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Covid-19: A Watershed Event 
(for high-stakes testing, too)

Other High-Stakes Tests High-Stakes Language Tests

• Mixed-bag: some pivots, some 
cancellation

• Decisions made using other 
evidence

• Accelerated decision to drop 
tests permanently (FairTest, 
2020)

• Rapid pivot to at-home delivery 
(ENG, less for others)

• Little/no other evidence 
available

• Language test scores not 
skippable/replaceable
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The New Normal of Language 
Testing: Variety

• Accessibility/Flexibility

• Same decisions, more evidentiary options

• E.g., IELTS, TOEFL iBT, TOEFL Essentials, DET, PTE, ACTFL TEP…

• Delivery Hardware

• Paper and pencil…

• Institutional computers

• BYOD (Bring your Own Device)

• Security

• Physical control v. technological panopticon
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TOEFL 
Essentials

International EMI Admissions
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IELTS IELTS IELTS IELTS
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TOEFL Home 
Edition

TOEFL Home 
Edition

PTE:A
ACTFL 

TEP

ACTFL 
TEP

PTE:A

TOEFL PBT TOEFL 
PBT

“Is this student prepared for (under)graduate study?”
- Admissions (and visa), Grad: GAship

ca. 2010 ca. 2015 Covid-19 2021 onward
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Premises & Predictions

1. Computerized delivery of high-stakes tests is now standard

2. High-stakes language tests are not going away

3. At-home, remotely-proctored language tests are not temporary

4. Multiple language tests will often be used for the same high-
stakes decisions (Chapelle, 2021; Deygers et al., 2018; Ginther & Elder 2014)
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Validity (& Validation)
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Validity and Computerization
• Argument-based validity/validation (Chapelle, 2020; Kane, 2013)

• Domain Definition
• Digital educational environments: Kyle et al. (2021)

• Evaluation
• Automated scoring: Deane 2013, Bernstein & Van Moere 2010,

Chen et al. 2018; Zechner & Xi 2008; Zechner & Evanini 2020

• Generalization
• Consistency across at-home & test center administration: 

Zumbo 2021, Kim & Walker 2021

• Explanation
• Keyboarding & Computer Familiarity: Kirsch et al. 1998, 

Taylor et al. 1999

• Process/Performance across delivery modes: 
Nakatsuhara et al. 2016, 2017abc, Brufaut et al. 2018

• Extrapolation

• Utilization
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Fairness & Justice
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Fairness                Justice

• Kunnan (2018): Treating every 
test taker equally

• Deygers (2019): Avoiding bias 
and providing equal access

• McNamara, Knoch & Fan 
(2019): Equal treatment in an 
assessment, with (construct) 
validity as a prerequisite

• Shohamy (2001): Power of 
tests as policy tools 

• Kunnan (2018); Test use policy
that benefits stakeholders 
(particularly the least powerful) 
and promotes positive values 

• McNamara et al. (2019): 
External policy that drives the 
use of the test, motivating 
values and interests that policy 
serves
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Fairness (Kunnan, 2018)

Principle: An assessment ought to be fair to all test takers; that 
is, there is a presumption of treating every test taker with equal 
respect.

• Sub-principle 1: An assessment ought to provide adequate 
opportunity to acquire the knowledge, abilities, or skills for all test 
takers.

• Sub-principle 2: An assessment ought to be consistent and 
meaningful in terms of its test score interpretations for all test takers.

• Sub-principle 3: An assessment ought to be free of bias against all 
test takers, in particular by avoiding the assessment of construct-
irrelevant matters. 

• Sub-principle 4: An assessment ought to use appropriate access, 
administration, and standard-setting procedures so that decision-
making is equitable for all test takers.
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Justice (Kunnan, 2018)

Principle: An assessment institution ought to be just, bring 
about benefits in society, promote positive values, and 
advance justice through public reasoning.

• Sub-principle 1: An assessment institution ought to foster 
beneficial consequences to the test-taking community. 

• Sub-principle 2: An assessment institution ought to promote 
positive values and advance justice through public reasoning of 
their assessment.
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Public Health
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Public Health

• Cramming individuals into a room during a respiratory virus 
pandemic

• Immunocompromised individuals, others at high-risk

• Masking

• Once in a century pandemic?

• Things may get worse

• Looking back at testing during previous epidemics (MERS, Swine flu, etc.)
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Public Health

Extant Concerns

• ???

