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Abstract 

This study discusses the characteristics of test specifications (specs) and item writer 
guidelines (IWGs), their role in item development of English as a Second Language 
(ESL) reading tests, and the use of the CEFR for specs development. This mixed-method 
study analyzed specs, IWGs, tests, and the Pearson Test of English General test statistics. 
Moreover, interviews and focus groups were conducted with the specs’ developers, 
IWGs, and item writers. The findings show no unique way of conceptualizing specs and 
IWGs. Moreover, translating the CEFR reading descriptors into specs is a challenging 
task. However, results from the judgmental study and item statistics suggest that the 
investigated specs and IWGs facilitated the development of good-quality items at a 
certain difficulty level. This study reveals the potential role of specs and IWGs in estab-
lishing test validity. This research contributes to understanding the under-researched 
area of specs and IWGs and shows the type of information required for effective item 
writing and ways of enhancing the validity and reliability of tests. Practical and theoreti-
cal suggestions and future research have also been identified.

Keywords:  AUA​, CEFR, ESL reading tests, Item writer guidelines, Pearson Test of English 
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Introduction
Language testing researchers have emphasized the importance of using precise specifi-
cations (specs) for test development (e.g., Davidson & Lynch, 2002; Fulcher & Davidson, 
2007; Fulcher et al., 2022; Fulcher, 2021a, 2021b; Green & Hawkey, 2011; Hughes, 1989; 
Jin (2021); Norris, Brown, Hudson & Yoshioka, 1998). One of the early supporters of 
developing detailed specs was Hughes (1989), who argued: “that the essential first step 
in testing is to make oneself clear about what it is one wants to know and for what pur-
pose” (p. 48). Researchers seem to agree that test specs must be clear and explicit to 
assist item writers in the item-writing process. However, there is a lack of research on 
test specs, and the details item writers require to produce the intended items. The few 
studies found are Kennedy (2007), Belyazid (1996), Li (2006), and Cho (1995). All four 
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studies expanded our insights into test specs by researching aspects of specs develop-
ment and use.

Regarding item writer guidelines (IWGs), there do not seem to be definitions in the 
literature of this term. Additionally, the topic of IWGs has hardly any coverage in the 
language assessment literature. The literature does not describe the exact role of the 
IWGs document, the reasons for its development, how to use it, and how it differs from 
the specs document. Therefore, this study addresses this gap in the literature by explor-
ing specs and IWGs, the details provided in these documents, and the relation between 
specs, IWGs, and produced items.

Literature review

Very little has been published on test specs, but “Test craft” by Davidson and Lynch 
(2002) forms an exception. In their book, entirely dedicated to specs, Davidson and 
Lynch (2002) define specifications broadly as “a generative blueprint from which test 
items can be produced” (p. 4). The specs document is thought to be essential in the test 
development process. It is believed to promote stakeholder discussions about what the 
test intends to assess. According to Davidson (2012b), operationalizing target skills and 
abilities designed to be assessed into measurable terms is a challenge, and the specs are 
the central place for doing this. Thus, specs are thought to translate the test develop-
ers’ construct into content descriptions, which the item writers then translate into actual 
items.

Similarly, Bachman and Palmer (2010) discuss specs’ vital role in an Assessment Use 
Argument (AUA) framework. At the assessment development level, specs could be used 
to support the AUA warrants, which show that test items match the intended items as 
stipulated by the developers at the design stage. At the assessment justification level, 
Bachman and Palmer (2010) assert that each specs’ component addresses one or more 
warrants in the AUA. They argue that specs assist in evaluating the link between the test 
developer’s intentions (described in the specs) and the tests produced.

Test specs include different components, which vary in detail depending on the exam 
purpose and the examination body. Several specs formats have been described in the 
field, such as Davidson and Lynch (2002), Alderson et al. (1995), Bachman and Palmer 
(1996), Norris (1998), and Tinkelman (1971). Most specs documents share many com-
ponents, and differences often lie in the level of detail provided. This paper, however, 
considers only Davidson and Lynch’s (2002) format.

Davidson and Lynch (2002) proposed a five-component spec format, which they 
adapted from the work of Popham (1978). The General Description (GD) provides infor-
mation on what is intended to be assessed. It may cover many testing details, such as the 
skill that should be tested and the reason for measuring that skill; the Prompt Attributes 
(PA) provide instructions on what should be presented to the test-takers to tell them 
what they are supposed to do. The PA includes information on the item types to be used 
to test the target skills; the Response Attributes (RA) clearly express how the test-takers 
will need to respond to the items; the Sample Item (SI) exemplifies a translation of the 
descriptions given in the earlier sections of the specs into the intended items, and the 
fifth component is the Specification Supplement (SS). Sometimes extra information is 
provided to specs users to help them use the document in the intended way. Davidson 
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and Lynch (2002) explain that the SS is not a compulsory section. However, it can be 
an excellent place to provide the specs users with as much detail as possible without 
overloading the other components. They thus suggest that a certain level of detail may 
be needed for specs users, but providing much information in the specs can cause the 
document to be complicated.

