Ecology: The overlooked concept in language testing

Abstract
The current study is an attempt to interrelate the fundamental concepts of second/foreign language learning with language testing by means of ecological perspectives.  Kramsch, the pioneer of the bringing the significance of the concept of ecology to the FLL classes, suggested language teachers to become teachers of meaning rather than the teachers of linguistic codes. The ecological tenets she highlighted were of vital considerations of meaning as meaning is relational, multi-dimensional, mediated, subjective, unpredictable, double voiced, emergent, fractal, historically contingent and reflexive. In a logical interpretation, TEFL practitioners are given the idea that if meaning is so much critical in language classes, and so it is in testing. In other words, if we are to consider meaning with all its dimensions in our classes, we are also to take this concept seriously in assessing our students’ performance. The concept of ecology, then, can be beneficially added to the Messick’s Progressive Matrix’s of construct validity.    

1. The problem
Broadfoot’s created notion of dark alleys and blind bends.  To Broadfoot process of assessment is like going through dark alleys or turning blindly into bends. She creates the notion to highlight the pressing need to illuminate the hidden issues in assessment. Language testing is undergoing a paradigm shift. The prevalent psychometric models of language testing have been frequently reviewed and criticized for their limitations in providing enough information about the individuals’ abilities. What can be done? So many steps have been taken for example:

Progressive approaches, such as constructivism, which emphasize on the authentic assessment procedures; sociocultural approaches, which focus on the concepts like mediation and the zone of proximal development; and arguments for considering social dimensions, as well as fairness in language testing and assessments, have all paved the path for a promising paradigm shift. 

2. Suggested solutions
In fact, the world of education finds itself inextricably enmeshed in a web of assessments which exerts profound influence on the learning experiences of learners and hence on their capacities, skills and attitudes that they develop. How do the results affect the testee’s life?? 
2.1 Mesic 
One serious job was done by Mesick.

The traditional conception of validity divides it into three separate and substitutable types namely, content, criterion, and construct validities. Messick found it incomplete as it fails to take into account the evidence of the value implications of score meaning as a basis for action and of the social consequences of score use. 

His new unified concept of validity inter-relates these issues as fundamental aspects of a more comprehensive theory of construct validity addressing both score meaning and social values in both test interpretation and test use. However, the model has been criticized.  

For example, to Weideman Rather than attempting to subsume any of the necessary qualities under a single unitary notion such as validity, he discusses that conflating everything under a unitary concept of construct validity is not only unnecessary, but undesirable. He introduces the idea of “responsible design” to the concept of validity in this respect. By responsible test design, he puts emphasis on reciprocity. 

2.2 Elana Shohamy 
Elana Shohamy draws the attentions toward the relationship between and the relevance of second language acquisition and language testing: Based on three dimensions of potential contributions of LT to SLA: 1) defining the construct of language ability; (2) applying LT findings to test SLA hypotheses; and (3) providing SLA researchers with quality criteria for tests and tasks.  Three dimensions of potential contribution of SLA to LT 1) identifying language components for elicitation and criteria assessment; (2) proposing tasks for assessing language; and (3) informing language testers about differences and accommodating these differences. 

The implication of the relevance: 

· The potential need of LT to broaden its focus and scope by addressing broader views of language learning and language processing such as

· Viewing language in its complexities and dynamics; involving the learners and test takers; 

· Marketing better LT theories to those out of the field; expanding the context beyond psychometrics;

· Expanding the types of instruments used beyond tests; addressing educational issues;

· working towards relevance.

All the aforementioned issues on LT take us to the significance of taking into account the ecological approach in lg testing.

3. Eclogical Approach 
3.1 Kramsch
Kramsch, the pioneer of the bringing the significance of the concept of ecology to the FLL classes, suggested language teachers to become teachers of meaning rather than the teachers of linguistic codes. The ecological tenets she highlighted were of vital considerations of meaning as meaning is relational, multi-dimensional, mediated, subjective, unpredictable, double voiced, emergent, fractal, historically contingent and reflexive. In a logical interpretation, TEFL practitioners are given the idea that if meaning is so much critical in language classes, and so it is in testing. In other words, if we are to consider meaning with all its dimensions in our classes, we are also to take this concept seriously in assessing our students’ performance.