New Concerns

• What benefits can be yielded by 
requiring testing during a public 
health crisis?

• Is public health and safety 
promoted?

• Are masked speakers in test 
centers disadvantaged in 
speaking tests? 
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Security, Proctoring, and 
Privacy
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Security

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY
16

https://www.flickr.com/photos/dullhunk/28251201308
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Security
• Not a new concern

Then (see Zwick, 2002) +Now

• Time-zone tricks
• Item harvesting
• Smuggling, contraband, 

(analog) spycraft
• Compromised 

proctors/administrators

• POV tricks
• Software tricks, ‘hacking’
• Hardware tricks
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Security: Countermeasures

• CATs

• Massive item banks

• Human proctoring

• (AI-aided) video proctoring

• (AI-aided) system monitoring

• Advanced Biometrics

• End-user ID verification
• Photos, voice samples

• Cybersecurity

Goals:
- Minimize opportunities to 

cheat
- Prevent cheating attempts
- Monitor for cheating during 

an exam
- Verify results after an 

exam/detect cheating after 
the fact
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Ethics of Remote Proctoring 
(Coughan et al., 2020)
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Remote Proctoring – Recent 
Developments
• Industry shift away from AI-only proctoring

• ProctorU announced in May 2021 that only human-involved proctoring will 
be offered as a service

• Recognition that AI flags are not reliable indicators of actual 
malpractice

• Relevance of revealed flags to language tests questionable

• E.g., looking away from the screen, whispering/moving lips while reading

• Systematic biases in AI technology

• Facial recognition less effective/consistent for darker skintones

• A problem when a common AI flag is “is there a face present”
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Cybersecurity

https://blog.duolingo.com/duolingo-english-test-security/
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Security, Proctoring, and Privacy

Extant Concerns

• Do test takers utilize unapproved 
aids? (references, keys, cheatsheets)

• Are test takers being assisted by 
others?

• Are proctors treating test takers 
equitably?

New Concerns

• Are (third-party) remote proctors 
invested in the values of the test 
provider and test users?

• Are test takers with access to 
sophisticated tech more able to 
cheat?

• Are data from test takers’ machines 
being unnecessarily collected? 
Adequately protected?

• Are some test takers being 
scrutinized more/more obtrusively by 
human/AI proctors?

• Is this systematically occurring along 
racial/ethnic lines?

What does the 
public know about 
the actual security 
of the test?
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Internet and 
Communications 
Technology
&
Access
Geographic, Temporal, Financial
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Increasing Access

• Disability

• Health conditions

• Child & eldercare responsibilities

• Rural

• Less wealthy

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA-NC
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Technology is (Finally) Reducing 
Fees
• TOEFL iBT: ~$200+ ($235 in 

Honolulu), $25 for extra score 
reports

• IELTS: ~$200 USD

• TOEFL Essentials: ~$100

• Unlimited, no-fee score reporting

• IELTS Indicator: ~$149

• DET: $49

• Scholarships/waivers for 
economically disadvantaged

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY 25

https://foto.wuestenigel.com/saving-money-cash-in-euroes-with-a-piggybank/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/


“Escaping Oblivion”: Nhial Deng
(Hoover, 2021, Chronicle of Higher Ed)
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Technology: On the other hand…

• Stable, high-speed internet can be a burdensome cost

• Adequate hardware can also be a burdensome cost, but

• most system requirements are modest

• still requires a computer/laptop w/ webcam, microphone

• Few exams compatible w/ smartphones, tablets

• Stable electricity is not available at the home of everyone who 
might wish to take a language test
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Global Inequalities in ICT

“Since there is random electricity load shedding in the 
area I live in so I used a wireless internet device with a 3 
GB package (around 600 MBs were consumed only) but 
try to be on the safe side.” 
- Ms. Yusra Sahid on taking the IELTS Indicator in Pakistan (https://medium.com/@yusra95.ys/my-
experience-with-ielts-indicator-exam-541026cdbc48) 
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National Inequalities in ICT

College Board (U.S.) research on secondary students:

• 11% of test takers have ‘unpredictable’ or ‘terrible’ home internet 
connections

• Smartphones and laptops are most common computing devices at 
home

• Smartphones are not suitable for most language tests

• Disadvantaged test-takers more likely to have only 1 internet 
enabled device at home

• And more likely for that 1 device to be a smartphone
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Unstandardized Settings & 
Conditions

My cat opened the door and came in while I was taking TOEFL Home Edition

In the middle of taking the test, my cat opened the door and I was so flustered that I screwed up the whole listening 
set. Our cat is so clever to do something like this…

Too cute... but what a waste!

