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Language teachers have perhaps always known that diagnosing their students’ 

strengths and weaknesses early on in a foreign language course would, in principle, 

greatly facilitate their efforts to tailor instruction to the needs of particular students, 

or at least help them plan class activities appropriate for the general skill levels of  

the class as a whole. This, of course, is one of those many pedagogical insights that  

is much easier to talk about than act upon. Many of us forego diagnostics altogether 

and simply start teaching our class with Chapter 1 of whatever textbook we happen 

to be using, or perhaps by conducting some activity that has worked well for us in the 

past—all the while thinking that we’ll get to know the students pretty well in time. 

A common problem is that while strengths and weaknesses may become apparent as 

students complete their regular coursework throughout the semester, by the time you 

get to really know what the students need most, it is often simply too late to do much 

about it. This is why, years ago, such prominent foreign language scholars as the late 

Paul Pimsleur began to emphasize the importance of “knowing your students in 

advance” (Pimsleur and Struth, 1968). More recently, J. Charles Alderson published a 

book called Diagnosing Foreign Language Proficiency, in which he calls for a greater 

emphasis on diagnostic assessment in both research and practice. The implication is 

that diagnostic assessment is an important area that is not as well developed as other 

types of language assessment such as proficiency and achievement testing. However, 

Alderson does manage to come up with a list of features that many people agree char-

acterize most diagnostic approaches. This list can help tune us in to what diagnostic 

assessment is all about and includes the following features:

(Adapted from Alderson [2004] Diagnosing Foreign Language Proficiency [pp. 11-12])

Diagnostic approaches…

•	Identify	strengths	and	weaknesses	in	a	learner’s	knowledge	or	use	of	language

•	Have	a	focus	on	weaknesses	that	leads	to	remediation	in	further	instruction

•	Enable	detailed	analysis	and	a	report	of	responses	to	items	or	tasks

•	Provide	feedback	that	can	be	acted	upon

•	Are	based	on	content	covered	in	instruction—or	content	soon-to-be	covered

•	Are	less	likely	to	be	“authentic”	then	are	proficiency	tests;	more	likely	to	be	discrete-point,	
focused	on	specific	elements



If you are reading this issue of CLEAR News, you probably 

either picked it up at a conference or downloaded the PDF 

from our website. We will no longer be sending out CLEAR 

News via mail, but we hope you will continue to enjoy this 

publication by reading it online, downloading it, or picking 

it up at one of the many conferences we attend each year.

This issue’s theme is assessment, a hot topic for language 

educators around the nation as we are faced with an 

increasing need to assess and evaluate our students’ prog-

ress in order to comply with local and national standards. 

We hope that you find Daniel Reed’s article on diagnostic 

testing informative and helpful.

Also included in this issue, as always, are our Featured 

Teacher section (this one by Ellen Rothfeld, who teaches 

Hebrew at Michigan State University) and updates on some 

of CLEAR’s latest projects and products. Remember to visit 

our website occasionally for more information on new 

products and for announcements about our summer work-

shops for 2007.

We hope to see some of you at ACTFL in Nashville this 

November. Come visit us to say hello and learn about 

CLEAR in person!

Joy Campbell Margo Glew
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These are basic features that help clarify our thinking 

about diagnostics, so let’s walk through them one by one.

Diagnostics identify strengths and weaknesses in a  
learner’s knowledge or use of language

Normally, the ability to use particular language forms 

implies knowledge of the forms, but not necessarily vice 

versa. For example, if someone consistently uses tense and 

aspect morphology correctly, you would expect him to  

perform well on a discrete-point grammar test that empha-

sized those forms. However, there are other students who 

might respond correctly to multiple-choice questions based 

on their knowledge of these forms, but these same students 

might fail to use these forms appropriately while writing 

essays or in giving oral presentations. So, if students do 

poorly on a “performance” test (in a “presentational” mode), 

you might want to give a paper-and-pencil test to find out 

if they even have concept awareness of the forms they are 

failing to produce appropriately. If they lack that knowledge, 

then you could consider some sort of explicit instruction. 

However, if they demonstrate knowledge of the forms when 

quizzed, but fail to employ these forms appropriately in 

using the language, then you could design authentic activi-

ties (e.g, writing email messages or leaving phone messages) 

for demonstration and practice of the forms in contexts in 

which the meaning was (hopefully) clear.