There are two main procedures for developing specs described in the literature. The 
first is where the specs are constructed to create a new test. The second method is called 
“Reverse Engineering” (Davidson & Lynch, 2002; Davidson, 2012a). Here, specs are 
drawn up or linked to developed tests after developing a test. There can still be differ-
ences in the starting point within these two main procedures, going from the overall test 
to items, from the items to the overall test, or everything together. However, research on 
which manner is most effective or valid is lacking. In addition, despite the importance 
researchers have attached to test specs (e.g., Alderson et at., 1995; Bachman & Palmer, 
2010; Davidson & Lynch, 2002; Tinkelman, 1971), surprisingly, hardly any research 
has been conducted on specs and IWGs. Consequently, the literature on developing 
these documents, their use, and whether they may lead to better item writing is scarce. 
Although, according to Shin (2021), the actual process of how items are written from 
test specs is an area of active enquiry, very little is known about these two documents’ 
characteristics and their relationship.

The only studies found that specifically focus on test specs are post-graduate research 
by Kennedy (2007), Belyazid (1996), Li (2006), and Cho (1995). All four studies expanded 
our insights into test specs by researching aspects of specs development and use. How-
ever, the first three studies did not illuminate the specs’ characteristics and the type 
of detail needed in this document by item writers to facilitate the development of the 
intended items. Cho (1995) is the only study investigating the effect of the specificity 
of specs on item construction. However, it did not explore the processes that the item 
writers followed for producing items, the details they paid attention to in the specs, and 
whether the specs can ensure that items are produced at a particular difficulty level. Sim-
ilarly, Gutiérrez Baffil & Collada Peña, (2022) investigated the process of developing rat-
ing scales for writing according to test specifications and item writer guidelines. Another 
study reports a development and validation project for assessing writing by developing 
and validating local writing checklists (Harsch & Seyferth, 2019). Rossi and Brunfaut 
(2021) explored the effectiveness of an existing item-writing training course to produce 
authentic-sounding listening texts within the constraints of test specifications. Arhin 
et al. (2021) focused on item writing flaws in a communication skills test. However, these 
studies are not concerned with the reading tests, which this study hopes to address.

Another reason for this study is that “there is little information about planning, 
designing, and writing test items” in the literature (Osterlind, 1998, p. 3). The lack of 
research on constructing test items has long been acknowledged. As far back as 1951, 
Ebel suggested an extreme dearth of research on item writing. The list of researchers 
who have expressed similar observations also includes Green and Hawkey (2011), Kim 
et al. (2010), Roid and Haladyna (1982), and Salisbury (2005).

Kim et al. (2010) study is the first to explore the process of using specs while devel-
oping items in detail. However, the study did not describe the process of developing 
the specs (versus using these) and the kind of information included in the document. 
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Similarly, Green and Hawkey’s (2011) study is very valuable since it investigated the role 
of specs and item writers in item development. However, their study focuses on reading 
text development and does not discuss item development processes.

Recently, there has been some realization about the importance of training item writ-
ers. Shin (2021) discusses the role of item writers in ensuring fairness and validity in 
language testing and emphasizes the importance of providing training and support 
for item writers and establishing clear guidelines and standards for item writing. Bafill 
(2022) assigns a lack of resources and training for teachers producing low-quality writ-
ing assessments. Haladyna and Rodriguez (2021) propose using full-information item 
analysis (FIIA) training for item writers to improve the quality of items produced. The 
study conducted by Arhin, Essuman and Arhin (2021) found that many test items con-
tained one or more item writing flaws (such as ambiguity, irrelevant difficulty, and lack 
of specificity). They discuss the implications of these findings for test design and sug-
gest that teacher training in item writing may be necessary to improve the quality of test 
items. Rossi and Brunfaut (2021) investigate whether item writers can be trained to pro-
duce authentic-sounding texts for listening assessments. The study involved a training 
program for item writers and found that item writers should receive ongoing training to 
produce reliable and valid items. Jin (2021) emphasizes the importance of test specifica-
tions in careful planning and development while creating a language proficiency test. Jin 
(2021) proposes a four-step process for developing test specifications, which includes 
defining the test’s purpose, identifying the target population and their language needs, 
designing the test format and tasks, and validating the test through piloting and statisti-
cal analysis. In spite of this development, where the focus is on item writer training and 
test specifications, the conceptualization of test specs and IWGs and what constitutes 
test specs and IWGs has remained under-researched.

