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Using a Five-Phase Applied Linguistics Design to Develop a 
Contextualized Academic Literacy Placement Test for Pre- 
University Pathway Students
Jonathan H. Green a,b, Charmaine Davis a, Marcus Harmes a, Kate Judith a, 
and Albert Weideman b

aUniSQ College, University of Southern Queensland, Toowoomba, Australia; bFaculty of the Humanities, 
University of the Free State, Bloemfontein, South Africa

ABSTRACT
For students who have faced previous educational disadvantage, aca
demic literacies are key to access and participation in higher education. 
Reliable placement in academic literacies courses engages these lear
ners in appropriately pitched learning activities, ensuring optimal learn
ing while developing their confidence and motivation. In this context, 
we aimed to develop a reliable assessment of students’ academic lit
eracy knowledge to ensure accurate and context-sensitive placement in 
one of two foundational academic literacy courses. These courses were 
situated in a pathway program in a regional Australian university that 
aimed to broaden participation in higher education for individuals from 
under-represented groups and educationally disadvantaged back
grounds. In this article, we describe, sequentially, the use of a five- 
phase applied linguistics design to develop the Academic Literacy 
Level Test (ALLTest). The phases represent the underlying principle of 
allowing pragmatic considerations to precede (but not preclude) theo
retical ones, and consist, in turn, of (1) identifying the language chal
lenge, (2) applying technical imagination and knowledge, (3) devising 
an initial (and iteratively subsequent) solution, (4) providing a theoretical 
justification, and (5) revising or finalizing a blueprint. We demonstrate 
how this process resulted in an organizationally efficient, context-spe
cific, valid and reliable test of academic literacy.

KEYWORDS 
Academic literacy; 
placement testing; widening 
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Introduction

Arguments for producing a good fit for learning for students are compelling and manifold. 
Among these reasons is that effective learning occurs when the content and instruction are 
appropriate to the developmental level of the students concerned; in other words, it is 
neither too easy nor too difficult. In this respect, for example, Vygotsky’s (1978) notion of 
the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) has been enduring: the idea is that learning is 
best facilitated when it is set at a level at which a learner may not be able to complete the 
learning task independently but may be able to do so with some guidance from a capable 
instructor or peer. In language development, the notion of an ideal zone for learning has 
been adapted by Krashen (1987) in his input hypothesis, which emphasizes the importance 

CONTACT Jonathan H. Green Jonathan.Green@unisq.edu.au UniSQ College, University of Southern Queensland, 
487-535 West Street, Darling Heights, Toowoomba, QLD 4350, Australia

LITERACY RESEARCH AND INSTRUCTION            
2025, VOL. 64, NO. 2, 229–255 
https://doi.org/10.1080/19388071.2024.2340031

© 2024 The Author(s). Published with license by Taylor & Francis Group, LLC.  
This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives License (http:// 
creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/), which permits non-commercial re-use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided 
the original work is properly cited, and is not altered, transformed, or built upon in any way. The terms on which this article has been published 
allow the posting of the Accepted Manuscript in a repository by the author(s) or with their consent.

http://orcid.org/0000-0003-1468-1970
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-2194-2307
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-5104-1967
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-2021-9830
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-9444-634X
http://www.tandfonline.com
https://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/19388071.2024.2340031&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2025-01-24


of input in the target language that may be just short of being fully comprehensible to the 
learner. In this respect, academic literacy development in individual learners is akin to 
additional language development: for some students, the discourses and practices of 
academia are not unlike negotiating a foreign culture and language (e.g., Finnegan & 
Merrill, 2017).

Concepts such as the ZPD and input hypothesis are illustrative of the notion of the 
existence of a “Goldilocks zone” for learning – a place where learning is neither too difficult 
nor too easy, but “just right.” Placement testing aims to place groups of learners as suitably 
as possible in this zone (Noble et al., 2003), particularly where an institution offers multiple 
levels of instruction – a progression – within a domain, such as second-language learning, 
numeracy, or academic literacies.

Ideally, academic literacy placement testing is not merely diagnostic of individual 
cognitive functioning (Beleche et al., 2012); it recognizes literacies as “a range of social 
and cultural practices around reading and writing in particular contexts” (Lea, 2017, p. 147) 
and, in the case of academic literacies, best situates the learner for positive and meaningful 
interaction within the academic learning environment.

Appropriate placement has other benefits important in a widening participation con
text. It:

● ensures that students are treated equitably, according to their respective needs and 
developmental levels (Kirst, 1998).

● assists student success by giving them appropriate advice on preparation for their 
chosen university pathways (Morante, 1989); and

● provides an opportunity, from a non-deficit perspective, of evaluating courses to 
ensure an appropriate fit with students (Beleche et al., 2012).

For students who have faced barriers to academic attainment, addressing academic 
literacy is key to providing them with access to university study (Baker & Irwin, 2015a) 
and equipping them for success. Reliable context-appropriate placement is, therefore, 
crucial.

This paper presents a case study of a contextualized placement test development for a 
pre-university pathway program that included people from under-represented groups and 
marginalized academic backgrounds. It describes how a team at the Tertiary Preparation 
Program (TPP) at the University of Southern Queensland, Australia, used Weideman’s 
(2019a) five phases of language intervention design to improve existing placement practices 
by creating a valid and reliable placement test of academic literacy to help inform students’ 
enrollment in one of a progression of two academic literacy courses.

The paper describes the widening participation and institutional context of the test and 
then outlines sequentially the development of the resulting functionally based three-tiered 
Academic Literacy Level Test (ALLTest) in terms of each of the five phases of applied 
linguistics design described by Weideman (2019a).

We demonstrate how considerations in each of these phases resulted in a reliable, 
comprehensive, contextualized placement test that was engaging and accessible while 
possessing the necessary discriminatory power to effectively determine the appropriate 
course for students starting their pre-university journey.
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The context for development

Academic literacy placement testing in the higher education context

In Australia, a program that seeks to broaden participation in higher education is often 
referred to as an “Enabling course.” It is defined as “a course of instruction provided to a 
person for the purpose of enabling the person to undertake a course leading to a higher 
education award” (Australian Government, 2017, p. 384). Such programs are also variously 
referred to as bridging, preparatory, foundation or pathway programs (Hodges et al., 2013) 
and are provided to students fee-free (Australian Government, 2017).

Testing upon entry is employed for a variety of purposes in Australian Enabling 
programs. Baker & Irwin (2012) determined that approximately half of Enabling programs 
required students to complete academic literacy testing upon application, while Davis et al. 
(2023) determined that two out of a panel of nine Enabling programs used academic literacy 
testing as a determinant for entry, with a further three using testing for course placement 
and support purposes. However, there has been little research in Australia on the develop
ment, implementation and efficacy of pre-entry academic literacy placement testing in the 
pathway programs; instead, there has considerable focus on assessing students’ English 
language proficiency upon application for university undergraduate placement. However, 
Sebolai (2016) argues tests that focus on assessing English language proficiency are not 
effective in assessing the preparedness of students to meet the academic discourse demands 
of university study.

