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Abstract. This present study aims to determine what aspects should be 

considered in constructing test specification for localized language proficiency 

test administered in a private university in Indonesia.  Employing the CEFR for 

language as the basic framework, this study involves the analysis of CEFR 

document and interview with four experts on language testing in order to 

construct the intended test specification as the basis of a language test before it is 

further developed. The result of the study implies that there are five aspects with 

more than ten components in the initial consideration of test specification that 

should be considered. They include construct of the test, usefulness of the test, 

content and format of the test, technical features of the test and required 

standards of the test. The analyzed information regarding those aspects, then, is 

combined to construct the proposed test specification of STAcEP test.  

 

Keywords: Test Specification, Language Test, Standardized Test of Academic 

English Proficiency (STAcEP), CEFR 

1 INTRODUCTION  

     Test is one of assessment methods to determine someone’s ability in understanding and 

comprehending certain scope of material. Test is purposively designed according to certain 

objectives, competencies, or outcomes expected by the test provider as well as the test 

takers[1]. Testing in language learning plays an important role as it convinces to what extend 

someone comprehend the outcomes of certain materials[2][3]. Rapid development in academic 

context influences the development of English test as a measurement of one’s proficiency. It is 

proven by the development of localized tests in several countries [4]–[6]. Even though the 

existing language tests are still considered significant and appropriate to be used, some 

institutions require the use of certain designated test, particularly English proficiency test. This 

is due to the different policy that is applicable in different institution[7]. In Indonesian tertiary 

context, university students are required to have school-leaving certificate that indicates 

certain competencies in English they have. Such requirement is demanding as many 

companies urge every job applicants to provide the certificate as the obligation and 
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requirement in applying the job[8], [9]. As the results, each institution tries to provide English 

proficiency test for its students. Recently, institutions tend to construct their own test format. 

Some possible reasons that prompt it include internal institutional policy, consideration on the 

needs of test-takers and test-users, availability of the test sources and consideration on the 

expected outcomes. Most importantly, justifying students’ needs to the new format of test is 

possible since it is considered as an effort to analyze their competencies in the most 

appropriate way based on their characteristics[10]. That is why there is urgency in 

constructing English proficiency test in accordance to aforementioned reasons.  

In the case of English proficiency test in private university where the researchers teach, 

students are required to enroll in an Academic English Program. According to the institution’s 

policy, all students from all majors should obtain a certificate of Academic English 

proficiency test as school-leaving certificate[11][12]. This implies that students have to attend 

proficiency test in order to be certified and graduated from the university. Furthermore, it is 

also mentioned in the institution’s policy that proficiency test administered for students should 

be able to cover not only general knowledge of English but also local characteristics valued by 

the institution. In addition, after completing their education, students are supposed to achieve 

basic level of English proficiency. Simply, certain course and test proficiency program that 

meets students and institutions’ requirement should be constructed[13], [14]. Such proficiency 

test is yet available in this university. Therefore, there is a demanding concern regarding the 

construction of English proficiency test. The intended test is called STAcEP or Standardized 

Test of Academic English Proficiency. This test is initiated to equip students with intermediate 

level of proficiency. Referring to the institution’s applicable policy, the administered language 

test is supposed to be able to measure students’ competency in the level of understanding. 

Instead of demanding students to produce English in direct communication, this test tends to 

focus more on receptive skills. The reason underlying this policy is to make the students get 

use to read, understand, and extract information and references from scientific journals for 

their final assignment. Therefore, such test is demanding and of high significant to be 

constructed as an attempt to fill the gap between what test takers and test users need to 

accomplish. Such situation is similar to previous study in another country which blends 

localized language assessment with standardized English proficiency [15]. 

Constructing English proficiency test is not an easy work. It demands rigorous preparation 

and planning. Decision to construct a test should not be based on mere thought since it 

involves long processes to match the test with the intended outcomes, characteristics, and 

standards of standardized proficiency test[16], [17].Despite its significance, having 

proficiency test that meets the users’ needs involves many considerations concerning how the 

test is formed. Once the decision to provide a test is made, test developers should be informed 

that they should have some in store regarding the planning of constructing the test. In this case, 

consulting prevailing, accepted standards of proficiency test development is more than just 

suggested in order to make sure that the process of constructing the test preparation is aligned 

and justified with the globally acknowledged, standardized framework[18], [19].  