The literature review on defining item writer guidelines reveals no definitions of this 
term in the literature, although we find some examples of IWGs. In other words, the 
topic of IWGs is not adequately covered in the literature. For example, although Alder-
son (2000) and Alderson et al. (1995) recommend that one of the stages of test develop-
ment is the use of guidelines for the training of item writers, no details are provided 
on how to develop IWGs, what should be included in such a document, or how to use 
it. When dealing with IWGs, Alderson et al. (1995) present some of the most frequent 
problems related to developing and using objective and subjective item types. The same 
is the case with the other documents that deal with IWGs (e.g., Alderson & Cseresznyés, 
2005; Haladyna et al., 2002; Hambleton & Eignor, 1979). These documents provide item 
writers with instructions and tips on constructing different item types and problems that 
should be avoided while developing particular test items. However, the literature does 
not describe the exact role of the IWGs document, the reasons for its development, how 
to use it, and how it differs from the specs document. Therefore, this study addresses 
this gap in the literature by exploring the IWGs document, its details, and the relation-
ship between the IWGs, specs, and produced items.

The current study

As argued above, test specs are an essential document in the assessment process and 
in establishing test validity. However, little research has been conducted on specs and 
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IWGs. Thus, this study examines the two documents more closely through a case study. 
More specifically, it investigates how the documents are developed and operationalized, 
in what respects they differ from one another or are similar, and the kind of information 
needed in these documents to help item writers develop the intended items.

Based on the above discussion on the importance of specs and IWGs, and the gaps 
identified in the literature on these documents, the following research questions (RQ) 
were developed:

RQ 1: What are the test specifications developers’ views on the feasibility of translat-
ing the reading CEFR descriptors into reading test specifications?
RQ 2: What is the difference between the reading test specifications and reading item 
writers’ guidelines in the investigated organization as conceptualized by the item 
writers and the developers of the two documents?
RQ 3: What information do item writers need in reading test specifications and read-
ing item writer guidelines to help them develop the intended reading items?
RQ 4: To what extent do items developed based on reading test specifications and 
reading item writer guidelines match the intended Common European Framework 
of Reference (CEFR) levels and the intended statistical performance features?

A case study approach has been adopted to examine the above research questions. 
Within this approach, mixed-methods research (Stake, 2008; Tashakkori & Teddlie, 
2003) was chosen, whereby data collection and analysis constitute a combination of 
qualitative and quantitative methods. The investigated specs and IWGs in this study are 
developed and used by Pearson Language Tests for constructing the Pearson Test of Eng-
lish General (PTE General). The PTE General is a suite for assessing and certifying the 
general English language ability of ESOL learners. Previously known as the London Tests 
of English, the revised PTE General has six levels (Level A1 to Level 5) linked to the six 
levels of the CEFR. The PTE General is intended for 14 years and older learners, assesses 
communication skills, and confirms English language learners’ progress in learning Eng-
lish (Pearson, 2012). This study focuses on the reading part of the test, which consists 
of four sections: gap-fill multiple-choice, graphical multiple-choice, open-ended short 
answer questions, and note/text completion items. The investigated PTE General specs 
and IWGs are confidential documents that this paper cannot reproduce.

Methods used in this case study

Previous language testing research focused on test specs (Belyazid, 1996; Cho, 1995; 
Kennedy, 2007; Li, 2006) and used one or two data collection and analysis methods. 
However, this study adopted a mixed-method approach to enhance the study’s con-
struct validity. Therefore, a combination of qualitative and quantitative approaches for 
data collection and analysis was triangulated to obtain insights from different sources 
and groups of participants. Thus, this case study includes the following research instru-
ments: a focus group with item writers, individual interviews with the developers of 
specs and IWGs, individual interviews with item writers, two steps of the judgmental 
study, and test statistics. Figure 1 comprehensively describes this study’s qualitative and 
quantitative methods.
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Qualitative methods

