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As part of the WISP* research project on speaking proficiency, we had to construct tests of
grammatical knowledge and grammatical skill. At first, we reverted to traditional means of
testing. A few examples of test items we used, are illustrated here:
Grammatical knowledge; test administered on paper, responses written without time
pressure.
1 (kunnen) De kinderen waren gisteren ziek en ............ daarom niet naar het feestje.
(can) The children were yesterday ill and ............ therefore not to the party.
‘The children were ill yesterday and that’s why they couldn’t go to the party.’ Required
response is konden, past tense of kunnen. In this context, the verb gaan (go) is optionally
expressed.
2 Zij bleef maar klagen, ............ ik heel irritant vond.
She kept on complaining, ............ I very irritating found.
‘She kept on complaining, which I found very annoying.’ Required response is the relative
pronoun wat.
Grammatical skill; test administered on computer screen, verbal responses recorded under
the suggestion of time pressure.
3 De meisjes gaan meestal naar de bakker.
Het meisje ............
The girls go mostly to the baker’s.
The girl ............
Respondents are asked to start reading the second sentence aloud, after having been presented
with the first one, and make the necessary modifications while finishing it. In this case the
verb should be put in its singular form gaat (goes).
To these procedures, some objections might be raised. First, conditions are somewhat
artificial. Of course, in a test it is impossible to create a completely natural situation, yet I
would prefer to appeal as much as possible to a respondent’s natural linguistic behaviour and
not to his problem solving capability.
Second, the responses depend to a large extent on the instruction: the respondent will
construct a certain structure because he is asked to do so. He will concentrate on form instead
of meaning - which we seldom do in normal verbal communication.
At this point I would like to cite James E. Purpura** where he discusses ‘challenges and new
directions in assessing grammatical ability’: “The fourth challenge relates to the design of test
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tasks that are capable of both measuring grammatical ability and providing authentic and
engaging measures of grammatical performance.”
So what can we do to construct test tasks that are more authentic and more engaging than the
traditional ones? How is grammar used in daily verbal communication? To mention some
characteristics:
• Normal verbal communication is produced automatically and fluently. There is no
time to work out language puzzles.
• It is interactive. Extended monologues are rare.
• It is embedded in and affected by context; many form constraints operate outside the
domain of the sentence.
• It is embedded in a situation which in most cases is not ‘described’ but ‘rendered’.
On the basis of these features, I developed a test in which
• a situation is presented visually;
• a context is given aurally, and a question is asked;
• the respondent’s answer is recorded.
The trick is, to manipulate context and situation in such a way that it would be natural for the
respondent to use a particular language structure. He will only be able to do that if he has
mastered that structure. Let me give one example.
This black stick figure is introduced and given the
name Piet.
Voice: “This is Piet.”

Voice: “This is Tom. Tom is looking out of the
window.”
Next, an event will take place in front of the
window. An unknown guy pushes Piet to the
ground. It is rendered here as a comic strip; in the
actual test item it is an animation.

Possible questions:
“What happened to Piet?”
“What did Tom see?”

Intended responses:
“Piet was pushed to the ground.” [passive]
“Tom saw that Piet was pushed to the ground.”
[embedded clause]

The test in its original form consisted of 45 items and covered the following structural
phenomena: definite / indefinite article, main clause, embedded clause, passive sentence,
relative clause, position of separable verb particles, present tense, past tense, perfect tense.
These phenomena were chosen because they were used in our traditional paper-and-pencil
test – we wanted to make a comparison between the two types of test. This comparison has
yet to be made; scores on the traditional test will soon be available.
Discussion, on basis of our results so far:
Does it work? Is it possible to elicit the desired responses?
Yes, all in all results are promising, but some refinements had to be made. It appears to be
difficult to create situations in which the definite article is unequivocally called for. The same
goes for past versus perfect tense. After administering the test items to members of different
populations, analyzing item statistics and computing a reliability coefficient, 11 items were
discarded. Results are reported on the poster.
Why should a language learner give the desired response?
He may do as he likes – but we compare his utterances to the ones of a native speaker control
group. If the natives choose a certain construction say, four out of five times, and the
language learners do not, I think it is fair to say that the language learners do not have that
construction readily available or do not know when to use it.
Constructing a test like this one, and analysing the ‘wrong’ responses given by native
speakers of Dutch, is, at the same time, a way to investigate the constraints that trigger
specific structures. Just to mention one result: to elicit sentence-like structures (versus
nominal structures) the event should be presented dynamically with no adequate noun-like
descriptor available. If, in the example given above, the black figure Piet would have
defended himself, respondents might have said: Tom saw a fight.
What about children learning the language?***
***
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We tried our test in primary school. Older children (12-14 years old; n=14) give the intended
responses, while younger ones (8-10 years old; n=14) do not.
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