Because of the diversity among lg learners standardization is to abandoned in ecological approach. Van Lier lists the following characteristics of ecological approach which as he declares address a novel way of viewing language learning.   

1.
Relations: In ecological approach, language learning is conceptualized in a system of relationship between organism and the environment. 

2.
Value: language learning is a science and a science of value; that is, it is critical and moral

3.
Quality: In ecological approach, the logical and accurate goal is to adjust quality and standards through examining how these two concepts are both different and at the same time related.

4. Diversity: In ecological approach, the value of having different teachers and learners in a class is addressed and the learners are noticed to be able to understand the diversity among people in a society.

5.
Emergence: In ecological approach, learning emerges while simple elements are conjoined to make a bigger system.

6.
Activity: In ecological approach, learners participate in various activities. Learners’ autonomy in ecological approach means that the learners are allowed to define their own acts within their own social contexts.  

7.
Variability: In ecological approach, teachers believe that the learners are to be taken as different individuals with different educational opportunities. 


8. Critical: The ecological approach, the approach is critical since quality precedes quantity and the value of learning is focused. In this approach, the activities are constantly evaluated.

9.
Patterns (systems): In ecological approach, language is seen as a system which has fixed and predictable state and patterns which are connected to each other.

10. Context: In ecological approach, context is the essential part of language learning as it defines the language and at the same time is defined by the language.  

The significance of dynamics of teaching-learning contexts. This highlights the complexity, inconsistence, and baffling conditions of teaching-learning situations. 

Ecological approach offers some guidelines for pedagogical decision making (Tudor, 2003). As Tudor explains more on that, the concept of localness which is highlighted in language teaching, it is also vital to be considered in decision making in the process of assessment. The ecological approach signifies the local realities; in other words, it grounds on the concept of local meaningfulness. In ecological approach, meaning is subjective. That is, teachers are suggested to make explicit the conceptual categories the words have for the learners besides teaching the dictionary meanings and the speakers’ intended meanings. In other words, the conceptual categories the words represent in diverse cultures are different. How does the tester consider these cultural differences in their interpretations of the learner results.

On the concept of culture even Mesick claims that if the cultural factors affect test takers result, the test is no longer valid. How? Can we consider /insert culture in LT?

To what extent are the testing practices consistent with current thinking in the culture and language sciences?

How accurately are culturally and linguistically diverse populations specified, and how properly are they represented throughout the entire process of test development?

To what extent does the process of test development take into consideration ways in which students from different cultural backgrounds interpret items?

To what extent are test review practices based on multiple sources of information, and how well are various forms of data analysis and data representation used in combination to examine how culture influences student performance?  Diversity is the most significant dynamic

3.2 Chalhoub-Deville
Chalhoub-Deville (2003), initiates a move toward consideration of context in the process of assessment.

The concept of ability-in language user-in context, introduced by Chalhoub-Deville (2003), initiates a move toward consideration of context in the process of assessment. The concept regards that in language assessment situation, the learners’ ability and the assessment tasks are reciprocally interacted resulting in a specific performance in that specific situation.  Therefore, for a successful interaction, as Kramsch (1986) pin points, it is necessary to refer to a shared external knowledge. assessment should be located (metaphorically) at the intersection of the two contexts. The concept aimed to be presented in the figure is the central idea in ecological approach: the entire situation is to be regarded. Both the intensive context, which refers to the interactions between the individual learner and the task of assessment, and extensive context are effective in the performance of the learner. It is difficult but not impossible, then, to persuade the stake holders to pursuit of high standards‚ linked to mechanisms of accountability via high-stakes tests. 