Several qualitative methods were employed in this study. To begin, a qualitative anal-
ysis of the PTE General reading specs, IWGs, and reading tests was conducted. The 
documents were examined at face value in terms of content and according to the fol-
lowing criteria: clarity, coherence, organization, and user-friendliness. This analysis 
aimed to gain initial insights into the nature and clarity of these documents and the 
extent to which they potentially facilitate the production of the intended PTE General 
reading test items. In addition, this preliminary analysis informed the development 
of the different data collection instruments used in this study. A second qualitative 
method concerned a focus group with seven PTE General item writers. It was used to 
gain insights into the clarity of the PTE General specs and IWGs these item writers 
use to develop PTE General reading test items and the processes they employ when 
developing them—findings from the focus group fed into RQs 2 and 3. In addition 
to the focus group, individual interviews were conducted with four item writers who 

Fig. 1  Overview of the methods used in this study
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had not participated in the focus group. This was done to understand better the pro-
cess item writers employ and the documents they use when developing PTE General 
reading items. This was done to contribute to the answers to RQs 2, 3, and 4. The 
interview method was also employed to gather data on the process that the develop-
ers of the specs and IWGs went through while designing these two documents and 
on the difficulties they may have experienced in doing so. The data collected in these 
interviews contributes to all four RQs.

Quantitative methods

The above-described qualitative methods were complemented by quantitative data 
gathering and analyses. More specifically, to study the match between the PTE Gen-
eral specs and IWGs and the level of difficulty of items developed by PTE General 
item writers, test and item statistics provided by the exam board were analyzed in 
terms of item difficulty and item discrimination. This analysis helped to answer RQ 4.

A judgmental study was conducted by five language testing experts to examine the 
extent to which the PTE General specs and tests are linked to the CEFR. The judg-
mental data contributed to the answers to RQs 3 and 4.

Results
This section summarizes the findings obtained in this study and will be discussed in 
the next section. Firstly, in response to RQ1, the feasibility of using the reading CEFR 
descriptors for developing test specs was investigated through individual interviews 
with the document developers. They reported that linking the CEFR descriptors to 
the test objectives is challenging. The reasons they gave (the CEFR was not designed 
to describe testing, there are places in the CEFR descriptors where terminology is 
vague, there is some ambiguity in the CEFR descriptors, etc.) were comparable to 
those identified in other studies that used the CEFR for test development (Alderson 
et al., 2006; Davidson & Fulcher, 2007; Huhta et al., 2002; Jones, 2002; Weir, 2005).

For RQ2, views of the item writers and the document developers were analyzed to 
find the differences between specs and IWGs. All participants agreed that the IWGs 
is the item writers’ main document and should be more detailed than the specs. The 
developers and the focus group item writers conceptualized the specs and the IWGs 
as separate documents designed for different purposes and users. However, the item 
writers in the individual interviews thought there was much overlap between the two 
documents and believed that the specs should be embedded in the IWGs. This stance 
of the participants does not support the literature on the purpose of the specs docu-
ment. For example, Alderson et  al. (1995) explain that specs are developed for dif-
ferent users and not just item writers. Moreover, the specs’ content and format vary 
depending on the document’s users.

RQ3 investigated the information needed in specs and IWGs to produce the intended 
items. Data from the following methods were analyzed: a focus group and interviews 
with item writers, interviews with the developers, and step 2 of the judgmental study. 
Findings related to RQ3 were classified under the following five headings:
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Types of details

The item writers indicated they needed practical details to help them produce the 
intended items. By practical details, they meant specifications of text topics, text 
types, text length, objectives, time limits, candidates’ age and background, item types, 
answer keys, grammatical syllabi, vocabulary lists, sample items, and guidelines on 
developing the different item types. The key pieces of information that the item writ-
ers reported referring to the most are sample items and word count. In addition, they 
reported that they would prefer to have one primary document, which is not very 
long.

Test objectives

Three developers perceived the objectives and the CEFR descriptors necessary for 
item writing. However, most item writers seemed to find the objectives more critical 
than the CEFR. They thought they had a good “feel” for the CEFR levels and that the 
objectives were more transparent and more accessible to use than the CEFR.

Sample items

When developing items, item writers believe they need sample items that are vital 
information. They reported that sample items are either the first piece of informa-
tion they look at regarding the specs or the component they refer to the most in the 
process of item development. In addition, all item writers emphasized providing good 
sample items that carefully and comprehensively follow the requirements stipulated 
in the specs and IWGs.

Specific details

The item writers found it difficult to adhere to many details and requirements to pro-
duce the intended items. In addition, they indicated that developing, finding, and 
adapting texts seemed to be particularly difficult, especially for specific item types at 
certain levels. Findings from the following supported views on the difficulty of devel-
oping texts: the history of items and the specific requirements’ parts (A and B) of step 
2 of the judgmental study.