As most universities in Australia do not directly assess the academic literacy proficiency 
of prospective students, and instead rely on school achievement or other measures to assess 
admission applications, there has been little impetus to research and develop effective 
academic literary testing processes. However, reliance on traditional school achievement 
measures for university entry does not adequately account for students who have experi
enced educational disadvantage during their schooling experience, and this has prompted 
research internationally in the use of alternative measures for determining academic literacy 
preparedness for undergraduate study (Cliff & Hanslo, 2010). In the U.S., standardized 
testing, including SAT and ACT for college entry, has been widespread, but has also been a 
contested phenomenon. In recent years, many colleges have opted to remove “gatekeeping” 
test scores as a compulsory component of college application, citing the impact of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, declining admissions and concerns over test bias (Allensworth & 
Clark, 2020), instead relying on high school performance and other measures to assessment 
college applications.

The efficacy of academic literacy tests to determine course placement on an institutional 
level, particularly for students subsequently enrolled in developmental education programs, 
has also been subject to scrutiny in the US context. Of particular focus is retention and 
success for students in these programs, the challenges of developing appropriately con
textualized tests that align with the curriculum and are adequate predictors of student 
performance outcomes (for example, Cooper et al., 2019; Valentine et al., 2017).

In the South African context, moves toward massification of higher education have 
similarly prompted the development of academic literacy placement mechanisms beyond 
reliance on secondary school outcomes. Weideman (2019a) argues that close alignment 
between design constructs of academic literacy placement testing and consequent instruc
tion is critical for successful academic literacy interventions in higher education. These 
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principles are reflected in the Test of Academic Literacy Levels (TALL), developed by 
Weideman (2021) and now used amongst a consortium of South African universities to 
inform admission and course placements.

Lessons from the literature

It is difficult to identify a unified approach in Australia to the type of post-enrollment 
placement testing contemplated in the development of the ALLTest. Nevertheless, the 
literature that has emerged from placement testing from US and Canadian developmental 
education (which is cognate with Enabling education in Australia) and from English 
language proficiency testing is instructive.

Criteria for placement testing. Throughout this development, the imperatives of fairness, 
validity and reliability have emerged as key principles. These tenets are expressed through 
the literature in several criteria, including:

● Having a clear purpose and goals (e.g., Hodara et al., 2012; Venezia et al., 2010);
● Achieving fairness by avoiding cultural bias and ensuring the test is available and 

accessible to a diverse group of students (e.g., Barnett et al., 2018; Fulcher, 1997; 
Golder, 2006);

● Developing test items that reflect the knowledge, content and skills essential for success 
in university courses (Barnett et al., 2017; Noble et al., 2003);

● Aligning the test format and structure with the knowledge and skills being assessed 
and, in so doing, considering a balance in different question types (e.g., short answer, 
multiple choice, etc.) and the overall length of the test (e.g., Burdman, 2012; Dimova et 
al., 2020);

● Developing a reliable scoring system and clearly defining the interpretation of test 
scores. Integral to this is considering providing diagnostic information to students, 
teaching staff, and university administrators to guide targeted interventions (Elliot et 
al., 2012; Murphy & Yancey, 2009)

Further afield, these criteria are echoed in the literature on English language and 
academic literacy placement (for an international perspective, see, for example, Elder & 
Read, 2015; Weideman et al., 2020)

Limitations of placement testing. In addition to the key criteria outlined above, the 
literature on placement testing in developmental contexts reveals some key limitations, 
most of these related to placement testing being a single, one-time measure. The tests are, 
according to critics:

● Weak predictors of student success in undergraduate courses (e.g., Barnett et al., 2018; 
Burdman, 2012);

● Unable to provide insight into a student’s potential for development and improvement 
over time (e.g., Scott-Clayton et al., 2014);

● Not reflective of the changing landscape of higher education, especially in terms of 
evolving digital multimodality and advancements in generative artificial intelligence 
(e.g., Mokher et al., 2023); and

232 J. H. GREEN ET AL.



● Unable to provide a comprehensive perspective of the preparedness of students’ overall 
readiness for university study (e.g., Armstrong, 2000) particularly where typical 
English and mathematics assessments are concerned (Burdman, 2012).

According to Burdman (2012), many of these limiting factors are problematic because 
placement tests are often high stakes (they are often used as gatekeeping measures): 
premising students’ entry into undergraduate courses and programs based on a “myopic” 
measure that is a weak predictor of success is tenuous. It may also be inequitable for 
students who enter university through non-traditional pathways.

Burdman further recognizes that many of these challenges may be addressed by, for 
example, “downplaying the tests,” seeking multiple measures, establishing informed self- 
placement, and devising assessments that are aligned with curriculum and required knowl
edge and skills.

The ALLTest in the Australian widening participation context

Of critical consideration in determining the purpose, design, development and implemen
tation of the ALLTest is not only the institutional context but the broader international 
context of widening participation. The University of Southern Queensland (UniSQ) is an 
Australian regional university that has one of the most diverse student bodies of any 
Australian university, with most of its approximately 25,000 students (University of 
Southern Queensland, 2022, p. 70) regionally based. Many students are from identified 
equity groups, including from low-socioeconomic, non-English speaking, first-in-family to 
attend university, and Indigenous backgrounds, along with a significant number of incar
cerated students undertaking study from prison facilities across the nation. This institu
tional diversity reflects a response to international efforts to expand and widen participation 
in higher education (Burke, 2013).

The widening participation agenda is in part manifested through UniSQ College, the 
remit of which includes the delivery of pathway programs that provide preparatory study 
and access to undergraduate programs. Currently, almost 12% of students admitted to 
undergraduate programs at the university have articulated from UniSQ College’s widening 
participation programs.

In Australia, Enabling courses (see previous section) have become increasingly popular 
as universities have sought to attract a more diverse range of students. Approximately 50% 
of students undertaking these programs nationally are from identified equity groups 
(Lomax-Smith et al., 2011), compared with 30% of all domestic undergraduate enrollments. 
Pathway programs thus play a critical role in the widening participation agenda (McKay et 
al., 2018). The increasing size and impact of pathway programs at UniSQ and nationally 
reflects a global trend in similarly-tasked programs internationally (Agosti & Bernat, 2018; 
Neghina, 2015).

The Tertiary Preparation Program (TPP) is a keystone Enabling program offered by 
UniSQ College. The program, among the largest of its type in Australia (Department of 
Education Skills and Employment, 2020), has experienced a 100% increase in student 
numbers since 2014. As annual enrollments had moved beyond 3,000 students at the 
time of the development of this test, there was a clear imperative to develop not only 
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more nuanced course placement outcomes, but more efficient administrative processes to 
continue to provide a high level of service to students.