Language testers have criticized the proposal that abilities and contextual features be understood as entangled in one interaction structure in the ability-in-language user-in-context approach.

Teachers are charming gardeners who make the learners soul blossom 

that context is critical for test development as well as for test score validation

advocate the need for a theory of context

I. Ecological approach in second language learning 

In ecological approaches, the learning process, the teacher and learner activities as well as their complex interactions (both at social and physical levels) are carefully observed (Van Lier, 2010). 

To Kramsch (2008), an ecological approach provides language teachers and learners a thoughtful method through reminding the teachers that language learners do not only need to understand about the language. She, further, pinpoints that an ecological approach to language education looks for open-endedness and unfinalizability. Moreover, Kramsch argues that given diversity among language learners standardization should be abandoned in ecological practices. 
The most appropriate instructional contexts for language learners, as Van Lier (2004) highlights, would be appropriate pedagogical ecosystems in which activity, perception, and information pick-up are placed in the center. Van Lier lists the following characteristics of ecological approach which as he declares address a novel way of viewing language learning.   

1. Relations: In ecological approach, language learning is conceptualized in a system of relationship between organism and the environment. 
2. Context: In ecological approach, context is the essential part of language learning as it defines the language and at the same time is defined by the language. 
3. Patterns (systems): In ecological approach, language is seen as a system which has fixed and predictable state and patterns which are connected to each other.

4. Emergence: In ecological approach, learning emerges while simple elements are conjoined to make a bigger system. 
5. Quality: In ecological approach, the logical and accurate goal is to adjust quality and standards through examining how these two concepts are both different and at the same time related. 
6. Value: In ecological approach, language learning is a science and a science of value; that is, it is critical and moral.
7. Critical: The ecological approach, the approach is critical since quality precedes quantity and the value of learning is focused. In this approach, the activities are constantly evaluated. 
8. Variability: In ecological approach, teachers believe that the learners are to be taken as different individuals with different educational opportunities. 
9. Diversity: In ecological approach, the value of having different teachers and learners in a class is addressed and the learners are noticed to be able to understand the diversity among people in a society. 
10. Activity: In ecological approach, learners participate in various activities. Learners’ autonomy in ecological approach means that the learners are allowed to define their own acts within their own social contexts.  
According to Van Lier (2004), the entire situation is considered in ecological approach; therefore, the whole context of learning is examined including, the movements, the processes, and the actions rather than examining merely the immediate and evident effects of instructions. Ecological approach is based on constructivist view of learning by viewing that learners construct their own meaning while interacting with the learning environment. In the same vein, Tudor (2001) believes that learning emerges while learners are interacting in specific contexts. 
The environment in which the learner is engaged in is entirely filled with implied meanings (Van Lier, 2000).  While the learner is interacting within that environment, the potential meanings become accessible. Van Lier pinpoints that the contents of the learners’ brains are not to be looked at in the search of learning but the active learners in the environments of learning are to be examined. 
I. Language learning assessment  
Language teachers use different kinds of tools and do different types of activities to collect data from learners in order to make judgements about the learners’ achievements and progress (Fulcher, & Owen, 2016).  Fulcher and Owen also highlight two major values of assessments: One as a motivational incentives (referring to Eklöf, 2010) and the other is the role of assessment in directing learners toward the efficient and effective learning. Language learning and assessment environments such as other learning contexts, according to Broadfoot (2005) emphasizes, are replete with emotions as the teacher intends to incites the learners and inspires them to make progress and the learners might be filled with the fear of failure or anxiety. What is so significant here is that the emotions will absolutely affect the learners’ learning processes. 
For the complexity of language skills and the features, to Douglas (2010), most language tests include a large number of questions providing the learners with more opportunities to represent their ability. He pinpoints that some of the tests results and the decision made based on the results are truly life-changing. Therefore, the test taker’s admission or rejection to /from a university program will definitely impress his life. In the same vein, as Douglas contends, incorrect placement may keep the learner ahead or the other way round back in a program. A strong enough assessment tool is, then, to be developed determining all the required components (Broadfoot, 2005).    
III. Role of ecology in language assessment