Training

All item writers considered training essential in item development and asked for more 
specific training. In addition, they made suggestions for future training sessions such 
as (1) using the specs and IWGs in training sessions to show item writers how to use 
these when developing items, (2) providing level-specific training, (3) more training 
on the CEFR levels and scales, and (4) training on finding suitable texts, text types, 
and texts suitable for the different item types.

For RQ4, step 1 of the judgmental study and item statistics analyses were con-
ducted. Findings indicated that except for the highest test levels in many cases, the 
experts’ judgments were proportionally either the same or differed by one level from 
the intended CEFR level.
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To inform the answer to RQ4, item statistics of the 100 items included in the study 
were analyzed by examining the following:

•	 The level of difficulty by inspecting the p-values of items.
•	 The item discrimination through studying the point-biserial correlation of each item 

with the overall reading and test scores.
•	 The frequency with which keys and distractors were chosen in multiple-choice ques-

tions.

The above statistics were selected since these were shared by the exam board and 
standards used by the exam board for item analysis. The item difficulty and discrimina-
tion statistics for the 100 items were compared with the acceptable range statistics used 
by the exam board as indicators of item quality and difficulty level. Table 1 summarizes 
the number of items per test level and the number of candidates the data is based on.

Tables 2, 3, 4, 5, and 6 show that item statistics met the specified requirements.
Based on the above analyses, it can be concluded that, overall, the item’s statistics 

aligned with the requirements specified by the exam board:

•	 About 64% of the items met the item difficulty range specified by the exam board.
•	 Around 88% of the item discrimination statistics (calculated for each item with the 

reading sub-test score) met the specified requirements.

Table 1  The 100 items included in the study

Level 1 Level 2 Level 3 Level 5

Number of items 25 25 25 25

Number of candidates 406 3475 6207 1447

Table 2  The extent to which the 100 items meet the specified difficulty range (based on p-value 
and organized according to the test levels

Met specified range Above specified 
range

Below specified 
range

Total

Level A1 13 (52%) 11 (44%) 1 (4%) 25 (100%)

Level 2 18 (72%) 5 (20%) 2 (8%) 25 (100%)

Level 3 16 (64%) 4 (16%) 5 (20%) 25 (100%)

Level 5 17 (68%) 6 (24%) 2 (8%) 25 (100%)

Total 64 (64%) 26 (26%) 10 (10%) 100 (100%)

Table 3  The extent to which the 100 items meet the specified difficulty range (based on p-value 
and organized according to the test sections)

Met specified range Above specified 
range

Below specified 
range

Total

Section 4 15 (75%) 3 (15%) 2 (10%) 20 (100%)

Section 5 14 (70%) 5 (25%) 1 (5%) 20 (100%)

Section 6 17 (53%) 11 (34.4%) 4 (12.5%) 32 (100%)

Section 7 18 (64%) 7 (25%) 3 (11%) 28 (100%)

Total 64 (64%) 26 (26%) 10 (10%) 100 (100%)
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•	 Approximately 70% of the item discriminations (calculated for each item with the 
entire test score) met the specified requirements.

•	 Finally, about 95% of the MC-key frequencies met the specified rules.

Although this analysis is based on 100 items, the number of candidates it is based on is 
significant, as shown in Table 1. Therefore, one can argue that the data reflects a real-life 
administration size and can give a clear picture of the quality of the items investigated. 
Thus, to a certain extent, the above findings may suggest that the reading specs and 
IWGs facilitated the development of items at a certain difficulty level and good quality in 
terms of discriminatory power.

Discussion
This section discusses key findings concerning previous research to explore the contri-
butions of this study. The discussion is organized by research questions: the feasibility 
of translating the reading CEFR descriptors into reading test specs (RQ1), the differ-
ence between reading specs and reading IWGs is explored from the point of view of the 
document developers and the item writers (RQ2), investigating the kind of information 

Table 4  The extent to which the 100 items meet the specified discrimination index (based on 
point-biserial correlations) for the reading sub-tests per test level

Met specified value Below specified value Total

Level A1 20 (80%) 5 (20%) 25 (100%)

Level 2 23 (92%) 2 (8%) 25 (100%)

Level 3 22 (88%) 3 (12%) 25 (100%)

Level 5 23 (92%) 2 (8%) 25 (100%)

Total 88 (88%) 12 (12%) 100 (100%)

Table 5  The extent to which the 100 items meet the specified discrimination index (based on 
point-biserial correlations) for the entire test per test section

Met specified value Below specified value Total

Section 4 12 (60%) 8 (40%) 20 (100%)

Section 5 11 (55%) 9 (45%) 20 (100%)

