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Preface

All assessment, be it teacher-based, school-based, or a national examination, affects 
learners and thus creates the moral imperative to be carried out well.

The book seeks to fulfil the promise implied in its title Examining an Examination by 
looking not only at examination results, but also the examination papers. And this is the 
essence of this book.  It aims to explore a language examination to uncover what lies behind 
the results.  It does this by taking a real examination and analysing its contents to better 
interpret the results.  

This book is intended for those concerned about the English language abilities of the 
nation’s youth as they finish over ten years of compulsory education throughout which a 
major focus is learning English.  It is also intended for those with an interest in language 
examinations and their power to measure properly and influence young people’s life chances.  

Those interested in conducting their own analyses can turn to this book for direction on 
how to conduct a basic evaluation of a language examination.   The book provides step-by-
step guides for running statistical tests that are used in the analysis of the examination paper 
and the results.  The book therefore offers a practical guide to carrying out an evaluation of 
an examination with examples from a real examination for illustrative purposes. 

The examination papers referred to can be accessed from merlinpublishers.com/ 
SEC_MAY2016.pdf

Part One focuses on test construction and evaluates each component of the examination 
against the syllabus that should underpin it, and against the literature on language testing.

Part Two and Part Three explore candidates’ performance on the examination mainly 
through numbers.  Part Two deals with all the examination candidates as one group.  In 
Part Three however, the focus is on school candidates – the candidates that registered for 
the examination through their schools and who therefore have much in common in terms of 
years of study and age. 

Part Four explores a few issues surrounding the role of gender in some aspects of the 
examination.

Using the various statistical tests afforded by the statistical package SPSS, the candidates’ 
performance on each component of the examination is analysed.  Knowledge of statistics 
is not expected, nor will the mathematics underpinning statistical procedures be explained.  
The various statistical tests used in the book are used as tools only and as a means to an end.



9

Introduction

In contexts where language examinations are norm referenced, built generally on a 
communicative competence approach and designed from fresh each year, it is important to 
test the test and make sure that the expert basis it is built on is functioning properly and 
producing a test that meets most requirements of reliability and validity.  

Educational institutions and employers use examination results to select entrants.  Not 
only, but they also make judgements within the passing grades and establish minimum grades 
that serve their institution’s purposes.  

The implication of this is that users of the results make fine distinctions based on some 
implicit understanding of not only what the examination measures overall, but the levels 
of English language ability implied by the different grades.  The faith that the public has in 
examination results needs to be nurtured by demonstrating that the grades are an accurate 
representation of candidates’ level of knowledge and skills.

Central to this book, therefore, is an attempt to conduct a validity argument.  The 
argument is given direction by the socio-cognitive model proposed by Weir (2005). The 
interpretation made of examination results and what candidates know and can do, rests 
firmly on what they are asked to do.  This affirmation echoes McNamara’s assertion that 
the degree of difficulty of the test is important in understanding the meaning of (their) 
achievement (McNamara, 1996).  

The language skills and abilities tested in one session of the SEC examination are 
therefore here subjected to analyses in a bid to understand better the levels of competence 
the candidates have achieved.
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Qualitative and quantitative analyses

The analyses conducted here are essentially an attempt to explore the validity of an 
examination and one strand in conducting a validity argument requires an evaluation of the 
tools used to measure candidates’ listening, speaking, reading and writing skills.  This boils 
down to an evaluation of the examination papers against the requirements of the syllabus 
and against basic tenets in testing.  

Designing test material has been facilitated in recent times thanks to the availability of 
data about language, language use and learner language.  Several tools are available to guide 
test writers in producing examinations that reflect the expected abilities of the test takers for 
whom the examination is intended.  This is desirable in any testing situation and particularly 
so as the examination under study is a highly influential one that acts as a gatekeeper to 
employment and post-secondary and tertiary education.

The test items are analysed for the subskills being tested and the degree of match to what 
communicative language ability is understood to be.  Interwoven with this is a consideration 
of some factors that may influence the reliability of the test and affect test results negatively.  
Test results should be solely a reflection of candidates’ language abilities and not inconsistency 
in test design.  The latter could occur if for instance, the Listening comprehension test input 
and test tasks were not consistent across all sessions of the test.

Another strand of the validity argument rests on statistical analyses of results to explore 
how consistent candidates’ performances on the different parts of the test are with each 
other. 

By far the most important step in the process of carrying out the statistical analyses 
associated with a validation study is the quality of the dataset.  This   relates to the need for 
correct inputting of scores of the various parts of the test.    Whether working with Excel 
or SPSS, one must take precaution that nothing has gone awry when transferring data or 
sorting it.  Cells that should be blank signalling an absent candidate have been known to be 
automatically filled with a value that was never intended.  Human checking is crucial.  Any 
formulas or transformation of values or cut and paste operations must be double-checked.    
Only when the data set is clean and correct can one begin to analyse it; and this stage must 
not be rushed as it will only result in doing the same analyses over again if a mistake is 
discovered.

Clearly, this publication does not purport to carry out an extensive analysis.  It merely 
traces some simple procedures and analyses that are useful to a basic understanding of what 
a language examination is testing and consequently the conclusions that can be reached 
about test takers’ communicative language competence.



SEC candidates in numbers over the years

It is interesting to trace the trend in the number of candidates sitting SEC English over 
several years.  The graph below shows the number of candidates registered for one or more 
SEC examination subjects since 2004 and of these, the numbers that registered for English.  
The trend that emerges is one of declining numbers both for general registrations for SEC 
examinations and for those taking English Language.  Up until 2013, around 75% of those 
registering for a SEC examination, also registered for English.  In 2014, there was the first 
indication of a change when the figure rose to 78%, bucking the trend in 2016 when 87% 
of those registering for one or more SEC examinations also sat English.  This shows that 
while the numbers of those taking SEC examinations has diminished by roughly a third since 
2004, the rate for those taking English has diminished by 22%.    The birth rate in Malta has 
remained largely unchanged since 2004.

Figure 1: Candidates taking SEC English compared to total candidates taking SEC.
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Table 1: Registration and absences for each sector

SEC candidates for English Language 2016

When analysing the results and pass rates obtained in any particular year, it is useful to 
ask whose results are these.  That is, who are the people behind the statistics?   A common 
view is that these are primarily students finishing their secondary education.  In fact, 16% 
of them are not; they are private candidates and post-secondary students as the graph below 
shows. 

Private candidates total 13% (n=584) of those registered, 82 of whom did not take the 
examination.  Interestingly, this is the sector with the highest rate of examination absenteeism, 
followed by the post-secondary sector.  The absence rate for the schools sector is minimal.  
The post-secondary group bring to 16% the total of test takers who are not of school-leaving 
age.

Clearly, the largest sector is the State school sector; the Church schools follow. 

Another consideration to make when absorbing the statistics surrounding examination 
results is what proportion of those who should have taken the examination actually did.  Of 
the 4,255 infants born in 2000 (NSO, 2002), almost 91% (n=3864) registered to sit for their 
English Language examination in 2016. This figure does not factor in deaths, emigrations 
and immigrations. 

Sector Registered Present Absent

State 1973 1958 15 (0.76%)

Church 1501 1499 2 (0.13%)

Private candidates 584 502 82 (14.0%)

Independant 390 389 1 (0.25%)

Post-Secondary 163 154 9 (5.5%)

Total 4611 4502 109 (2.3%)



Figure 2: Candidates taking SEC English by gender 2004 - 2016

In 2000, when the majority of test takers were born, the number of boys born in Malta 
was practically equal to that of girls.

Gender

Of those that signed up for English SEC 2016, the gender mix was the following:


