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Testing at Bucksmore
Placement tests
 Day 1 of the programme, morning after the arrival

 Three components:

 Multiple-choice grammar and vocabulary test

 Three short assignments / essay tasks

 Speaking test

 What happens next?

 Students have induction, lunch, site visit / treasure 
hunt, and evening programme

 DoS / Academic Manager marks the test and places 
students in classes (e.g., age, level, nationality, 
gender, etc.)

 Students start their lessons the next day
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What do they look like?
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What happens next?

Seven-tier syllabus from Beginner to Proficiency level to cater for all students.
Each tier contains lessons to develop language skills, vocabulary, fluency, 

pronunciation and overall confidence in English language use.

We produce our own materials and make books minimal, so teachers are 
encouraged to supplement materials and cater for students’ needs better than 

following set course books. 
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What’s the problem then?
Levels
 Cambridge Assessment estimates 200 hrs per 

level, so expect a lot of variety

 Individual needs & information might/do get lost

 The teacher is presented with the unknown

Test data =/= “Intermediate”
 Information merely tells us level and nothing else

 Aggregate information of three sources (averages 
rather than depth)

 How does one word assist your teacher to help?

 Waste of hard work creating a test
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What would we need?
Learning needs preferences
 What goals / strengths / weaknesses?

 What have you done before vs. future aim?

Level
 Where exactly are you now?

 Do you really know what you are supposed to?

 What do you (not) know? How can we help?

Skills and abilities
 How can we improve holistic and distinct skills?

 Who exactly are you?
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Steps we took – The process
Input test data
 E.g., first page = abcd abdc addb cadb ccdb aaaa cbad ad

 Calculate scores: (1) correct, (0) incorrect

 Scores turn into = 1001 0100 1010 1111 0001 1000 1110 00

 Add up scores for student’s total score: 14 on p.1

Compute Facility Value (correct answer %)
 E.g., Item 2: 835/914 = 91.35% correct = 8.75% got it wrong

Compute Discrimination Index (top – bottom 30%)
 Strong students (top 300) – weak students (bottom 300) out of 

917 tests

 DI = 97.9% (top) – 79.1% (bottom) = 18.8% 
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Steps we took – The test (original)
Test difficulty
 Traffic light system based on conditional formatting

 FV value aims: 0.3 < FV < 0.7 for most tests

 Decreasing FV for placement tests (more difficult)

 DI value aims: 0.3 < DI < 0.7 for most tests

 Lowering value needs FV confirmation

 What do we expect to happen?

 What does the colour distribution tell us?

 What potential problems does this result in?

 What resources are we wasting?
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Before After
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Steps we took – The marking
Ideas about our centres
 Means calculated (black line)

 Majority of answers: the block

 Outliers shown

 What does this tell me about the centre?

 Same age group, city vs. rural destination

 What makes me sceptical about results?

 Are the tests correctly marked?
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Expectations vs reality
 Marked Score is what comes back from centres

 I re-marked 140 tests overnight to see tendencies 
– Actual score would have been

 What are the reasons for this?

 What training should we provide?

 “Yes, I have placement-tested students before”

Steps we took – The marking
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The Effect on the End of Course test
Student level – test level
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Speaking components
 Similar issues

 Counsellors not trained

 Possible fluency bias towards lowest and highest 
levels / differences in expectations

 Especially harsh on intermediate students

 Descriptors and training doesn’t work for mid-level 
students

 In case of EOC tests, are we preparing for these?

 Does the EOC test take into account what students 
have practised? Are we testing learning, or learning 
for testing?

Steps we took – The marking
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Induction and training
 Induction for the DoS

 Training session for the counsellors

 Shadowing placement sessions

 Student performance review during meetings

 Identifying talent and investing in returners

Test review
 Detailed descriptors

 Link to CEFR in all cases and what counsellors are 
familiar with

Steps we took – The marking



It is a lot of work.

But it’s worth doing.
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Steps we took – The outcomes
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Steps we took – The outcomes: coding
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Steps we took – Item:language match
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Steps we took – Syllabus inquiry
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Steps we took – Syllabus match



bucksmore.com

Code your classes when possible: “Gryffindor” = B2-2-A
Remember that the difference in level can be as much as 200 hours.
What do you do with mixed levels despite our best efforts?

Steps we took – The outcomes!



bucksmore.com

What does our syllabus focus on?

Is this intuitive?

Steps we took – The syllabus??
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Same with pre-placement tests.
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Pre-placement tests
Individual course recommendation
 Student finds out minimum / maximum / their score

 They find out their level

 Grammar and vocabulary scores kept separate

 Areas to improve before they start their course

 Where they are in the level exactly

 What courses they can take and what to aspire

 What they need to learn to progress further

We’ve custom-tailored a 
course for you.
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What can we find out?

How happy are you with your … skills?
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How does it help our students?
D

D
D

D

D

Student-centred testing
 Find out what they already know

 Find out what they do not need for their goals

 Find out what they do not know

 Find out what they do need

 Provide them with skills that help to succeed

 Give perspectives as to what successful students do

 Motivate students by discussing the syllabus

 Tailor every course to students’ needs

 Invest in staff and procedures to make this happen

 Avoid “But this is what we do here!”

 Don’t be afraid to innovate. Overhaul if necessary.
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