Section 6 23 (72%) 9 (28%) 32 (100%)

Section 7 24 (86%) 4 (14%) 28 (100%)

Total 70 (70%) 30 (30%) 100 (100%)

Table 6  The extent to which the multiple-choice distractors and answer keys meet the specified 
item statistics criteria

Key’s frequency Distractors’ balance

Highest frequency Not highest Evenly balanced Not balanced

Section 4 18 (90%) 2 (10%) 12 (60%) 8 (40%)

Section 5 20 (100%) - 10 (50%) 10 (50%)

Total 38 (95%) 2 (5%) 22 (55%) 18 (45%)
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item writers need in reading specs and reading IWGs to help them develop the intended 
reading items (RQ3), and the extent to which items developed based on reading specs 
and reading IWGs match the intended CEFR levels and the intended statistical perfor-
mance features (RQ4).

Translating the reading CEFR descriptors into reading test specifications: feasibility

The specs developers concluded that using the CEFR to develop specs and linking the 
CEFR descriptors to the test objectives was not an easy task (Alderson et  al. (2006), 
Davidson and Fulcher (2007) and Weir (2005). Davidson and Fulcher (2007) thought that 
the CEFR “lacks the necessary details on which to build test specifications” (p.232). Weir 
(2005) concluded that “though also containing much valuable information on language 
proficiency and advice for practitioners, in its present form, the CEFR is not sufficiently 
comprehensive, coherent or transparent for uncritical use in language testing” (p. 281). 
Therefore, the difficulties perceived by the developers of the specs in this study are not 
innate to this study but were experienced in other studies as well: using the CEFR for 
developing test specs is not straightforward.

The specs developers gave the reasons as to why they found using the CEFR for devel-
oping test specs a difficult task was also comparable to the reasons reported by others 
who had drawn up specs using the CEFR (Alderson et al., 2006; Huhta et al., 2002; N. 
Jones, 2002; Little, Simpson, & O’Connor, 2002; Morrow, 2004). For example, Alderson 
et al. (2006) identified four issues related to using the CEFR to build specs. These match 
well with the reasons given by the specs developers in this study.

Another limitation of the CEFR discussed by the document developers is the lack of 
description of the text and task features suitable for different descriptors at the different 
CEFR levels, which they had to infer. Information on the text and task characteristics 
at different levels (e.g., text length, what test-takers are intended to do with texts, rea-
sons for reading a text, typical vocabulary, and structures) is either not defined or is ill-
defined in the CEFR (Alderson et al., 2006; Weir, 2005).

To sum up, the document developers’ responses concerning RQ1 confirmed the litera-
ture. They perceived using the CEFR descriptors to describe testing objectives and link-
ing the CEFR descriptors to the test objectives to be challenging. The explanations given 
by the developers for their perceptions were comparable to the reasons reported in other 
studies that used the CEFR for developing tests. In addition, the item writers discussed 
similar difficulties with using the CEFR descriptors to develop reading test items. Thus, 
to enhance the feasibility of using the CEFR for testing, it needs to be made more com-
prehensive and transparent to enable testers to develop specs and tests that assess the 
intended constructs and, as a result, to be more accountable to stakeholders.

Reading test specifications and reading item writers guidelines: differences 

between the document developers and the item writers

RQ2 focuses on the differences between specs and IWGs from the point of view of the 
document developers and the item writers. Thus, it is discussed from two perspectives: 
practical, i.e., what the participants thought the differences between the two documents 
are, and theoretical, i.e., the role of specs in test validation. From the practical perspec-
tive, the participants had a general agreement about defining test specs and IWGs. 
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However, the focus group with item writers and interviews with the document devel-
opers indicated that the participants believed the specs and the IWGs served different 
purposes and users. The diverging opinions of the focus group and the interviewed item 
writers could be associated with the nature of the focus group method since one of the 
limitations of this method is that the data might depend on who is present in the group 
(Morgan, 1997). Thus, it could be that the focus group item writers were influenced by 
what the more dominant and experienced item writers said.

The above discussion thus contributes to the language testing field by suggesting that 
no fixed relationship exists between the specs, the IWGs, and their content. According 
to the testing literature, depending on the exam and the testing context, specs and IWGs 
could take different formats. It could also be a matter of terminology and labeling, but 
the necessary content is included in the document(s) in some way or another. In prac-
tice, in this case study, the specs and IWGs are separate documents, but there are indi-
viduals (some item writers) who thought the two documents could be merged into one 
and that there was no need for the specs. However, it has been shown that according to 
the developers and some item writers, the specs and IWGs can be conceptualized as two 
documents for different purposes and users: the specs for other users and the IWGs for 
item writers.