Typically, Enabling programs report an attrition rate of approximately 50% (Hodges 
et al., 2013; Klinger & Murray, 2012), and improved retention and outcomes for students 
have been a sustained focus of research in the field. While a decision not to complete a 
university program can be based on the complex interaction of social, academic, and 
individual personal factors (Christie et al., 2004), much research into reasons behind 
attrition in Enabling programs concludes that personal circumstances (Lisciandro & 
Gibbs, 2016) and a sense of connectedness to and support by the university community 
are significant factors (Bennett et al., 2018; Chesters & Watson, 2016; Willans & Seary, 
2018). Well-designed placement testing may help students to connect by easing them into 
the sociocultural context at university; it also provides them with targeted support through 
informed enrollment into courses that appropriately scaffold and develop their students’ 
existing academic literacy knowledge – knowledge that is critical in all university studies 
(Grebennikov & Shah, 2012), and even more so for Enabling education students.

While there is no formal Australian framework or formalized standards governing them, 
common learning outcomes (National Association of Enabling Educators of Australia, 
2019) underpin many of these programs. Typically, program learning objectives include 
the development of numeracy, academic and digital literacies and study management skills, 
alongside introductory knowledge of academic disciplines relevant to individual student 
aspirations (Baker & Irwin, 2015b; Brett et al., 2016; Hodges et al., 2013). A focus is 
addressing the academic literacies (Baker & Irwin, 2015a) necessary for successful tertiary 
study. These include the ability to find, retrieve, understand, analyze, synthesize, and 
critically evaluate information in different formats, along with the communication and 
critical thinking skills required to engage with and produce academic texts. There is also a 
recognition that academic literacies are not abstract, unitary skill sets, but that they develop 
and are used by participants interacting in a certain sociocultural milieu (e.g., Henderson & 
Cunningham, 1994) – in this case, the academic context of the university.

UniSQ’s TPP exemplifies these broad characteristics and aims. Furthermore, the pro
gram is open to all students and does not have minimum entry requirements, resulting in a 
very diverse range of knowledge and experience amongst the student cohort. Consequently, 
the program has different entry levels, including two academic literacy courses. Students 
applying for the program can undertake academic literacy and numeracy placement tests to 
ensure they are appropriately placed. Previously, these placement tests were paper based, 
accessed by prospective students through the university’s website, completed and returned 
to the College for marking by academic staff. An enrollment recommendation was then 
made to students, who were subsequently enrolled in courses by college administrative staff.

The development and implementation of the ALLTest set out to address significant 
limitations inherent in this process, particularly in the case of the academic literacy test, 
then termed the Communication test, or C-test. Firstly, increased student numbers meant 
managing the C-test process became increasingly unsustainable. Moreover, the validity and 
reliability of the existing placement test were questionable. The C-test was originally based 
on an English language assessment, rather than having a discrete focus on academic 
literacies, and was, therefore, not as effective as a predictor of academic literacy knowledge 
and ability as it could have been. The untimed and unregulated implementation of the test 
also raised questions about the authenticity of answers and meant appropriate course 
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placement was at times compromised. Furthermore, test papers were marked holistically, 
which failed to provide adequate data about the specific existing skills and knowledge of 
new students. There was a need for an operationally streamlined process to implement a test 
that directly targeted selected academic literacy constructs and could be delivered in a more 
controlled manner. The development of a new test also provided the opportunity to gather 
detailed data that could inform course development to ensure alignment with the learning 
needs of the student cohort.

The five phases of applied linguistics design

In designing language interventions in educational institutions, Weideman (2019a) asserts 
that alignment between assessment and language instruction is critical, and that such 
interventions, to be effective, require support by institutional policies. To achieve such 
alignment, Weideman describes a five-phase process of applied linguistics design for tests of 
academic literacy. He argues that this five-phase model best accommodates “the various 
possible combinations of policy, curriculum (instructional), and assessment interventions 
designs that one may find in actual institutional processes” (p. 34).

Alignment is also a consideration in determining test validity; a model that could achieve 
alignment would therefore also address such validity. In discussing the validation and 
validity of language tests, Weideman (2019c; also Weideman & Deygers, 2024) argues 
that the conventional practice of associating the concept of validity purely with interpreta
tions of test scores is problematic. Instead, because language testing occurs within the 
domain of applied linguistics, the design of a language test – and, by extension, an academic 
literacy test – should be subject to the same criteria as those that apply to all applied 
linguistic artifacts. Such design recognizes the primacy of “the technical dimension of our 
experience” (p.4) and that validity should be multi-faceted, including considerations such as 
the consistency of measurement, a clear notion of what is being tested – the theoretical 
rationale of the test – and, thus, the interpretability of test results.

In addition to alignment and validity, it was important that we considered the technical 
possibilities of our context (e.g., the affordances and limitations of the Moodle-based 
learning management system employed by the university) and our analytical purposes (e. 
g., appropriate placement). The five-phase development model (Figure 1) was suitable as 
guide in this regard, too, as it recognized and accommodated in its initial phases these 
pragmatic elements and a consideration of the contextual possibilities.

Moreover, the model recognized that design is more often iterative than linear. It thus 
accorded with our primary purpose, which was not to develop theory but to find a solution 
to a practical pedagogical and operational challenge. This is not to argue that a theoretical 
underpinning was not essential: only that the initial solution would be impelled by prag
matic considerations, and that this solution would then be considered in terms of applicable 
theory to evaluate its conceptual justifiability. Adjustments would be made, if required, to 
derive a final blueprint.

Corresponding with our overall purpose and the considerations outlined above, the five- 
phase design (see Figure 1) is as follows:
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(1) The “language problem” is identified and articulated;
(2) The collective technical imagination and theoretical knowledge of the designers, as it 

potentially applies to the “language problem,” is brought into consideration;
(3) An initial imaginative solution to the “problem” is formulated;
(4) A theoretical justification is sought and designed for the proposed solution; and
(5) The solution is reviewed in terms of its adequacy and appropriateness and rede

signed if necessary.

Test development

In the section that follows, we outline the development of the resulting placement test, the 
Academic Literacy Level Test (ALLTest), through each of these phases.

Phase one: identifying the language “problem”—placing pre-university pathway 
students appropriately and efficiently in a language literacy course

The “problem” that was to be addressed here was the pedagogical and organizational 
imperative to place students appropriately and reliably in one of two academic literacy 
courses with the Tertiary Preparation Program at UniSQ – we emphasize that “problem” in 
this sense is used in consistency with the labeling of the first design phase and is, by no 
means, intended to convey a deficit view of students, their knowledge or ability. It is 
important to briefly but early acknowledge the implications of language as participating 
in a deficit discourse. When used in this discussion, however, we use it with reflexive 
awareness of its implications and connotations. In this sense, “problem” represents the 
institutional challenge to provide the best possible student learning experience within the 
learning context, recognizing the centrality of academic literacy in providing students with 
access to university study and equipping them for the subsequent pathway to graduation.

