Constructing Proficiency Tests for English for Specific Academic
Purposes (ESAP)

Abstract

As courses of English for specific academic purposes (ESAP) become popular in
higher education, the needs for developing standardized tests to evaluate students’
proficiency in designated fields have also increased. Currently, almost all commonly
used proficiency tests are created to evaluate learners’ general proficiency, with items
covering a wide range of topics. Even academic-oriented proficiency tests, TOEFL
and IELTS included, adopt the *“one-size-fits-all” approach to accommodate
college-level students of all majors. In this study, three sets of ESAP pilot tests were
administered. The ESAP tests include a science and engineering (SE) test, a health
and medicine (HM) test, and a business and management test (GPL). The SE and HM
tests were constructed from the test item bank of GEPT, while GPL test was LTTC’s
existing GEPT Pro test designed to evaluate workplace English proficiency. The
ESAP tests were specifically designed to parallel the controlled GEPT
High-Intermediate (GEPT _HI) test in terms of language functions, testing techniques,
test length, linguistic complexity, and vocabulary coverage. The primary difference
among these tests was on topic selection in the texts. In January, 2015, during two
weekly class sessions, all students (N=1704) enrolled in the NCKU ESP courses took
two tests, one ESAP test corresponding to the students’ ESP course, and one
GEPT _HI test. The participants included 756 in the SE group, 306 in HE, and 642 in
the GPL group. Following each test, students filled out a questionnaire to report their
test-taking experience. In addition, each of the three groups could be further divided
into two sub-groups based on the students” majors. Students were considered majors if
the ESAP test they took was in the same field as their academic majors. The results
show that both ESAP and GEPT for all three groups are similar in measuring students’
overall proficiency level. However, an interaction between proficiency level and test
performance was observed: students below B2 across discipline performed better in
the ESAP than the GEPT_HI test. The results suggest that ESAP is a better test for
students with lower proficiency. The study suggests that ESAP tests have great
applications for comprehensive and technical universities in Taiwan where ESAP
courses are required in general education. To better understand the impacts of
test-takers’ knowledge of field-related vocabulary on their performance in ESAP tests,
lexical analyses should be conducted between the ESAP tests with different types of
general tests, and with the corresponding ESAP textbooks. The results may extend the
effects of ESAP tests on students with higher proficiency.
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