Diagnostics have a focus on weaknesses that leads to 
remediation in further instruction

In a sense, diagnostic testing begins where proficiency test-

ing ends. That is, if students perform poorly in attempting 

to use the target language, you would want to diagnose the 

reason for the poor performance. Did they lack knowledge 

of the relevant vocabulary? Did they lack the appropriate 

modals? Were they unable to correctly pronounce certain 

sounds, words or groups of words? Sometimes you can get 

this information from a sample of a student’s writing or 

speaking. Sometimes you only get hints from such samples 

and need to design quizzes that target the grammatical or 

lexical aspects that you suspect are problematic. In doing 

so, you will have to make judgments regarding what forms 

are really problematic and important, and keep in mind 

what things you are prepared to teach. Since this is an 

individualized approach, you will have to make a judgment 

regarding how much time you would have to address the 

issues that you diagnose for all of the students in your 

class. You can’t fix everything for everybody, but you can 

sometimes identify a few areas that are causing major prob-

lems for a particular student, and you can often find 

important language aspects that most, or all, of your stu-

dents are having problems with. Put another way, you can’t 

test everything, and so you will have to be selective. One 

way to select material for diagnostic testing early in the 

semester is to sample what’s covered in various chapters of 

the text. Another approach, if you feel that material is 

already ordered from least to most complex in the text, is 

to sample mainly from the middle or end of the text in  

preparing diagnostic assessments. Then you can administer 

similar assessments at the end of the course to see if your 

remediation was indeed successful.

Diagnostics enable detailed analysis and a report of 
responses to items or tasks

If you want to conclude that a particular grammatical aspect 

is a weakness, then you need to be sure to include several 

examples of that grammatical point in your diagnostic. If 

you are using four-option multiple-choice format, you need 

to keep in mind that a person has a one-in-four chance of 

simply guessing the right answer. Furthermore, you typi-

cally will want to test the same point in different contexts. 

A classic example would be a “voiced consonant” (e.g., b, d 

or g as opposed to p, t or k), which some students appear to 

have no trouble with in word initial position, or between 

two vowels, yet consistently miss in word final position. 

Based on your own language training, you will often be able 

to discover patterns, but you will need to communicate 

these patterns (areas that need attention) to your students 

in the form of a report. Ideally you would go over this 

report in a one-on-one conference, but that of course is not 

always possible. A related idea is to create a student profile 

for each student (see Figure 1, p. 5).

Diagnostics provide feedback that can be acted upon

You have to have a plan, a list of actions that you and your 

students can take to address a particular problem once 

diagnosed. For example, if it’s a pronunciation problem, 

you could send them to the lab to do practice exercises that 

include the sounds in question. You could also provide 

(Continued from page 1)
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extra exercises for homework that target 

the areas of weakness, or even allow the 

students to do homework assignments 

tailored to their needs instead of doing all 

of the generic homework assignments. Part 

of being selective in reporting feedback 

(you can’t report everything) is to focus 

on things that you know how to address.

Diagnostics are based on content covered 
in instruction—or content soon-to-be 
covered

This is simple. At the beginning of the 

course, it will be based on “content soon- 

to-be covered.” After that, it could be either 

recently covered or soon-to-be covered—

diagnosis can be an ongoing feature of the 

course. In principle, content for diagnos-

tics could also be based on theory, but 

second language acquisition scholars are 

still working on that!

Diagnostics are less likely to be “authen-
tic” then are proficiency tests; more likely 
to be discrete-point, focused on specific 
elements

Language use in proficiency tests should 

be as authentic as possible, but once you 

attempt to find out “why” a particular 

performance is weak, you pretty much 

have to look at language forms. For this 

reason, many people think of diagnostic 

assessment as something that is more 

useful for lower levels than for advanced 

learners.

Self-Assessment

Diagnostic assessment informs teaching 

and guides learning, and yet it is free of 

the horrible anxiety associated with high-

stakes testing, grading, and pass-fail deci-

sion-making. It is low stakes in the sense 

that the results are not used for judgmental 

or evaluative purposes such as assigning 

grades or selecting students for particular 

opportunities. This lowers stress levels 

and opens the door for the use of various 

“self appraisal” techniques since students 

would most likely be honest in providing 

information about areas in which they 

needed help.

Some people feel that self-assessment is 

actually central to learning. In his book, 

Alderson (2004), citing examples from 

the DIALANG project (an Internet-based 

assessment project that covers many 

European languages) explains how self-

appraisals can be compared with actual 

performance assessments to help students 

to develop the ability to recognize their 

own limitations, and their progress. 

Another example of the use of self-

appraisals is the found on the website  

for the Federal Court Interpreter 

Certification Examination (FCICE). This 

latter resource helps aspiring courtroom 

interpreters to determine their own readi-

ness to take the FCICE with respect to 

English and Spanish language proficiency 

and interpreting skills. Learners whose 

self-assessment results indicate that they 

are not ready for the test are directed to 

resources to help them to develop the 

requisite skills. While this example is 

highly specialized, it provides a good 

illustration of the usefulness of self-

assessment and action that can be taken 

based on a self-assessment outcome.

Student Profiles

Once a diagnosis has been made, it is 

very important, and very challenging, to 

find a way to communicate the outcome 

to the student (and to parents in some 

cases). This report should summarize the 

findings in as useful a way as possible. I 

will illustrate such a report with an 

example from an interesting and very 

specialized area of diagnostic testing 

known as “language aptitude” testing. I 

have already mentioned Paul Pimsleur, 

who dedicated much of his career to 

diagnosing language learning abilities. 

