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Objectives 

• Understand the notion of test construct 

• How to use the CEFR and the Core Inventory 

• How to read and use test specifications 

• Practice with test items 
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The Construct 
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Beneficial 

Consequences 

Decisions to 

be Made 

Information 

Needed Test Design 

Test Purpose 

and Context 

Defining the Construct 
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Are my students 

learning in class? 

Are these students 

ready to study in 

English? 

What is this 

person’s level of 

English? 

Can this person do 

the tasks we do in 

our company in 

English? 

• Reading, writing, listening, speaking 

skills 

• A range of general topics 

• Easy and difficult questions 

• Skills covered in curriculum  

• Language points covered in textbook 

• Course content and topics 

• Questions of similar difficulty 

• Business skills used in this field 

• A range of topics relevant to this type of 

work 

• Difficulty similar to real life experience 

• Reading, writing, listening, speaking 

skills 

• Academic topics 

• Question difficulty at expected level 

1 

2 

3 

4 
5  

What Information Do We Need? 
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Modeling the Construct 

Skills 

Topics Difficulty 
{ 

• Can be based on a 

model of 

language, e.g.  

communicative 

language ability 

• Frameworks 

provide further 

detail, such as 

CEFR 
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Advantages of the CEFR 

• Easy to identify skills, topics, and difficulty 

• Clear, easy to follow, flexible model 

• Shows progression from level to level 

• Lists skills in terms of actions defined in context 
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CEFR Descriptors - Activity 1 

Can understand short, simple texts on familiar matters of a concrete type which consist 

of high frequency everyday or job-related language.  

C2 

C1 

B2 

B1 

A2 

A1 

Overall Reading, A2 

Can write clear, detailed texts on a variety of subjects related to his/her field of 

interest, synthesising and evaluating information and arguments from a number of 

sources.  Overall Writing, B2 

Can reasonably fluently sustain a straightforward description of one of a variety of 

subjects within his/her field of interest, presenting it as a linear sequence of points.  

Overall Speaking, B1 

Can follow speech which is very slow and carefully articulated, with long pauses for 

him/her to assimilate meaning.  
Overall Listening, A1 

8  
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Test and Task 

Specifications 
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Specifications 

• Blueprint for a test and tasks 

• Test specifications refer to overall contents of test, purpose, context, and 
construct 

• Task specifications list all essential information to write test content 

• May include: 

Purpose Construct 

definition for task 

Description of 

task 

Types of 

questions 

Number of 

questions 

Instructions Type of text Text topic Time allowed Type of prompt 

Language level Language skills Language 

elements 

Lexical level Scoring 

Information 
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Core Inventory 

• Created by British Council 

to expand on the CEFR 

• Lists topics, texts, grammar, vocabulary 

appropriate at each CEFR level 

• Useful for aligning tests and class content  

to CEFR levels 

• www.eaquals.org/resources/  

the-core-inventory-for-general-english/ 
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Core Inventory 
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Activity 2 

Use the core inventory to find which CEFR level each topic or text type is 
appropriate for 

A magazine 

article about 

family life in 

Japan 

A paragraph 

from Harry 

Potter 

Talking about 

your last 

vacation 

A radio program 

about a new 

sculpture 

exhibition What you do on 

the weekends 

A1 

B1-

C1 

A2 

A2-

C1 

B2-

C1 
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Aptis Specifications 
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Aptis, Continued 

Dunlea, J. & O’Sullivan, B. (2015). Aptis General Technical Manual (Version 1.0). British Council. 



www.britishcouncil.org 16 

Creating Items 

16  
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How it All Fits Together 

Language Construct 

Test and Task 

Specifications 

Written Items 
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Practice 
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Activity 3 

• Work in pairs 

• Look at the following specifications.  

• Match them to the type of item they are describing. 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

C 

E 

A 

B 

D 
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• Look at the following task specification 

• With the person next to you, try to write an item as best as you can 

following the specifications 

• After you finish your item, compare with another group! Did you 

miss anything? 

Activity 4 



www.britishcouncil.org 

21 

Skill focus Interactive writing. Responding to a written question with short a paragraph-level 

response.  

Task level B1 

Task description The candidate responds interactively to a question presented as if the candidate is writing on 

an internet forum or social network site.. The response requires a short paragraph-level 

response. 

Topic level 
Appropriate for B1 

Instructions to candidates The instructions identify the setting for the interaction and person or persons with whom the 

candidate is interacting. The following is an example only, and other kinds of follow-up 

questions appropriate to the setting and the B1-level targeted should be developed: 

 

You are a member of a travel club. Talk to other members in the travel club chat room. Talk to 

them using sentences. Use 30–40 words per answer.  

Length of post Each post requesting information should be in the form of 1–3 short sentences. Maximum 

length of a post is 25–30 words, with no one sentence more than 13–15 words.  

Grammar of input e-mail/notice 
and instruction 

A1 to A2 

Lexis of input e-mail/notice and 
instruction 

K1 to K3 

Activity 4 - Item Writing 
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Thank You! 
 

JohnDylan.Burton@BritishCouncil.org.cn 