Standardized language test refers to a particular test that has been considered valid as it 

uses certain framework of test as the basis. In the field of language learning, CEFR for 



Language is possibly one of the frameworks that mostly used as a basis framework in 

developing or constructing test. CEFR or Common European Framework Reference for 

Language is a framework that suggests a general basis in the construction of language 

syllabuses, curriculum, courses, examinations, etc that firstly initiated in Europe[20]. As the 

name suggested, this framework is used as a reference as it depicts descriptors covering what 

language users can do in a more comprehensive way. Besides, it also provides six-level 

language proficiency that allows the users to reflect on their competencies. That is why most 

of the language proficiency tests that available today e.g. TOEFL, IELTS, GEPT, Cambridge 

ESOL, etc are developed through the application of CEFR[21], [22]. CEFR for language as 

the reference framework in designing a test has been employed by test developers across 

countries since past few decades. As some studies suggested, this framework is considered an 

approach that benefits test developers in constructing the framework of the test as it enables 

them to adapt the illustrative scales and descriptions of language proficiency level according 

to the expected outcomes[23]–[25]. According to CEFR, the overall stages in developing 

standardized test include decision to provide test, developing test specification, producing test, 

administering test, marking test, grading test, reporting test result, and periodic test review.  

As this study is the initial study in the process of developing test, this study focuses on the 

construction of test specification for the intended test. As what CEFR approach suggested, test 

specification is the basic phase that provide detail information of the test including the purpose, 

significance, format and content, technical features, and requires standard of the proposed 

test[26]. In this phase, test developers are supposed to be well informed concerning the detail 

components of the test. These details are commonly addressed with initials considerations[16]. 

Thus, several points are addressed so that the intended test specification can be constructed. 

The points include the focus of the tasks, skills or competencies intended to be tested, text 

types as the input of the test, text sources, and areas of topic considered suitable for the test 

and intended level of competency. Moreover, some other points regarding the test’ technical 

features are also addressed. It includes the duration, number of items, types of items, length, 

format and marking system of the test [16][20]. Detail information regarding the components 

derived from the manual for language test development and examining is the main material to 

be analyzed in order to construct the test specification. The aforementioned characteristics are 

based on the CEFR approach as the mainly underpinning theory. In addition, the underpinning 

framework is also the tools by which the requirements of localized language assessment of the 

current institution are aligned to. Test specification is an urgency that should be constructed 

first before the actual test is developed[24]. Based on the given explanation, this study is 

primarily conducted as an attempt to answer a concern about initial considerations in 

constructing test specification for STAcEP that is based on the indicators of CEFR. 

 

2 METHODOLOGY  

In carrying this study, descriptive qualitative approach by elaborating the designing 

process of test specification suggested by CEFR for language was employed[16]. According to 

this framework, designing test specification is carried out by determining the test contract, test 



usefulness, content and format, technical features and required standards of the test. The next 

step is consulting CEFR descriptors to obtain the judgment between test specification and the 

CEFR level. Those overall steps were conveyed in the form of description and elaboration. In 

this study, four experts of language testing with reputable credentials in the field of language 

testing are involved as the participants. In this case, insights from the experts were concluded 

as the judgment for STAcEP test specification. In collecting the data, the researchers 

employed document-based observation and focus group discussion with experts. The main 

data in this study is CEFR document. Document-based observation is conducted by 

participants and researchers within a particular discussion[27]. The observation results then 

are crosschecked through focus group discussion with the experts to compose judgment for the 

test specification. The result of the analysis is described in tables in accordance with the parts 

of initial considerations of constructing test specification. Thus, it is interpreted and reported 

in narrative and then concluded as the result of the study. 

