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Background

● 4 levels: Elementary, Intermediate, Advanced, Advanced-High
● Each level is taught in 2 semesters, 14 weeks each
● Placement exams served to:

○ Place students with prior knowledge to the appropriate classes
○ Certify students who are exempt from the language requirement

■ Students who are placed into the third-year level (i.e. Advanced)
are exempt
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Step 1

Before exam:
- Self assessment 

(200 statements, 5 
levels, 4 skills using 
ACTFL can-do 
statements)

- Email to set up a test 
time (at students’ 
convenience)

Step 2

During exam:
- Oral exam
- Reading and 

Writing exams via 
Zoom

- Total: ~75 minutes

Step  3

Post exam:
- Perception 

survey 
administered

- Results 
announced

- Questions or 
complaints 
handled

Fall 2022
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Fall 2022 Reading Exam
1. Followed SEALC Reading workshop instructions
2. Students were given prompts, answer sheets, readings separately. 

a. Task 1 (02 restaurant reviews) - 5 min reading+ 5 min writing answers
i. The students are asked to read through a shared screen and write 

down key ideas or anything they can (5 minutes). Shared screens 
was stopped sharing after that. Ss has 5 minutes to work on their 
answer sheets.

ii. Task type: Recall protocol + Table
b. Task 2 (Language course advertisement): 20 min total

i. Task type: Open-ended questions

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1zCX_AOySOwD4DoLnItUJBkKgnf0ugUaH8DwFi-Lb56k/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1D2AOw4cvGJVQikdxPiG6Cojv5uM5wy3Iu7G2UUOBVUg/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1osQSGahgN4U6cskXBsZCgUpqPVah6JNYf50QbF2cvI0/edit?usp=sharing
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Results of the Fall 2022
● 11 students participated in the exam
● Beginner 1 (1); Intermediate 1 (4); Intermediate 2 (2); Advanced-high (4)
● Students feedback about the exam:

○ Likes: topics applicable to real life; instruction was straightforward & 
easy to understand; nice balance; comprehensive

○ Dislikes: a timer would be nice (because I didn’t have a concept of time); I 
wish I was more prepared; preferred a time marker for even the smaller 
sections

○ Suggestions: a practice test; a separate listening component (e.g., 
multiple choice)
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Reflections Fall 2022
Several issues identified:
● Students’ answers showed confusions particularly with Task 2
● No students (even at high-advanced in self-assessment) earned a near 

perfect score on any of the reading tasks, suggesting potential misalignment 
between task demands and intended proficiency targets

● Recall protocol task type required more careful arrangement during the 
exam period, particularly when multiple sections were required

● Both readings are at Intermediate level so it’s hard to separate students from 
different levels. 
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Step 1

Before exam:
- Self assessment
- Email to set up a test 

time (at some 
proposed time & 
date with make-up 
options)

- Q & A document sent 
prior to the exam

Step 2

During exam

- Oral 
- Listening, Reading 

& Writing
- Zoom ~90-100 

minutes

Step  3

Post exam:
- Perception survey
- Results 

announcement
- Questions or 

complaints 
handling.

Fall 2023
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Fall 2023: Reading exam
● 3 tasks (All texts and questions are from SEALC workshop material bank): 

○ Task 1: Intermediate (Cooking school ad; open-ended questions); 
○ Task 2: Intermediate (Housing rental ad; open-ended questions);
○ Task 3: Advanced (Biography; open-ended questions)

● Tasks were chosen for their appropriate level and length, as well as potential 
relevance to this student body.

● The recall protocol was replaced by open-ended questions to minimize time 
demands and administrative burden.
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Fall 2023: Listening exam
● 2 tasks: 

○ Task 1: Intermediate: tour package; open-ended questions; 
○ Task 2: Intermediate: job advertisement; open-ended questions;

● Instructions and prompts followed SEALC recommendations; however, 
audios were selected by the instructor.
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Results of the Fall 2023
● 6 students participated in the exam
● Beginner 2 (1); Intermediate 1 (1); Intermediate 2 (1); Advanced-high (3)
● Students feedback about the exam:

○ Likes: clarity of the instructions, comprehensive
○ Dislikes: some questions were confusing; exam was long
○ Suggestions: None
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Reflections Fall 2023
● Q & A documents provided clear guidance to preparation for the test
● Some Issues:

○ Reading test: Students’ answers showed confusions particularly with 
Task 2 and 3

○ Listening test
■ Task 1: a lot of names and details were hard to recalled
■ Results are aligned with the Oral test (listening skills); not really 

helpful in separating students into proficiency level
■ Increased the overall time of the exam (~90 minutes)
■ If doing again, need to incorporate Listening task at Advanced level
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Step 1

Before exam:
- Self assessment 

(shorter)
- Email to set up a test 

time
- Q & A pdf

Step 2

During exam:

- Oral
- Reading & Writing
- No Listening
- Zoom

Step  3

Post exam:
- Perception 

survey
- Results 

announcement
- Answer any 

questions or 
complaints

Fall 2024
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Fall 2024: Reading test
● 3 tasks (All texts are from SEALC workshop material bank): 

○ Task 1: Intermediate (Cooking school ad; open-ended questions); 
○ Task 2: Intermediate (Housing rental ad; table summary)
○ Task 3: Advanced (Biography; summary protocol)

Almost the same test with Fall 2023 but the task types were adjusted and more 
diverse
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Results of the Fall 2024
● 5 students participated in the exam
● Intermediate 1 (2); Intermediate 2 (1); Advanced-high (2)
● Students feedback about the exam:

○ Likes: relevant tasks, comprehensive, clear instructions
○ Dislikes: writing on the computer
○ Suggestions: not really
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Reflections & Implications
● Does proficiency-based approach work for placement test?
● Text & Task Selection: A wide range of proficiency level texts with 

appropriate task types worked more effectively in distinguish students’ 
levels; 
○ Four levels: Novice; Intermediate (Low & High), Advanced.

● Certain task types (e.g., recall protocol) requires examiner’s familiarity 
with the task format and test-taking strategy more than others (eg. 
open-ended questions), which may obscure actual reading proficiency 
for placement tests;

● Careful pilot and well prepared rubrics is crucial;
● For larger program, consider include other types of format for less 

administrative burden.
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Mahalo 
Cám ơn!

Hle@fas.harvard.edu
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