Figure 1. The five phases of applied linguistics design (Weideman, 2019c).
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Phase 2: applying technical imagination and knowledge to the academic literacy 
placement challenge

The design of the ALLTest for students entering the University of Southern Queensland 
proceeded from the premise that for such an assessment to be valid (Weideman, 2019b, 
2019c), its construct first had to be clearly articulated. It took its cue from the following 
definition of academic language:

Academic discourse … includes all lingual activities associated with academia, the output of 
research being perhaps the most important. The typicality of academic discourse is derived 
from the (unique) distinction-making activity which is associated with the analytical or logical 
mode of experience. (Patterson & Weideman, 2013)

It follows that one, therefore, needs to articulate that construct further in such a way that 
justice is done to the typicality of academic discourse. In language testing, this typicality is 
often expressed as a congruence between the kinds of language tasks associated with the 
domain (academic language use) and the kinds of tasks in the assessment instrument.

Attending to such congruence validates the assessment by demonstrably being in align
ment with the domain being tested and fulfills to a considerable extent the requirement for a 
test design to be technically useful. As will be noted below, all but one of the test tasks 
selected for use in the various subtests have this kind of authenticity; in the case of the one 
exception, the last subtest on Grammar and text relations, an argument can be put forward 
to conclude that it tests certain sub-skills that are often used in working with academic 
language, such as looking for the right term, finding the correct preposition, or selecting the 
appropriate grammatical feature or construction.

Having identified the construct (“academic language”), the main challenge then is to 
operationalize it. Doing that inevitably involves a measure of reduction. Such reduction is 
subject, nonetheless, to the development of a theoretically justifiable set of components of 
academic language. What is to be assessed is broken up into several components of the ability 
to use academic language, which ability can be referred to as academic literacy. Those compo
nents are required to derive from perspectives on language that are theoretically defensible (as 
discussed below). In the current case, those perspectives are the functional views of language 
associated with the work of Hymes (1972), Habermas (1970) and Halliday (1978). Without such 
a clear and theoretically defensible articulation of what the ability is that is being assessed, the 
technical meaningfulness of the test would be in jeopardy, for the interpretation of the results of 
the measurement must be done with reference to what has been measured. In developing 
ALLTest, the formulation of these components of academic literacy, as shown in Table 1, was 
drawn from Weideman’s (2021) functional approach to academic literacy.

Of course, not all these components would carry equal weight or would be entirely 
relevant in tests for students entering university-level study for the first time; a 
selection had to be made from them that was appropriate for the ability that new 
entrants are supposed to have to handle academic language. To test the language 
ability that has been articulated from such selection, the components can then be 
further matched up with task types that might be used to assess the level of mastery of 
academic language. In the case of ALLTest, such matching up was accompanied by the 
further step of assigning different weightings to the various tasks in the three levels or 
tiers of the administration of the test, the justification for which we return to below, 
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after considering several further key contextual and functional considerations that 
underpinned the test design.

Firstly, logistical and administrative ease was important. The test would need to be 
functional within the institutional context and limit the administrative burden. With 
large student numbers needing to obtain their test results quickly so that they could proceed 
with correct self-enrollment, any unnecessary administrative actions had to be avoided. As a 
result, the test would need to aim toward effortless integration within the online learning 
environment of UniSQ College and maximize the capacity for automation. These consid
erations pointed to the use of a multiple-choice format.

Secondly, several design considerations were related to minimizing the cognitive instruc
tional burden for the students. Instructional simplicity was needed to avoid confusion or stress 
that may lead to failure to complete, and the design would need to include a mechanism to 
enable the test to be reliably employed to minimize redundancy and optimize efficiency.

Table 1. Formulation of components of academic literacy (Weideman, 2021).
The ability to use language for academic purposes is a functional ability to:

understand and use a range of academic vocabulary as well 
as content or discipline-specific vocabulary in context

distinguish between essential and non-essential 
information, fact and opinion, propositions and 
arguments, cause and effect; and classify, categorise and 
handle data that make comparisons 

interpret the use of metaphor, idiom and non-literal 
expression in academic language, and perceive 
connotation, word play and ambiguity

see sequence and order, and do simple numerical 
estimations and computations that express analytical 
information, that allow comparisons to be made, and can 
be applied for the purposes of an argument 

understand and use specialised or complex grammatical 
structures correctly, also to handle texts with high lexical 
diversity, containing formal prestigious expressions, and 
abstract/technical concepts 

systematically analyse the use of theoretical paradigms, 
methods and arguments critically, both in respect of 
one’s own research and that of others

understand relations between different parts of a text, be 
aware of the logical development and organisation of an 
academic text, via introductions to conclusions, and 
know how to understand and eventually use language 
that serves to make the different parts of a text hang 
together 

interact with texts both in spoken discussion and by noting 
down relevant information during reading: discuss, 
question, agree/disagree, evaluate and investigate 
problems, analyse

understand the communicative function of various ways of 
expression in academic language (such as defining, 
providing examples, inferring, extrapolating, arguing)

make meaning of an academic text beyond the level of the 
sentence; link texts, synthesize and integrate information 
from a multiplicity of sources with one’s own knowledge 
in order to build new assertions, draw logical conclusions 
from texts, with a view finally to producing new texts, 
with an understanding of academic integrity and the risks 
of plagiarism 

interpret different kinds of text type (genre) with a 
sensitivity for the meaning they convey, as well as the 
audience they are aimed at

know what counts as evidence for an argument, extrapolate 
from information by making inferences, and apply the 
information or its implications to other cases than the 
one at hand 

interpret, use and produce information presented in graphic 
or visual format in order to think creatively: devise 
imaginative and original solutions, methods or ideas 
through brainstorming, mind-mapping, visualisation, and 
association

interpret and adapt one’s reading/writing for an analytical 
or argumentative purpose and in light of one’s own 
experience and insight, in order to produce new 
academic texts that are authoritative yet appropriate for 
their intended audience

Note: components are not taxonomically arranged.
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Thirdly, accountability was paramount. The role of the test would be to provide accurate 
advice to students to guide them to make the most appropriate decisions for their self- 
enrollment, rather than gatekeeping entry. Nonetheless, we needed the test to be rigorous 
enough to support us in providing the best advice to students.

Fourthly, the test needed to be fit for purpose. Very few international students enroll in the 
program, so the communication courses in the TPP program aim to prepare domestic students 
for successful academic communication at university, specifically in undergraduate programs.

The components of the relevant academic communication proficiencies outlined above are 
not specific English language skills but rather include such critical thinking competencies as 
being able to comprehend and interpret written information, evaluate the quality of argument, 
identify logical flaws, interpret graphic information, sequence an argument, and use evidence to 
support an argument. The test was therefore neutral regarding any focus on discrete language 
skills (Weideman, 2021); that is, it would need to avoid selecting students based on specific 
grammar, spelling, or vocabulary skills, or any attempt to divide language competence between 
the skills of listening, speaking, reading, and writing. Rather, it should aim to select based on the 
relevant communicative functions that were outlined above as components of the construct.