 

3 FINDING AND DISCUSSION  

The results of this study are presented in tables representing the initial considerations of 

intended test specification suggested by CEFR. There are three parts of initial considerations 

reported in this study: (1) construct, usefulness, and content and format of the test; (2) 

technical features of the test; and (3) required standards of the test.  

 

Table 1 Result of Initial considerations of STAcEP test specification in regards to the 

construct, usefulness and content and format of the test 

Aspects Components Document-based observation Discussion of justification 

Test 

construct 

Skill to be 

tested 

Semantic components 

a. lexical semantic: related to word in 

general context and inter-lexical 

relations 

b. grammatical semantic: the meaning of 

grammatical elements 

c. pragmatic semantic: entailment, 

presupposition and implication 

Receptive skills are more suggested for users 

in non-English speaking country for the 

objectivity of the assessment 

 

Test 

usefulness 

Focus of the 

test 

Providing basic level of English 

proficiency for university students  

Test that allows students to obtain simple 

information of general English 

Content 

and format 

Focus of the 

tasks 

Listening tasks: 

a. Retrieving factual, specific information 

b. Following instructions and directions  

c. Recognizing numbers or letters 

Reading tasks: 

a. Identifying topic of the test 

b. Retrieving specific information by 

scanning the text 

c. Locating and selecting relevant 

information to complete the task 

d. Making inferences from the 

Listening tasks: 

a. Tasks that allow test takers to pay attention 

to every piece of given information in the 

text 

b. Tasks that require students to comprehend 

the particular part of the text 

Reading tasks: 

a. Tasks that allow students identify the 

purpose and general meaning of the text 

b. Tasks that allow test takers to pay attention 

to every piece of given information in the 



information given in the text text 

c. Tasks that require students to comprehend 

the particular part of the text 

Text types 

and sources 

used as input 

for the tasks 

Input for listening: 

a. Public lectures   

b. Public announcement 

c. Inter-personal conversation 

Input for reading: 

a. Newspaper and magazine articles 

b. Non-fictional books 

c. Research reports 

d. Journal articles 

e. Paper assignments 

Input for listening: 

a. Cross-gender conversations between two or 

more people in real-life setting allow test 

takers grasp information in the closest way 

b. Authentic materials from public services or 

announcements enable students to 

understand text in real situation. 

c. Monologues that is similar to lectures allow 

students analyze formal-informal situation  

Input for reading: 

a. Texts taken from magazine or newspaper 

are more familiar for students and have 

various ranges of lexical choices 

b. Texts taken from scientific journals 

(research reports or assignment) enhance 

students’ understanding of particular 

context with more formal word choices 

c. Texts taken from credential websites may 

be useful to develop comprehension of 

various topics unavailable in books or 

articles 

Topic areas 

considered 

suitable for 

use 

a. Basic needs in daily life including 

services, shopping, places, places and 

direction, etc. 

b. More formal topics including education 

and job interview 

c. Social related topics such as relation 

with other people 

a. Topics related to basic information of daily 

life covers how to obtain and find 

information (daily-activity-based topics)  

b. Texts covering hard discussion i.e. work 

field, education etc. may widen students’ 

knowledge about formal text 

c. Muhammadiyah and Islamic values depicts 

the institution’ Islamic character 

d. Topics related to local cultures or values to 

prove that the institution highly value the 

local characteristics in a globalized context 

Format of 

the tests 

Discrete-item test or task-based test items 

depends on the intended focus of the 

overall test 

Test items are supposed to be based on 

several text types with particular numerous 

instructions, items and responses 

According to table 1, there are six components that should be considered by test 

developers in constructing the STAcEP test specification. The first component in regarding 

what skill or competency is intended to be tested. The observation result reveals that semantic 

components are considered suitable competencies to be tested in STAcEP. Semantic 

components are components of competencies that refer to briefly understand spoken or written 

text, analyzing word meaning, etc[20]. Such competencies are led to the involvement of 

receptive language skills. This consideration is determined by consulting the general aims of 

the intended test and the institutional policy regarding language test. According to the policy, 