Furthermore, this study adds to the literature that, within the same assessment con-
text, there are different views between individuals involved in test development: the 
developers versus the item writers and even among the item writers. Therefore, depend-
ing on the exam, the exam board, the assessment context, or the individuals involved, 
the specs and IWGs may be conceptualized as two separate documents, as two versions 
of the same document, or as one comprehensive document. This suggests that practi-
tioners in the field may not need to worry about having one or two documents if the key 
information is included in the document(s).

Information needed in reading test specifications and reading item writer guidelines to 
help item writers develop the intended reading items.

RQ3 aimed to investigate the information needed in specs and IWGs to facilitate the 
production of the intended items. Data for RQ3 was collected using a focus group with 
item writers and individual interviews with developers and item writers. In addition, 
step 2 of the judgmental study was conducted to obtain experts’ judgments on whether 
the items meet the requirements stipulated in the specs and IWGs.

The study shows divergent views of the document developers and item writers on the 
kind and level of detail needed, suggesting that it would be valuable to involve item writ-
ers in developing documents such as specs and IWGs. This may also help enhance the 
face validity of the documents for the item writers. Item writers are the ones who trans-
late specs and IWGs into test items, and involving them from the early stages of devel-
oping such documents may be of benefit. Their views and ideas about details needed for 
developing the different item types may facilitate the production of the intended items 
and, consequently, enhance test validity. Involving item writers in developing such docu-
ments has also been suggested by Salisbury (2005) and Kim et al. (2010).

Based on the findings for RQ3, it can be argued that the CEFR descriptors should also 
be included in the IWGs for three reasons. Firstly, most developers considered both 
the objectives and CEFR descriptors important for item writing and for enhancing test 
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validity by developing the intended items in terms of type and difficulty level. Secondly, 
they designed the IWGs as the item writers’ principal document. Thus, it seems logical 
to expect that it contains all details the developers consider essential, which include the 
CEFR descriptors. Thirdly, by including the CEFR descriptors in the IWGs, it is possible 
that the item writers’ attention will be directed more to their importance and, conse-
quently, they may use them more when developing items. This may enhance their ability 
to develop the intended items and, as a result, strengthen the test’s validity.

Therefore, test developers and testing organizations need to ensure that item writ-
ers know the importance of information on constructs and what items are supposed to 
assess to facilitate the production of the intended items. This could be done through the 
documents provided and training.

In sum, writing the intended items may not solely depend on providing item writers 
with well-developed documents. Other factors may come into play in the process of 
item development. One is how item writers use or interpret the documents provided. 
As discussed earlier, the item writers in this study employ different strategies and use the 
documents differently. Thus, training item writers on the intended use of the documents 
might facilitate their production of the intended items.

Match between items developed based on reading test specifications and item writer 

guidelines, the intended CEFR levels, and the intended statistical performance features

The key data for answering RQ4 is the analysis of item statistics and step 1 of the judg-
mental study. This was triangulated with data collected through individual interviews 
with the item writers and the document developers.

Although there were instances of disagreement in the group judgments, especially 
at the higher test levels, a still reasonable agreement was obtained in this study. Relat-
ing this amount of agreement to the judges employed and their experience in giving the 
type of judgments required suggests that experience and practice are essential in mak-
ing judgments. Therefore, an interpretation is that the reading specs and IWGs inves-
tigated in this study tended to facilitate the development of items judged at or closer 
to the intended CEFR levels. However, variables other than the quality of the specs and 
IWGs (e.g., item writer skills and experience, training, feedback, rounds of editing and 
revision) may have contributed to the match between the items and the intended dif-
ficulty level.

The study shows a divergence between judgments on difficulty levels as opposed to 
empirical difficulty levels probably shows that item difficulty may not depend on item 
characteristics alone. Instead, item difficulty could result from text/item characteristics, 
test-taker characteristics, and the interaction between these (Bachman, 2002). Thus, 
empirical difficulty levels could result from interactions between item characteristics 
and test-taker characteristics. In contrast, judgments may be based on item character-
istics and how the judges perceive test-takers would process the items. However, test-
takers may interact with the items differently than expected and use different processes 
than those predicted by the judges. This does not mean that judges’ judgments are not 
helpful. However, more research is needed on comparing the processes used by judges 
when making judgments with the process followed by test-takers while performing test 
tasks to improve judges’ judgments potentially.