Phase 3: the initial imaginative solution

To meet the fourfold objectives of operational ease, minimized cognitive load on students, 
accountability, and fitness-for-purpose, we workshopped some initial design decisions.

Firstly, we chose a three-tier structure with subsequent tiers increasing in their level of 
difficulty. We anticipated that this structure would increase administrative efficiency and 
reduce the time and stress load for students by selecting out bands of students whose results 
at each tier indicate further tiers of testing are not needed, and by positioning the more 
intensive evaluative focus on the borderline student group. Furthermore, we developed the 
first and second tiers to be computer assessable to minimize marker time. We introduced a 
longer written response of 450 words and three paragraphs for the third tier. We expected 
fewer responses here, so manually marked assessment could be accommodated in this tier.

Secondly, the team chose assessment tasks and developed them based on how they matched 
the components of the construct (see Table 1). For example, the Vocabulary subtest would 
measure lexical knowledge (in this case, as defined by Coxhead, 2000), while a Scrambled 
text subtest would assess the sub-ability to see relations between various parts of a text, to 
organize text, to recognize and use a communicative function, and so on. Some subtests, like 
Text comprehension, would enable one to assess not only the ability to define, compare, 
contrast, make distinctions, infer, extrapolate, and conclude, but also on occasion test 
vocabulary, text relations, comparing text with text, and so on. See Table 2 for examples 
of items that we developed for the subtests.

We selected tasks for the subtests that make up the three tiers of the test and weighted 
them for each tier as shown in Tables 3 and 4. The subtests selected for each tier were 
selected from experience with similar tests in other environments. In these, for example, the 
Scrambled text, Vocabulary and Grammar and text relations subtests were the ones whose 
scores correlated most closely with the overall test scores of a longer test and were deemed 
appropriate, therefore, for use in Tier 1. We designed this tier to
be employed either to identify the students whose ability was already at the required level 
and thus did not need to have to complete a second, longer test of language ability, or to 
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provide all students who wished to prepare for the Tier 2 test with a chance to familiarize 
themselves with the format. For those students scoring below 80% in Tier 1 (see Table 3), 
taking Tier 2 was deemed to be essential; Tier 2 is a longer test and, therefore, able to give a 
more reliable reading of the language ability of those tested.

In each case, we carefully selected the texts used in these tiers based on their reading ease 
and grade level, and these measures of difficulty increased gradually over the tiers. For the 
Tier 3 test (see Table 5), all the texts used in the first two tiers were available, as well as an 
additional text that dealt with the same theme and allowed the development of a written 
argument.

Thirdly, a scoring rationale capable of justifiably identifying the cut-off scores was needed. 
We estimated these scores and flagged them for further refinement once the tests had been 
piloted. The intention was that students scoring above 80% in Tier 1 would not be required 

Table 4. Tier 2 subtests, mark allocation and bands.
Subtest Function(s) tested Marks

Scrambled text Complex grammar; text relations; inference; extrapolation; synthesis of 
information; constructing an argument

5

Vocabulary (one-word) Vocabulary and metaphor 8
Vocabulary (two-word) 6
Interpreting graphic & 

visual information
Text type, including visually presented information; essential/non-essential 

information; sequence and numerical distinctions; identifying relevant 
information and evidence

10

Register & text type Text-type/register awareness 5
Text comprehension Vocabulary and metaphor; communicative function; text type; essential/non- 

essential information; identifying relevant information and evidence
30

Grammar & text relations 
(2+2+12)

Complex grammar; text relations; communicative function 16

Total 80
Duration 75 minutes

Results in risk bands:

Band 1: Very high risk

Band 2: High risk

Band 3: Borderline - Write Tier 3 test

Band 4: Less risk

Band 5: Little to no risk

Table 3. Tier 1 subtests and mark allocation.
Subtest Function(s) tested Marks

Scrambled text 1 Complex grammar; text relations; inference; extrapolation; synthesis of information; 
constructing an argument

4

Scrambled text 2 4
Vocabulary (one- 

word)
Vocabulary and metaphor 6

Vocabulary (two- 
word)

4

Grammar & text 
relations

Complex grammar; text relations; communicative function 12

Total 30
Duration 30 minutes

Results in two categories:

Below 80% - Take Tier 2 test

Above 80% - No need to take any further test
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to proceed to the next tier and could be advised to enroll in the higher of the two academic 
communications courses.

For Tier 2, we identified five risk bands based on the students’ scores (see Table 4). “Risk” 
in this case corresponds to Gordon’s (2006) argument that placement assessment should be 
designed to provide an estimate of a student’s ability to attain the basic demands of the 
course; thus “risk,” in this context, refers to the potential that the student would not meet 
such demands and thus fail the course. Those in Bands 1 and 2 (very high risk and high risk) 
would be advised, therefore, to enroll in the appropriate foundational-level course. Those 
with Band 3 results (borderline) would be eligible for a second chance, in the form of the 
Tier 3 test, as would those who were unable to complete earlier tiers. Students in Band 4 and 
5 were to be regarded as having little or no risk and could be provided with advice to enroll 
in the more advanced course.

Ensuring a calibration methodology for test results so they would enable sound advice 
for students was fundamental to the design process from the start. A well-established 
institutional placement test, the C-test was already in use. This older test was based on a 
450–500–word written response to a prompt, requiring evidence from a provided selection 
of texts and some short – answer questions. While, as indicated in a previous section, the C- 
test was operationally inefficient and of questionable validity and reliability (being based, 
for example, on standardized English language proficiency rather than a sound construct of 
academic literacy), it was available as a benchmark, so for the first two intakes, students 
undertook both tests. This allowed for the calibration of the new ALLTest. In addition, the 
older C-test would be available to be modified for use as Tier 3 in the new test.

Phase 4: Theoretical Justification

While the initial design incorporated both contextual knowledge and initial theoretical 
considerations, we revisited these to evaluate their applicability to the initial design and to 
further articulate the theoretical justifications for the design decisions that we made.

Because we recognized the importance of academic literacies in providing access to and 
equipping students for success at university, it was important to adopt a view of academic 
literacies that was grounded in the reality of what students realistically needed to know and 
commonly use in negotiating an academic setting. It followed that the test would, therefore, 
reflect this view of academic literacies through its constructs and underpinning theoretical 
justification. To provide this justification we evoked, at least provisionally, the seminal ideas 
of Habermas, Hymes and Halliday in our initial design ideas.

Table 5. Tier 3 mark allocation.
Subtest Marks

Making academic arguments
(450 words, three paragraphs)
[Add additional text to prior texts]
Total 20
Duration 60 minutes

For second/third chance attempts

For those with Category 3 results and incapacitated test takers of Tier 1 & 2 tests
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Together, these theorists provide a sound justification for a communicative, sociocultural 
underpinning to language development. Hymes (1972), in the first instance, provides a 
rationale for the design approach that we have taken; he argues, for example, that “work 
motivated by practical needs may help build the theory we need” (p.1). Correspondingly, 
the five-phase design is motivated first by a practical need for an efficient, reliable, and fit- 
for-purpose placement test, the development of which then evokes reflection on a theore
tical justification. This is unlike conventional deductive approaches to research and under
lies, too, the somewhat unconventional but intentional approach taken in this discussion to 
introduce the pragmatic considerations of the test development prior to outlining the 
theoretical justification.

