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The good and the bad of language tests for measuring academic knowledge: Destruction and construction

While language tests have been a common practice in all nations in the world, whether via school tests, national tests, post colonial tests, or the recently widespread global phenomenon of international tests, work in the past decade has demonstrated repeatedly the vast harm that these tests have. This work, referred to mostly as 'critical language testing', had aimed to examine the consequences, impact and misuses of language tests which result from their unlimited power and control. The use of tests as  policy tools has especially been observed in situations when these tests are used to create and promote de facto policies, often in contradiction with declared policy. Indeed these tests have been 'successful' in creating such de facto policy. This line of work therefore focused on the misuses of tests, their effects on people, on instructional and learning practice and on knowledge. As to the situation in educational systems in  Africa, it has been  repeatedly demonstrated that tests in post colonial languages have  negative effects on the validity of measuring knowledge, on teaching and learning (Rea-Dickins, 2010, Williams, 2010) as they are mostly originated from specific ideologies. This paper will examine the misuses and practices of monolingual tests in a variety of settings whereby students employ a number of languages, as in the case of immigrants. This will lead to the second part of the paper which will offer a variety of proposals such as bilingual tests. These tests can provide, it will be argued, more constructive and valid assessment policies and practices and build on available knowledge and also promote and legitimize existing knowledge rather than penalize it.