According to Leather and van Dam (2003), in ecological approach individual learner’s cognitive processes are indistinguishably mingled with their social and physical experiences in the processes of language acquisition. Language learning activities are, then, socially constructed (p. 13). They further emphasize that it is not possible to capture language behavior in only one single frame. Therefore, in ecological approach for the interpretation of data and for the design of the research, there is an attempt to avoid the groundless calling for being standardized. Leather and van Dam suggest that the settings, then, is more complex regarding the discourse, context and culture. 
It is truly worthy to acknowledge the significance of dynamics of teaching-learning contexts. This highlights the complexity, inconsistence, and baffling conditions of teaching-learning situations (Tudor, 2003).  According to Tudor (2001), various perspectives regarding the targets and essence of language teaching and learning interact in language classrooms. The dynamics of teaching and learning in a specific context are not for sure suitable to all situations. Tudor suggests language teachers to make attempts to inspect what their methodological choices mean to the students and what kinds of contributions their methodological choices may have to their classroom dynamics (p.48).  
Ecological approach offers some guidelines for pedagogical decision making (Tudor, 2003). As Tudor explains more on that, the concept of localness which is highlighted in language teaching, it is also vital to be considered in decision making in the process of assessment. The ecological approach signifies the local realities; in other words, it grounds on the concept of local meaningfulness.
It is commonly believed that tests are developed and applied in order to make decisions about testee’s performance which results in the decisions on the passing a course, placement or selection in a work place or many other reasons. Inevitably, this, as D’Este (2012) states, leads to consideration of theories of validity in language testing. The unified validity framework was introduced by Messick (1989a).  His unified framework of validity was grounded on the source of justification of the testing (the evidence) and function or the outcome of the testing (interpretation and use). Messick believes that these two facets internally connected and they both highlight the inferences and decisions made from test scores. Messick more profoundly maintains that testing is a procedure for drawing inferences. 
For Messick, testing is not direct at all and tests are always used in order to draw inferences on what is not observable.  Therefore, as he emphasizes tests are procedures for gathering evidence for interpretation (McNamara, 2009). Messick’s validity framework is shown in Table 1. 

In Messick’s matrix of unified validity, two facets of validity (source of justification and outcome of testing) are distinguishable. The four cells of the matrix (construct validity, relevance, value implication and social consequences can be logically used to answer the following questions about the validity of a test:
1) What balance of evidence sustains the interpretation or meaning of the scores? 
2) What evidence supports not only score meaning, but also the relevance of the scores to the particular
According to Messick (1989b), validation concerns both the science and the ethics of assessment for which social consequences have implications. He also maintains that in order to raise consciousness about the ethical as well as the scientific basis of testing and test validation, the question is directed toward a test in imperative format of whether the test scores should be interpreted and used in the manner proposed. In addition, appropriateness and adequacy are both used to indicate validity of inferences and actions which are made base on test scores. Accordingly, as Messick pinpoints, the significant factors are the effective source and determinants along with positive /negative social consequences of test interpretation and use.
Language teachers (foreign or second), as Kramsch pinpoints, are the teachers of meaning in ecological perspectives. In ecological approaches, the learners’ interpretations of events and those of native speakers are suggested to be related. In other words, meaning is relative (e.g. proximate). How is this relativity identified and considered in test validity?  In ecological approach, meaning is subjective. That is, teachers are suggested to make explicit the conceptual categories the words have for the learners besides teaching the dictionary meanings and the speakers’ intended meanings. In other words, the conceptual categories the words represent in diverse cultures are different. How does the tester consider these cultural differences in their interpretations of the learner results? 
Language learners all have their own culture of learning. Knowing the students’ culture of learning, as Tudor (2003) pinpoints, helps the teachers to figure out diverse meaning the concepts might have for students. This provides positive guidelines for methodological interventions. Tudor clarifies this say that “local learning dynamics can serve as a source of guidance in methodological decision making” (p. 9). We can simply get the feeling of how much meaningfulness has been emphasized in language teaching; though, what about language assessment? How is this significant concept put into practice and emerged in language testing or assessment? 
The language learners’ cultural background cannot be separated from their learning experience. Therefore, language teachers are required to be aware of their learners’ cultural background so that they are able to consider those aspects of the learners’ culture effective to be brought in the learning process. This is not something new to be highlighted.  However, the role of culture in assessment is something which has been ignored. Cultural differences are suggested to be inserted in learners’ assessment. Salazar (2009) suggests some practical alternative assessment tools for language teachers. She believes that by combining standard tests with more informal and contextual evaluation tools language learners’ needs will be met. 
Through considering the cultural artifacts, to Cole, 1999), teachers will be able to explore how our students interpret the items of the test. The way as Cole maintains helps the teachers to be fair in their assessment. This is something we commonly refer to as validity. Messick (1995) , too, goes through the concept saying that the learners’ scores are to be as the results of factors the test is due  to measure. If the cultural factors affect the testee’s result, the test is no longer valid (paraphrasing Messick’s words). Solano-Flores (2011) raises the following four questions to ask if the teachers (as test users) and/or test developers are interested in examining the cultural validity of their tests: 
1. To what extent are the testing practices consistent with current thinking in the culture and language sciences?