That’s… next time be sure to lock the door.
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Unstandardized 
Settings 
& Conditions: 
Some Perspective

Question re: test centers in <neighborhood>

Anyone here take TOEFL near <neighborhood>? 
Where’s a good location?

There’s really just <name of center>, right? I took it there and 
it was not bad; it’s easy to find from the subway station.

Ah I took it there too! The building is pretty new so it was very 
neat and I remember it being fine.Computers      Facility

Not bad~

Not great. Took it in the last week of October and there was construction outside so I 
couldn’t focus during reading. The proctors kept on chatting quietly.

In just my room there were 9 people with errors. Had to wait 3 hours until finally having 
to reschedule. Those people looked tired and the test-takers looked troubled and tired. 
If they’d have carefully decided…

The students in the room across the hall were doing something… music was booming. College of engineering -.-
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Unintended consequences?

• Easier to harvest test content?

• Recine 2020a,b (Magoosh blog)

• Lowering barriers to exploitation?

• Hune-Brown 2021 (thewalrus.ca) 

• Increased ability to ‘spam’ tests
until desired score reached?

• Increased convenience for the 
most privileged?
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Access
Extant Concerns

• Are testing conditions fair?

• Do test takers have equitable 
access to testing centers?

• Do test takers have equitable 
financial access to testing 
services?

New Concerns

• Have undue assumptions about 
access been made when 
offering remote testing?

• Are financial concerns 
influencing test choices (and 
ensuing outcomes)?

• What unintended 
consequences of increased 
access might surface?

Will there be a 
reduction in test 

centers?
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Construct and Decision 
Comparability
Issues beyond the scope of a single test
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Construct Comparability

• ‘Mainstream’ tests based on 
communicatively-oriented 
constructs and academic 
domain definitions

• IELTS

• TOEFL

• Next-gen tests relying more on 
psycholinguistically oriented 
constructs and tasks

• DET

• Versant

TOEFL Essentials
PTE:A (Online)
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Institutional Policy: Many tests, 
same decision

A

• Equipercentile linking among 
tests with (substantially) 
different constructs

• Reliance on cutscores for old 
tests and concordance tables 
for making the decision with a 
new test

B

• More rigorous linking with an 
external framework (e.g., CEFR)

• Using cutscores/decision 
criteria based on external 
framework

36



Constructs and Decisions

Extant Concerns (Single Test)

• Is the test construct relevant to 
the decision being made?

• Is there adequate 
practice/familiarization provided 
(esp. w/r/t technology)?

• How does a test maximize 
‘opportunity for success’ (Kunnan, 
2018) for test takers?

New/Elevated Concerns (Many Tests)

• Is the information from several test 
scores consistent with respect to 
decisions? 

• Who has the means/access to 
‘shop around’ for a test score that 
opens an opportunity? 

• How might the availability of 
several tests support ‘opportunity 
for success’?

• What do test prep and ‘cramming’ 
look like now? How effective?
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for many high-

stakes tests



Looking Forward
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Some Optimism: Potential to 
Enhance Fairness
• Variability in hardware, internet, home environments may ultimately 

matter little

• Advances in tech likely to smooth things over as more ‘heavy lifting’ is done 
in the cloud

• More options for test-takers can be a good thing

• Opportunity for Success (see also super scoring)

• Optimizing testing conditions for the individual 
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Some Optimism: Leveraging Next-
Gen Tests’ Capabilities for Justice
• Reducing costs

• ITA Exams: test prospective ITAs before arriving on campus

• Migration: If you can’t take language out of the equation, then at 
least take language assessment out of the hands of untrained 
immigration officers

• Multilingual University Students: Access to tests of LCTLs to award 
credits
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Investigating Fairness and Justice:
Challenges
• Expanding focus to ‘ecosystems’ of test use afforded by policy

• Focus on institutional score users

• Independent research is limited

• Access to test data

• Access to operational testing systems

• Access to the (potential) test-taking population

• Funding

• Policy and Institutional Stakeholder Research

• How to convince larger institutions that these issues matter/are worth the 
time and effort?

• ILTA Webinar: Advocacy and Engagement in Language Testing (Sept. 15)
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Thank you!
disbell@hawaii.edu
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