Hymes dismisses Chomsky’s (1965) focus on an abstract system of language, which 
posits an “ideal language user.” This ideal language user was a theoretical construct in 
Chomsky’s theory of generative grammar that represented a speaker’s or writer’s complete 
and perfect knowledge of their language, including its grammatical rules, structures, and 
infinite generative capacity, free of the variables and limitations of actual language perfor
mance. Instead, Hymes advocates a communicative perspective that focuses on a language 
user’s knowledge of the patterns of use within a specific social context (Cazden, 2011). In 
sum, Hymes’s formulation of communicative competence as the knowledge needed to use 
language in a particular social context is compatible with the holistic approach taken by the 
Tertiary Preparation Program in introducing students to the culture of the university, 
recognizing the primacy of the context of academic communication and students’ social 
interactions with and within that context, rather than taking a more abstract, skills-based 
approach to language development. It was appropriate, therefore, that the placement test 
took a corresponding approach.

Similarly to Hymes, Habermas (1970) recognizes that language use occurs within a 
communicative context and emphasizes the sociological and functional aspects of language 
usage. In this, his interest is in a pragmatic approach to language that recognizes that 
language is used to perform speech acts within a given context and situation with the overall 
purpose of social cooperation. Again, this formulation is compatible with the learning and 
teaching approach adopted in TPP: the focus is on developing students’ ability to perform 
tasks (often communicative tasks, such as composing an essay) within the academic context.

Halliday (1978), in pursuing a “psychologically and sociologically realistic overall theory 
of language and its functions” also argues for the inseparability of language from socio
cultural context and further develops the functional approach. Halliday highlights language 
as the means by which social groups interact and as essential for group identity and 
belonging. The essential elements of language with which Halliday concerns himself, 
including the text, the text variety or register, the code, the situation, the linguistic system 
and the social structure, provide a theoretical justification not only for the functional 
approach that we adopted in developing the test but are also compatible with contemporary 
approaches that recognize that learning occurs in an interactive sociocultural environment 
(Henderson & Cunningham, 1994), and that foreground the importance of a sense of group 
identity and belonging for the learner (Gopalan & Brady, 2020) – all the more important for 
students who have faced previous barriers to academic attainment.

On reflection, then, the interrelated theoretical stances of these three theorists provided a 
firm and appropriate justification for the functional, skills-neutral approach of the ALLTest 
and were, furthermore, compatible with the contemporary views of academic literacies and 
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learning in general, cognizant as these views are of the importance of environment, social 
interaction and group belonging, that were manifested in TPP.

Phase 5: the blueprint revised and finalized: the ALLTest

The development and implementation of the three tiers of the ALLTest occurred over 
iterative stages that allowed for the selection of the best-performing items from the initial 
pool of 300 multiple-choice items for Tier 1 and Tier 2 and the determination of cut points 
for Tiers 1, 2 and 3.

In the first step of the development phase, we tested the multiple-choice items and, by 
implementing the Tier 3 written test in place of the C-Test that had been the previous 
testing regime, we determined a cut point that would help us make a recommendation for 
each applicant to the program as to their enrollment in either of the academic literacy and 
communication courses (Communicating at University A or the more advanced 
Communicating at University B).

The team had devised a surplus of multiple-choice items to allow for the ultimate 
selection of the specified number of items for Tiers 1 (30 items) and 2 (80 items) based 
on their level of difficulty, their power to differentiate test-takers, and their internal 
reliability. Because these items reflected closely the course content of the two courses, and 
because the test was to be targeted at students of a very similar demographic and level of 
academic knowledge, the team decided to test the items not as part of a comprehensive pilot 
test – doing so for 300 items, in any case, would have been too large a burden on a pilot 
group, and almost certainly would have resulted in a response effect – but by embedding the 
items in “digestible” chunks in the course content of each of the courses.

Items from the various sub-tests were embedded in appropriate places in the learning 
progression of each course, and students in these courses completed them voluntarily as 
supplementary learning material. In all cases, so that the relevant statistical comparisons 
could be made across items, sub-tests were embedded in their entirety. In the course 
Communicating in University A, for example, the sub-test on scrambled sentences was 
embedded as supplementary practice in a section of the learning progression where students 
had completed a lesson on writing cohesive paragraphs. Because the courses are delivered at 
least partly online, the sub-tests had been transposed into the Moodle quiz module. The 
module facilitates the administration and automated marking of tests (students were given 
constructive feedback in the form of learning recommendations based on their scores), but 
also records students’ responses to each item (i.e., A, B, C, D or E), thus allowing for the 
individual item analysis that would help the team determine which items to retain, discard, 
or perhaps amend.

After collecting data over two semesters, we achieved sample sizes of between 70 and 355 
on the sub-tests, allowing for the analysis that would assist in selecting items for Tiers 1 and 
2. The voluntary nature of the course-embedded sub-tests and factors such as attrition of 
student numbers across each respective semester account for inconsistencies in sample sizes 
across sub-tests.
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Item selection for tiers 1 and 2 of the ALLTest
Item selection was based on classical test theory analysis (see Allen & Yen, 2002), using the 
Iteman 4.3 application. Three main criteria were used for evaluating and selecting items 
from each of the pilot sub-tests:

● The ability of the item to discriminate levels of ability amongst test-takers, as indicated 
by the point-biserial correlation (rpBis) score. Pilot items that displayed positive rpBis 
scores of 0.2 (acceptable, but needing review; ranging to 1.0, very strong) and above 
were deemed suitable for selection.

● The ability of the item to indicate the level of facility of the item (or how easy or difficult 
it is), as indicated by the p-value. An ideal P-value is 0.5 (Guyer & Thompson, 2011); 
items in the range of 0.15 (very difficult) − 0.84 (very easy) were considered acceptable 
for selection.

● The internal consistency reliability of the item, as indicated by the Alpha-value (Alpha 
≥0.8 being the target)

Data from each multiple-choice item were also examined for instances in which the 
distractors had a higher rpBis than the correct (or key) answer; this would indicate that 
higher scoring test-takers were tending to select an answer other than the key, potentially 
because the key itself was incorrect (such items are indicated by K in Table 6).

Table 6. Selected examples of items that did not perform satisfactorily in pilot tests.