2. How accurately are culturally and linguistically diverse populations specified, and how properly are they represented throughout the entire process of test development?

3. To what extent does the process of test development take into consideration ways in which students from different cultural backgrounds interpret items?

4. To what extent are test review practices based on multiple sources of information, and how well are various forms of data analysis and data representation used in combination to examine how culture influences student performance? (p. 17)

According to Abedi (2011), validity of the assessments is negatively influenced by cultural factors. More emphatically, an assessment is referred to as a cultural script by Emihovich (1994). Therefore, culturally valid assessment formats can be developed by considering the learners’ culture and background (Basterra, 2011).  As students’ views are shaped through cultural and linguistic values, as Hoover and Klingner (2011) emphasize, in order to prevent the clashes between school expectations and cultural expectations, this diversity is suggested to be respected. 
Young (2000) argues that language use is not the mere indication of the trait(s) assessed that is assumed that learners have. He highlights the distinction between learner ability and learner performance, which are impressed by contextual features; this might unfortunately seem unimportant. More profoundly, Young raises the vital consideration of assessing interactional competence calling it as “challenges for validity” (p. 10).  The role of social interactional competence in learner performance, addressing by Young, drives language assessors to concern the essential challenge of considering learner language ability as local and integrate the locality into the process of assessment to come up with the scores encompassing contextual factors Chalhoub-Deville (2003). 
In the same vein, the concept of ability-in language user-in context, introduced by Chalhoub-Deville (2003), initiates a move toward consideration of context in the process of assessment. The concept regards that in language assessment situation, the learners’ ability and the assessment tasks are reciprocally interacted resulting in a specific performance in that specific situation.  Therefore, for a successful interaction, as Kramsch (1986) pin points, it is necessary to refer to a shared external knowledge. This indispensable shared external knowledge is presented as two types of context (extensive and intensive) in Figure 2 by by Chalhoub-Deville (2009, cited in Lay, Patten, & Chalhoub-Deville, 2017). 
[image: image1.emf]
Figure 2. Representation of context. Lay, Patton, &, Chalhoub-Deville, (2017, p. 16).
As it is presented in the figure, assessment should be located (metaphorically) at the intersection of the two contexts. The concept aimed to be presented in the figure is the central idea in ecological approach: the entire situation is to be regarded. Both the intensive context, which refers to the interactions between the individual learner and the task of assessment, and extensive context are effective in the performance of the learner. It is difficult but not impossible, then, to persuade the stake holders to pursuit of high standards‚ linked to mechanisms of accountability via high-stakes tests.
IV. Final words 

Assessment has always been a significant component of classroom practice along with its interface with curriculum, teaching and learning. Research has also expressed that assessment and assessing skills have been ignored in teacher-preparation programs (Cumming and Wyatt-Smith, 2009). We know that different paradigms in assessment research focus on measurement, which is psychology and psychometric based, versus assessment paradigms which is more socially constructivist based in which, as Lave and Wenger (1991) state, the relations among practitioners, their practice, and the social organization and political economy of communities of practice are all important and effective both in learning and assessment of learning. 