Page 14 of 17Al Lawati ﻿Language Testing in Asia           (2023) 13:21 

In general, item statistics met the requirements specified by the exam board. Indi-
rectly, this suggests that the reading specs and IWGs facilitated or helped ensure that 
items at a certain difficulty level and of good quality in terms of discriminatory power 
were developed. However, it must be kept in mind that the items investigated have gone 
through rounds of revision and editing. Thus, these desired statistics could result from 
the quality of the documents, the skills and experience of the item writers, the quality of 
the revision process, or a combination of these.

The analysis of item statistics showed that overall, the item statistics met the require-
ments specified by the exam board. Thus, these findings indicated that the specs posi-
tively affected the test items, which can serve as validity evidence for the PTE General. 
Therefore, the insights gained here contribute to understanding the potential role 
of specs and how the quality of the specs and the items produced based on them can 
potentially support validity issues.

Conclusion and contributions of this research
The primary aim of this study was to examine the characteristics of reading test specs 
and IWGs, and the relationship between these two documents and items developed 
based on these documents. In particular, the study investigated the type of details in 
specs and IWGs that help item writers produce the intended items in terms of type 
and difficulty level. In addition, it explored how these two documents can facilitate 
the production of items at the intended level of difficulty. The secondary objective of 
this study was to study the use of the CEFR for specs and IWG development since the 
specs and IWGs investigated in this case study are for the reading part of the PTE 
General, which is linked to the CEFR. More specifically, this study examined how the 
CEFR language proficiency level descriptors lend themselves to producing precise 
specs and IWGs.

The study was carried out by adopting a triangulation approach, i.e., a combination of 
qualitative and quantitative methods for data collection and analysis were used to help 
ensure methodological validity. The qualitative approaches consisted of an analysis of 
the PTE General reading specs and reading IWGs, a focus group and individual inter-
views with PTE General item writers, and individual interviews with developers of the 
PTE General specs and IWGs. The quantitative methods concerned a two-step judg-
mental study by five language testing experts and an analysis of item statistics.

This study has led to empirically informed insights into the type of information item 
writers need in specs and IWGs to help them develop the intended items in terms of 
type and difficulty level. Furthermore, it serves as an original contribution to the field 
since there is a lack of research in language testing that has investigated the type of 
information perceived to be needed by item writers in specs and IWGs, the relationship 
between these two documents, and the link between the information provided and the 
items produced. In addition, this study investigated the IWGs that have hardly been 
covered in the language testing literature and have not been empirically investigated.

This study further shows no fixed conceptualization of specs and IWGs. Depend-
ing on the exam, the exam board, the assessment context, or the document users, 
the specs and IWGs could be developed as two separate documents, one compre-
hensive document, or two versions of the same document for different users. What is 
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crucial is that the necessary content is included in the document(s). In this case study, 
the item writers and document developers considered the IWGs as the item writers’ 
documents. In addition, the item writers preferred having one concise document that 
comprises the necessary information for item writing.

A unique contribution of this study is the mixed-method approach used to enhance 
the study’s construct validity. Previous language testing research focused on test specs 
(Belyazid, 1996; Cho, 1995; Kennedy, 2007; Li, 2006) and used one or two data collec-
tion methods and analyses. In this study, qualitative and quantitative data collection 
and analysis approaches were triangulated to obtain insights from different sources 
and groups of participants. In addition, the mixed-method approach facilitated (1) 
confirming findings across methods and (2) supporting and strengthening findings 
from some methods with findings from other methods.

This study also provided insights into validation theory and practice by identifying 
the type of information the developers and item writers believed is needed in specs 
and IWGs to facilitate the development of the intended items, facilitating the pro-
duction of tests that assess the intended constructs. In addition, it provided empiri-
cal insights into specs’ role in the test development process and supported the AUA 
(Bachman & Palmer, 2010). Findings obtained from the two steps indicated that the 
type and level of details provided in the specs facilitated the development of items 
that were judged close to the intended CEFR levels and whose overall quality was 
judged positively. These findings can contribute to establishing backing to support the 
AUA of the test. This study, thus, contributed to the understanding of the potential 
role of specs in the AUA and how the quality of the specs and items produced based 
on it can provide backing to warrants and claims in the AUA.

This study has investigated areas (specs, IWGs, item writing) that have not been 
heavily researched or adequately covered in the language testing literature. In addi-
tion, the mixed-methods approach implemented in this study, whereby data and anal-
yses were triangulated, is novel to research on specs and IWGs in language testing. 
Therefore, this study’s findings will benefit academic researchers and specs and IWGs’ 
developers, item writers, test developers, and consequently, test users, including deci-
sion-makers, teachers, parents, and test-takers.
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