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Is Proficiency Always Achievement?1

Alan Davies 

I begin by trying to give a sense of the excitement of working in 
language testing and at the same time suggest what is to me its 
value. 

, A good place to start is with this well-known religious test from the 
Book of Judges (12/ 4) 

'So he (Jeptha) mustered all his Gileadites and fought against 
the men of Ephraim and the Gileadites defeated them. They 
had taunted the men of Gilead with being fugitives from 
Ephraim, living in territory that belonged to Ephraim and 
Manasses. So now these men of Gilead seized the fords of 
Jordan by which the Ephraimites must needs pass on their way 
home; and when any of Ephraim's men came up asking for 
passage, they would ask him, Art thou from Ephraim? Not I, 
would be his answer. Then they would bid him say the word 
Shibboleth, which means an ear of corn; and he would answer 
Sibboleth, pronouncing the word amiss. So then, without more 
ado, they would take him down to Jordan ford and slay him; 
there were then 42,000 men of Ephraim who then perished.' 

What a marvellous test that seems to be! Just one question, setting 
one decisive cut-off, gives enough information to separate the sheep 
from the goats. But in fact as a language test it is quite useless, too 
powerful, making a distinction only between groups, those who 
know perfectly and those who do not, and not taking any account of 
the individual and his/her qualities. 

At the opposite extreme is the danger of certain special-purpose 
tests. Some years ago, I was involved in work of this kind with the 
English Language Testing Service (ELTS test, an earlier version of 
the current IELTS test. In that test a serious attempt was made to 
provide for specialist language use by the provision of tests in the 
language of subject areas such as medicine. The problem that arose 

1 A version of this paper was given at the Fourth ELICOS Association 
Educational Conference at Monash University, Clayton, Victoria, Australia 
in August 1991. 
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