Testing is obviously a tool in order to make decision on the results about test takers. The decision is truly vital to the test takers so that the concepts of validity and reliability as two essential qualities of any tests are suggested. The quality of validity, which is defined as the extent to which a test measures what it is purports to measure, provides justification for decisions to be made based on the learners’ test scores. Validity, according to Weir (2005) lies in test scores not in tests. Validity, to Alderson and Banerjee (2202), encompasses the features of the test which helps in interpretations on the test scores. 
as two  Summative assessment, though, is dominantly the type of scoring applied for assessing the learners’ performance in tests disregarding the consequences for the test takers and for the society more significantly.
According to Wertsch (1997) , social constructivism not only like constructivism acknowledges the uniqueness and

complexity of the learner, but actually encourages, utilizes and rewards learner as an integral part of the learning process .Social

constructivism or socioculturalism encourages the learner’s own version of the truth that is influenced by his or her background,

culture or knowledge of world. Social constructivism also stresses the importance of the learner's social interaction with

knowledgeable members of the society. Wertsch suggests that acquisition of social meaning of important symbol systems and

learning how to utilize them are dependent to social interaction with other more knowledgeable people. Also he adds that young

children develop their thinking abilities through interaction with other children, adults and the physical world. From the social

constructivist viewpoint, it is thus important to take into account the background and culture of the learner during learning

process. The learner’s background also helps to shape the knowledge and truth that the learner creates, discovers and attains in

the learning process.
Ecology wants to find a way to look deeper and further; it will address the notion

of the quality of educational experience‚ as different from the documentation of

educational standards. This is difficult‚ though I do not think that it is impossible.

What is far more difficult is trying to convince educational policy makers that the

pursuit of high standards‚ linked to mechanisms of accountability via high-stakes

tests‚ does not promote educational quality.
The ecological approach looks at the entire situation and asks‚ what is it in this

environment that makes things happen the way they do? How does learning come

about? Ecology therefore involves the study of context (see Chapters 2‚ 8). In

addition‚ things are happening all the time‚ in schools‚ classrooms‚ at desks and

around computers. So‚ ecology is also the study of movement‚ process‚ and action.

Most educational research tries to pinpoint the immediate‚ short-term‚ tangible

effects of instruction. We teach a unit‚ then test the students to see if they ‘learned’

the material. We judge the success of education on the basis of its measurable

products. Standards‚ national curricula‚ course materials‚ accountability‚ all these are

premised upon short-term results‚ the products of instruction.

In this context‚ I’d like to quote a remark made by Ludwig Wittgenstein
Deville (2009) depicts an association between intensive and extensive contexts and suggests

locating the Assessment Situation at their intersection. Figure 1 situates a person’s/

student’s ability within societal norms and cultural beliefs, i.e., the extensive

context. By adding elements of culture, schooling, and society to the educational assessment

context, we are drawing on discussions such as Gilbert’s (1992) “extensive context”

(in Chalhoub-Deville 2009) and Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) “macrosystem” from his

ecology of human development. The intensive context, which is also situated within

the extensive context during assessment, describes the proximate sphere of the reciprocal

person and task interaction. The intensive aspect of context speaks to the rich taskbased

interactions, which includes interactants, communication goals, resources available,

cultural notions held, etc. The intersection of extensive and intensive contexts

portrays how persons’ communal resources such as values, schooling, and norms come

to bear on the immediate scope of interaction with tasks. This is what we envision to

be the case in an assessment situation.
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