students are expected to understand English communication whether for spoken or written 

texts. Therefore, semantic components including lexical semantic, grammatical semantic and 

pragmatic semantic are appropriate competencies for the test. Moreover, experts’ justification 

revealed that test focusing more on the using of receptive skills of English is considered 

suitable. The current institution is not using English as instructional language, thus, testing 

oral or written productive language skills will be hard in term of the assessment. This 

statement is in line with the result of studies analyzing assessment for receptive and 

productive language[28], [29]. Referring to this result, it can be inferred that competencies fall 

under receptive language namely listening and reading are the skills to be tested in STAcEP. 

The second component is related to the usefulness or general focus of the test. This aspect 

is closely related to the expected outcomes of the test itself. Regarding this component, it 

revealed that STAcEP is purposively designed to be used for university students in a private 

institution in Indonesia. Therefore, providing basic level of English proficiency is adequate, 

particularly to obtain school-leaving certificate. Experts conveyed that a localized yet 

standardized language test should ponder the test takers and their current level of proficiency. 

Consulting the factual situation, providing a language test that allows students to analyze texts 

to obtain simple, particular information is significant. Therefore, STAcEP is designed with 

expectation that its test takers could achieve at least basic level of proficiency. In CEFR itself, 

basic level of proficiency means that the test takers are able to understand basic information 

on daily basis[28].  

The next component is the focus of the tasks of the skills chosen to be tested. As what is 

discussed before, listening and reading are two main competencies of STAcEP. Therefore, the 

focus of the tasks is defined. Generally, the focus of both skills is quite similar since both tasks 

are inclined to provide relatively related outcomes. As table 1 showed, listening and reading 

tasks generally focus on obtaining particular information from the texts. However, there are 

some focuses that are different, e.g. the instructions, the use of numbers and letters for 

listening tasks and topic identification, information selection and inferences making for 

reading tasks. Such differences are possible, even are supposed to, since the students’ 

expected competencies after completing the tasks are also different. Each task is purposively 

chosen in order to make students achieve certain goals. These results are also supported by the 

experts’ judgments in which there should be various tasks in the test with different purpose. 

By doing so, it may enable students to enhance their knowledge and achieve the expected 

competencies as they are able to finish those tasks. In this case, the focus of the tasks is 

decided by considering the general outcomes or competencies required by the institution that 

develops the test.  

The fourth component is the text types used as the input for the tasks. Table 1 displayed 

that there are several types of texts that are supposed to use in the construct of STAcEP test 

specification. By consulting the document of CEFR and reflecting into institution’s 

requirements, some types of texts can be taken from various i.e. public lectures, public 

announcements, and conversations for listening tasks and articles taken from magazine, 

newspaper, scientific journals, research papers, etc. Those types of texts are included in 

STAcEP test since they cover various texts that allow students improve their knowledge. 



Expected competencies are the basic justification to select such sources. The same result also 

goes to the justification from the experts. For listening text types, the experts assert that input 

taken from conversation with several turn-taking role allow test takers to grasp the information 

in the closest way and input from monologue or lectures allow students to analyze the use of 

language depend on the formality of the situation. For reading tasks, participants generally 

have similar results with the CEFR suggestion. However, another type of text may be 

considered to be used; texts from credential websites. They are beneficial to use since they 

offer wide range of texts that books or other sources do not cover. Using various text types 

from different sources may enhance the text validity as it helps students understand texts in 

many areas [30].  

Component showing the topic areas considered suitable for the test is the next component 

analyzed in the study. Basically, theory suggests that topics related to daily basis or necessities 

and social related topics are significant to be involved. It includes goods and services, places 

and directions, shopping, work life, job interview, relation with other people, etc. Besides, 

topics that are potential for formal discussion such as education or religion are also of high 

significant. They provide content, context, lexical choices, analysis and scope of discussion 

that lead students to a broad comprehension of intended competencies[31]. This finding is 

supported by the justification given by the experts who convey that topics related to daily 

basis, social or education will stimulate students’ understanding as the topics are some things 

they can relate to in their daily life. In this case, some experts assert that localized language 

test sometimes make use the involvement of local-related topics. As it has the same intention 

with the requirements set by this university, therefore, topics related to Islamic values and 

local culture are included the test. Not only due to the fact that this university is an Islamic 

university and located in small town in Indonesia, but introducing local characteristics in 

English language test may build students’ understanding and broaden their knowledge on the 

role of local issues in global setting and vice versa. 