Sub-test/Item

Discrimination 
indices 

rpBis

Item 
difficulty 
P-value

Internal consistency 
reliability 

Alpha Flag(s)

Scrambled text (N = 101)
2 0.08 0.29 0.47 K, LR,
3 0.41 0.06 0.44 LP
One-word vocabulary (N = 116)
9 0.13 0.96 0.89 HP, LR
10 0.38 0.94 0.89 HP
Two-word vocabulary (N = 93)
7 −0.15 0.05 0.81 K, LP, 

LR
9 0.86 0.40 0.80 HP
Interpreting graphic and visual information (N = 

70)
1 0.07 0.03 0.86 LP, LR
20 0.16 0.24 0.86 K
Register and text type (N = 355)
4 0.12 0.98 0.76 HP, LR
5 0.42 0.88 0.73 HP
Text comprehension (N = 139)
34 0.73 0.85 0.96 HP
81 0.05 0.32 0.96 K, LR
Grammar and text relations (N = 245)
3 0.10 0.71 0.81 LR
4 0.25 0.93 0.79 HP

Notes. Values not meeting thresholds are in bold text. K = key potentially incorrect; LR = rpBis too low; LP = P too low; HP = P 
too high.
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Once unacceptable items were eliminated based on these criteria, the best-performing 
items from each subtest were selected for Tier 2, while the remaining ones were allocated to 
Tier 1.

Overall, the pilot showed that many of the remaining items were easier (higher P-values) 
than intended when they were devised. As a result, we preferred more difficult items where 
the discriminatory value was at least satisfactory. Priority in these criteria was given to 
selecting items for Tier 2 (this tier being the one that would be the most important in 
determining the placement recommendation for each student). The relative ease of the 
items, and thus of the overall test, was acceptable given both the adequate power of the 
selected items to discriminate and the principle of administering a humane test that would 
not be confidence-eroding for students who have been marginalized in the past.

Additional factors considered in the selection of items were whether they were inad
vertent duplications and whether the integrity of question pairs needed to be maintained 
(particularly in the case of the Grammar and text relations sub-tests). As a result, at times 
the team selected an item of less discriminatory value or greater facility than the one 
indicated by the statistical analysis.

Implementation of the ALLTest
Once we had selected the best-performing items, we implemented Tiers 1 and 2 by placing 
them within an online Moodle-based course environment (see Figure 2) which provided 
commencing students with pre-enrollment advice and placement recommendations.

We developed an automated process for the program’s student-facing self-enrollment 
platform wherein intending TPP students would complete Tier 1—the 30-item practice test 
– before they could access Tier 2, the main 80-item test which would determine placement 

Figure 2. Moodle implementation of the ALLTest: Text comprehension and interpreting graphs and visual 
information subtests.
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recommendations. Students attempted one or both tiers voluntarily (not all who completed 
Tier 1 elected to attempt Tier 2).

To ensure validity and test security, question items were randomized and each student 
was allowed one attempt only at each tier. The Moodle quiz module provided a placement 
recommendation for Tier 2 based on students’ scores in relation to the cut point of 68/80.

While Tier 1 also provided general feedback to the students, we decided, after further 
reflection, to alter the design specifications for this Tier by designating it as a practice test 
only: the initial design specified that students who scored 80% or above in Tier 1 would be 
eligible for placement in Communicating at University B, thus foregoing Tier 2. We decided, 
instead, that once we had sufficient data, we would conduct a regression analysis to 
determine the extent to which a certain score in Tier 1 could predict another (specifically 
the cut score in Tier 2). This would eliminate arbitrariness in determining a placement score 
in Tier 1 while retaining its primary function in familiarizing students with the test format 
and environment.

Both tiers were monitored after their implementation to ensure that there were no 
technical issues and to re-adjust the cut score in Tier 2, if required, to reflect the 53rd 

percentile, the determination of which we explain below. During the initial two semesters of 
the test’s implementation, no significant technical problems were detected, while the cut- 
point was adjusted by only one point to continue to reflect the 53rd percentile.

Determining a cut point for placement levels

To determine a cutoff score for Tier 2, a percentile score was extrapolated from Tier 3, 
which had, as a result of trials, been calibrated to the C-test. This trial yielded a sample of 
869 and was used for placement recommendations in subsequent semesters.

To calibrate Tier 3 to the C-test, each candidate’s essay response in the Tier 3 trial was 
given two scores by the experienced raters: one that was a binary determination of level 
(Communicating at University A or Communicating at University

B) based on the rater’s knowledge of the respective courses and previous versions of the 
placement test (i.e., the C-test); and the other was a score derived from the rubric designed 
for the Tier 3 task. A frequency table generated by a chi-square analysis indicated that, from 
a maximum of 20 points, most students who scored 12 and above had been placed in the 
more advanced course.

The cut-point of 12 was confirmed by examination of a receiver operating characteristic 
(ROC) curve – an analytic procedure adopted from medical diagnosis that is used to 
determine the probability of a relationship between a certain diagnostic score and a 
known underlying medical condition (for the case of our analysis, the “underlying condi
tion” was deemed to be the candidate’s academic literacy development at the more 
advanced level). By applying the cut point of 12 and above to all collected test scores, we 
discovered that 53% of test-takers received a recommendation for advanced placement.

Once test items had been selected for Tier 2, the 53rd percentile was applied to the range 
of scores in each item to determine the cut-point for each. From this, we calculated an 
overall cut point of 67.56 out of 80 (or 84.45%). Candidates who scored 68 or above (after 
rounding) would be given a recommended placement of Communicating at University B. 
This was regarded as a preliminary cut point.
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Performance of tiers 1 and 2

Once we had gathered an adequate sample (N = 806 for Tier 1; N = 681 for Tier 2), we used 
classical test theory and Rasch analysis (Rasch, 1980) to evaluate the 30 items of Tier 1 and 
the 80 items of Tier 2, respectively. The non-parametric classical test theory analysis 
(conducted using TiaPlus and Iteman) was consistent with the previous phase of develop
ment (item selection), while the much larger sample size in this later stage of analysis 
allowed us to triangulate and confirm these results through parametric Rasch analysis.

In Tier 1, an Iteman-generated analysis indicated that all 30 items were performing well 
(see Table 7), with very good overall reliability (a = 0.79) for a 30-item test (40 items are 
usually recommended to obtain comparable levels of reliability).

In Tier 2, the analyzes revealed that, with one exception, all 80 items were performing 
well (see Table 8), with an excellent overall reliability score (a = 0.95).

Discussion

Key imperatives underpinning the development of the ALLTest included the need for a 
more valid and reliable placement test that would ensure students could be provided with 
individualized and accurate enrollment advice, along with the need for an operationally 
more efficient assessment process that could be sustained as enrollment numbers continue 
to expand. This latter aim was an internal requirement rather than a pedagogically informed 
ambition related to the most supportive student journey. The test’s implementation has also 
positively impacted student empowerment levels and could inform nuanced and evidence- 
based curriculum reform.

Firstly, during the development phase, project members were concerned that test ques
tions could prove too challenging for students who were new to academic literacy, may have 
minimal digital literacy skills, and may be discouraged by the time and attention to detail 
the test required. However, these concerns proved unfounded. After initial trialing, Tier 2 of 
the test is now undertaken by approximately 65% of all students applying for the course 
(approximately 70% complete Tier 1, the practice test), with the remaining students opting 
to enroll in the introductory academic literacy course as a preference. This suggests students 
find the test easily accessible, engaging, and of value in the enrollment process, while also 
acknowledging that students have adequate intrinsic motivation to complete the tests as an 
entry point to the program. In addition, the online quiz module through which the test is 
administered allows for a monitored and timed test process, ensuring greater reliability and 
comparability of student results.

