for English
placement test at Japanese universities is not
unique to HIU. The present authors will
concede, however, that as arguments in favor of
placement testing appear to be mainstream, and
thus efforts to revise and streamline them will
generally be better received among our peers
than a quest to eliminate them altogether.

With respect to data that the new tests yield,
there appears to be fertile analytical ground to
be tilled. More in-depth examinations of scores
are planned for the four word-levels that the test
employs. These data can be compared to recent
iterations of the test taken by other Japanese
students. Results could also be compared with
scores from students who take the TOEIC test
at HIU. For example, those scoring higher on
the vocabulary levels test would be expected to
have higher TOEIC scores, and vice-versa.

Most  importantly, however, future
administration of this transformed test will
potentially be valuable in helping continue to
validate vocabulary levels testing. In particular,
not much is known about how to measure
vocabulary levels among lower-proficiency
groups of learners. At very least, this new test
offers a research-backed estimation of the
vocabulary levels of HIU students for the first

time ever.
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