The last component in the first part of initial considerations of STAcEP test specification is 

format of the test. It refers to the overall types of test items included in the test. Table 1 

revealed that using discrete-item test or task-based-item test is appropriate. However, this 

result is not considered applicable for STAcEP since using more than one format for a test is 

not in line with its requirements. In addition, it may not suitable with the intended 

competencies that are expected by the university. According to the justification, experts 

suggest that using one format and focusing on that is more significant. Referring to the 

objectives of the test, employing test format based on several types of texts with particular 

instructions, items and responses is more acceptable and in line with the outcomes. Therefore, 

task-based-item test tend to be used in STAcEP test specification.  

The second part analyzed in this study is the technical features of the test that is displayed 

in table 2 

 

 

 



Table. 2 Result of Initial considerations of STAcEP test specification in regards to technical 

features of the test 

Aspects Components Document-based observation  Discussion of justification  

Technical 

features 

 

Duration of the 

test 

Depends on the consideration of test 

takers’ ability in completing the test 

Approximately no less than 2 hours, depends 

on the numbers of test items and types of 

intended response 

Estimated 

number of items 

in test 

Depend on the test length (number of 

sections, length of text per section 

and number of item per section) 

Depend on the test length (number of 

sections and number of item per section) 

Estimated 

number of items 

per section 

50 – 80 items 50 – 80 items 

Types of item Selected response (multiple choice, 

matching, ordering) 

Constructed response (short answer/ 

gap filling, extended writing) 

Various types of items let the students elicit 

intended response from the provided input 

and tasks’ focus. The items may include 

multiple choices, true-false answer, 

matching, completion, short answer, etc.  

Length of text Measured in words or minutes for 

input in spoken text and measured in 

words for input in written text 

Measured in words for oral and written input 

to check the relevance of the script and 

intended items and responses 

Marking types One mark per item or weights the 

items based on the focus of the task 

One mark per item since the test is intended 

for receptive skills 

Table 2 showed that six components fall under the technical features of the test. The first 

component is the duration of the test. After analyzing the CEFR document, it is revealed that 

the appropriate duration of the test may vary depending on the ability of test takers in 

accomplishing the tasks. It means that several try outs of the drafted test specification should 

be conducted in order to get the exact appropriate duration. However, according to the experts’ 

justification, the result showed that the estimated duration is approximately not less than two 

hours. Such justification is based on the numbers of test items and types of intended response. 

Enough time limits are supposed to be allocated for average test takers to finish the tasks 

within the mean time. However, since this STAcEP test specification is not piloted yet, the 

consideration of duration of the test is relied on the experts’ justification.  

The next two components are regarding the estimated number of items for the overall test 

and per section. As what is displayed in table 2, it can be seen that number of items for the 

whole test are various depending on the number of sections, length of text per section and 

number of item per section, while the suggested number of items per section is 50-80 items. 

According to this result, defining the number of test items per section should be conducted 

first before defining the number of test items as a whole. Considering it, the experts gave quite 

exactly the same justification. It can be inferred that STAcEP test specification is constructed 

by considering the suggested result.  

The fourth component of STAcEP test specification is determination of test items that 

will be used. It is probably one of the most important parts in constructing language test and it 

is crucial in construction process. From the result illustrated in table 2, it can be inferred that 

the selection of the types of test item is closely related to the type of expected responses to be 



given since different responses carry different purposes the students should be able to 

accomplish. Based on the displayed result, types of test items that are used are the 

combination of selected response and constructed response. Moreover, the use of various 

types of items let the students to elicit intended response from the provided input and intended 

focus of the tasks. Simply, the types of items are ranging from multiple choices, true or false 

answer, matching, and completion to short answer. 