Table 7. Summary statistics of ALLTest Tier 1.
Score Items Mean SD Min Score Max Score Mean P Mean Rpbis Alpha

Scored Items 30 21.31 4.83 5 30 0.71 0.29 0.79
Vocabulary (one-word) 6 5.01 1.00 1 6 0.83 0.13 0.29
Vocabulary (two-word) 4 3.42 0.79 0 4 0.85 0.21 0.33
Scrambled text 1 4 2.70 1.25 0 4 0.68 0.21 0.67
Scrambled text 2 4 2.28 1.67 0 4 0.57 0.30 0.87
Grammar & text relations 12 7.90 3.27 0 12 0.66 0.41 0.83

Note. N = 806; Livingston index of classification consistency at cut-score of 15 was 0.92.
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The ALLTest has achieved, moreover, a significant reduction in the administrative 
burden of enrolling students. Students are now able to access and complete the test 
independently through an online platform that articulates clear instructions for students. 
For Tier 1 and Tier 2, results are automatically generated and are provided to students 
immediately, allowing them to make informed self-enrollment decisions. Tier 3, undertaken 
primarily by incarcerated students without access to an online platform, is now the only tier 
that requires manual marking by academic staff.

While the ambition of streamlining administrative processes was always subordinate to 
the more significant work of appropriately testing and placing students, existing processes 
had also tended to subordinate and disempower students. Many were bulk enrolled in the 
lower-level courses and had limited agency in choosing their starting level. As noted above, 
the high number of applicants completing the ALLTest not only indicates that the test 
structure and volume are neither overwhelming nor off-putting, but it also indicates that 
students are choosing to engage in decision-making about their course selection. The 
students making these decisions come from cohorts comprising people with low self- 
confidence and a limited family history of higher education participation.

As Klinger and Tranter (2009) point out, entering university even via the supportive 
pathway of an Enabling program involves some degree of cultural displacement and 
disorientation. We propose that the design and implementation of the ALLTest is a further 
important strategy to build confidence. As outlined above, the test structure and content de- 
mystifies academic literacy by breaking down common academic tasks into easily recog
nized subconstructs while gently introducing notions of key competencies (O’Rourke et al., 
2019).

Limitations

We acknowledge that some of the limitations identified in the literature, such as those 
relating to weak predictability and narrow focus, may not be surmountable with a one-time, 
limited-scope test. Our approach, however, has been to mitigate some of these challenges by 
ensuring that the ALLTest is closely aligned with functional academic literacy, and that it is 
used not as a gatekeeping measure but for informed self-enrollment based on a valid and 
reliable diagnostic instrument.

While a one-time test remains less than ideal, many of our non-traditional students do 
not have recent (or any) Year 12 results that could provide a viable placement alternative. 
Over time, however, we hope that the ALLTest (or its successor) may be a part of a more 

Table 8. Summary statistics of ALLTest Tier 2.
Score Items Mean SD Min Score Max Score Mean P Mean Rpbis Alpha

Scored Items 80 58.71 15.50 7 80 0.73 0.43 0.95
Vocabulary (one-word) 8 6.47 1.69 1 8 0.81 0.35 0.66
Vocabulary (two-word) 6 4.47 1.38 0 6 0.75 0.32 0.50
Scrambled text 5 4.05 1.67 0 5 0.81 0.44 0.91
Register & text type 5 4.24 1.09 0 5 0.85 0.27 0.60
Graphic & visual information 10 6.86 2.57 0 10 0.69 0.40 0.78
Text comprehension 30 21.93 7.11 0 30 0.73 0.48 0.92
Grammar & text relations 16 10.69 4.80 0 16 0.67 0.49 0.92

Note. N = 681; Livingston index of classification consistency at cut-score of 40 was 0.98.
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holistic approach to assessment that may include other methods, such as student portfolios. 
These alternative or complementary methods provide us with a direction for further 
research.

We should also note that the scope of this paper concerns itself with the development and 
initial implementation of the ALLTest; while valid questions remain as to its potential to 
predict literacy development, academic success, and retention, these are more appropriately 
left to a further stage of maturity once sufficient in situ data have been collected.

An additional limitation is that relating to the generalizability of the test. As outlined in 
this paper, we elected to develop a contextualized test because such a measure would have 
direct relevance and applicability to our students at UniSQ and would align with the specific 
functional academic literacy knowledge embedded in our courses. We recognize, too, that 
language is used within a specific sociocultural context – indeed, this was one of our reasons 
for avoiding a conventional skills-neutral approach. We acknowledge, however, that a 
highly contextualized test has limited generalizability beyond our specific context. For 
this reason, we have described in detail the Australian higher education, widening partici
pation, and institutional context: this detail may be of some use to readers who are able to 
identify analogous conditions in their own context.

With these limitations to the generalizability of the actual test product in mind, however, 
we believe that the process adopted through the five-phase applied linguistics model is one 
that can be widely adopted by others who seek to develop their own contextualized 
academic literacy placement test, and we hope that the phases that we have described in 
detail will aid them in doing so.

Conclusion

In this article, we have presented a case study of the use of a five-phase model of applied 
linguistic design to create the Academic Literacy Level Test (ALLTest). The context for the 
case study was an Enabling program in Australia intended to facilitate a pathway for non- 
traditional students to enter degree-level study. The intention of the test creation was a 
reliable placement test, facilitating responsive pre-entry advice to students on an appro
priate entry level to their study of academic literacy and communication. The resulting 
three-tiered ALLTest provides evidence that the use of the five-phased applied linguistic 
design – which has at its core the precedence of pragmatic and technical imagination – is a 
fitting design model for providing a context-sensitive test of academic literacy that, for the 
institution, is operationally sound, comprehensive and valid, and, for incoming students, 
provides appropriate and timely advice to empower their decision-making regarding their 
entry options.

The ALLTest is now a business-as-usual component of the UniSQ TPP. Since its 
implementation, very few students have queried their placements, indicating strong accep
tance of the test advice among students. Further, when a student does query the placement 
advice, whether because of technical glitches, misunderstandings, or a mismatch of expec
tations, the Tier 3 test is readily available as a basis for review. While this suggests students 
are following the ALLTest advice, follow-up research is planned regarding the impact of the 
ALLTest advice upon student enrollment choices. As thousands of students choose to 
participate in the testing, it is also generating a substantial body of data, supplemented by 
other data sources including the progression and retention of the students into a degree. It is 
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a further benefit of the ALLTest that it will make possible informed decision-making for 
program development and the suitability of the courses for student cohorts, including the 
continuity of progression between the two stages of academic communication that currently 
exist in the program.
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