Length of the text used in the test is the next component analyzed in initial considerations 

of test specification. In this component, the text used in the test should be measured in term of 

its length in order to specify its content and maintain its reliability. As what CEFR indicated, 

the length of the text is measured in minutes by determining particular length of time when the 

text is orally recorded or in words by setting certain average number of word count for the 

written text. However, according to the experts, it can be seen that using the same technique to 

measure the length of the text is more suggested. This is done in order to manage its 

consistency. Thus, the texts used in STAcEP test specification are going to be constructed by 

determining the word count.  

Marking types employed for the test is the last component in initial considerations of 

STAcEP test specification. It may be the last component for this aspect, but it is one of the 

most crucial parts. Marking is the activity of giving score for the responses given by the test 

takers. In this study, using one mark per item is more considered as the objective of the test 

itself is to test receptive skills. Generally speaking, weighting the items is also available for 

marking system. However, it may involve rating scale as well. Since the present study focuses 

more on testing receptive skills and deliberately attempts to manage the validity of the score, 

objective marking system by giving one mark per item is employed.  

The last part of construction of STAcEP test specification is the aspect of institutional 

required standards. Table 3 depicts the result of the analysis for this aspect. 

 

Table.3 Result of Initial considerations of STAcEP test specification in regards to required 

standards of the test 

Aspects Components Document-based observation Discussion of justification 

Required 

standards 

of the test 

Level of 

performances 

Six levels of competencies (A1, A2, 

B1, B2, C1, C2) It depends on the 

objective of the test and expected 

outcomes 

Basic level or pre-intermediate level may be 

appropriate to be applied in the institution as it 

considers its objectives and applicable policy 

Characteristics 

of rating scale 

Relative of absolute scales as it is 

adopted from CEFR levels and 

scales 

CEFR descriptors for proficiency level are 

provided under particular terms along with the 

description for each term.  

Table 3 shows the analysis result of initial considerations in constructing STAcEP test 

specification in term required standards of the test. The first component is regarding the level 

of performances expected to be achieved by the students. CEFR is a framework to construct 

language assessment that provides six levels of language competencies along with the 

descriptors. According to this framework, constructing level of competencies should be based 

on these levels by taking into consideration the objective of the test and expected outcomes. 

Consulting the policy and the requirement of the university, STAcEP is aimed to provide 



students with the basic language competency so that the students may have basic level of 

proficiency. Simply, this test is in the scope of understanding level. In the CEFR descriptor, 

basic level of understanding is placed in A2-B1 descriptors. By considering the descriptor is 

this level, level of competencies for STAcEP is constructed.  

The second as well as the last component is defining the characteristics of rating scale. 

Rating scale here refers to the approach to compose the descriptor for the levels. As what is 

shown in table 3, relative of absolute scales s the rating scales that is used in constructing test 

specification for STAcEP. Relative or absolute scales are appropriate in this case since this 

scale is CEFR-adapted scale that is described in words to define performances in definite 

terms [16]. It also has been discussed in previous part that CEFR levels are provided with its 

descriptors. Such scales and descriptors are illustrative and adaptable to be used in different 

context and setting. Moreover, it is not definitive so the levels of language competency may be 

ranging based on the result of the test. Therefore, in order to make STAcEP test be a 

standardized test, the intended outcomes of the text derived from the institutional policy and 

characteristic is described by adopting CEFR descriptors in the same level.  

 

4 CONCLUSION  

Decision of constructing language test is initiated by the consideration of the test 

specification as the first basis in developing the test. By employing CEFR for language as the 

basis framework, then test specification for STAcEP is constructed. There are three aspects 

taken from the framework covering the general form of test specification. The result showed 

that there are about 14 components revealed from the documentation and experts’ justification 

that compose STAcEP test specification. However, there is a limitation of this study regarding 

the content validity and reliability. Thus, further research focusing on piloting and analyzing 

this concern should be conducted in order to address the validity of the test as well.  
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