He designed his Pimsleur Language 

Aptitude Battery so that scores could be 

reported in five categories. The first cate-

gory was simply a reflection of the stu-

dent’s overall school performance (not 

specific to language study). The second 

category was the student’s own estimate 

of his motivation or interest in studying a 

foreign language. The third category was 

“verbal ability” and included such things 

as first language vocabulary knowledge 

and the ability to induce grammatical 

rules when presented with examples in a 

new language. The fourth category was 

“auditory ability” and included sound  

discrimination and the ability to retain 

sound-symbol relationships. The final 

category was a summary of the other 

parts. Figure 1 illustrates how scores from 

these different categories can be used to 

construct an individualized profile with 

implications for counseling the student.

MAIN ARTICLE CONTINUED
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Figure 1. Student Profile 
Chart filled out for a  
student with a strong  
talent for learning lan-
guages who, unless  
effectively counseled, 
might not exhibit above 
average performance in 
the classroom due to a  
low level of interest in  
language learning. 

The student whose profile is shown here 

has great potential, but would need some 

encouragement and counseling concerning 

the merits of language study in order to 

ensure that that they lived up to their 

potential. The same chart could be used 

to illustrate the profile of students who 

might excel in written work but perform 

below average on oral-aural work. 

Presented with this kind of information, 

a teacher could advise that student to 

spend more time on the latter, provide 

extra exercises, encourage lab work and 

so on. This is a very individualized 

approach. Along these lines, Madeline 

Ehrman of the US Foreign Service 

Institute has developed a highly individ-

ualized approach to language teaching 

(see Ehrman, 1996 and 1998). 

Final Thoughts…

In sum, “diagnosis” is short for “diagnosis 

of a learner’s strengths and weaknesses 

for the purpose of addressing the learner’s 

needs.” This assessment is not for a grade; 

its purpose is to facilitate learning. It 

accomplishes this purpose by individual-

izing the assessment of learners beyond 

what generic placement tests can do, and 

by providing information that informs 

the design of follow-up activities. 
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I have had the privilege of teaching Modern Hebrew at Michigan 

State University for over ten years, and have participated in two 

CLEAR summer workshops. The first, entitled “Using Commun- 

icative Activities in a Grammar-based Curriculum”, was taught 

by Charlene Polio in 2002. It gave me a fresh perspective on 

teaching grammar by using games and activities, and added to 

my enthusiasm as I returned to the classroom the following 

August. In July 2006, I participated in “Toward Friendly 

Assessment in the Foreign Language Classroom”, led by Dan 

Reed. We covered a great deal of material in this five-day work-

shop, from language assessment principles and purposes, to 

national standards, to performance-based approaches. One of the 

many activities in which we participated was listening to record-

ings and rating the language proficiency of ESL speakers from a 

variety of countries, according to the ACTFL guidelines. 

Throughout the workshop, we discussed test validity, reliability 

and practicality—three major concerns of proficiency testing. 

There were always examples given and activities to take part in, 

to illustrate the material being learned and discussed. 

Each workshop participant developed an assessment instrument 

for the language that he or she teaches. In addition to providing 

suggestions for these assessment tools and referring us to a variety 

of useful websites, Dan also provided guidance in developing 

grading rubrics, and even showed us little tricks for making our 

assessments visually attractive. We each decided on the intended 

level of language proficiency we were testing. We shared infor-

mation about our projects, and provided input to each other 

during the process of test development. This project took several 

days to develop, and on the last day of the workshop we presented 

our projects to the entire group in the language lab. My project 

was an intermediate level Hebrew writing assessment tool. It 

included several writing-based tasks. Each included Israeli culture 

in the content, as language and culture are closely intertwined.

We each received feedback from Dan and from the other partic-

ipants after we presented our assessment instruments. The  

experience of sharing ideas and working toward a common goal 

with professionals from other institutions was very fulfilling for 

me. The participants in our workshop came from Columbia 

University in New York, Grand Valley State University, Delta 

College and Michigan State University. We left the workshop 

feeling that we were ready to put what we had learned to good 

use. While I have always believed that the real assessment of a 

student’s knowledge of a foreign language is beyond the test—i.e., 

how the student will handle authentic situations at some point in 

the future—this workshop gave me additional tools and ideas for 

developing evaluations that will be valid, practical and reliable.  

I am grateful to CLEAR for providing a variety of useful, exciting 

professional development opportunities for language educators. 

Our language students, and in turn our language programs, will 

benefit from the fresh ideas and skills that we bring with us into 

the classroom. 

Ellen Rothfeld teaches at Michigan State University. She also directs the Israeli Film 

Series and is Coordinator of the Annual Israeli Film Festival at MSU.

FEATURED TEACHER

Ellen Rothfeld

Participants in this summer's assessment workshop
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ANNOUNCEMENTS AND RESOURCES

Continued Funding

We are pleased to announce that CLEAR has been awarded 

continued Title VI funding from the US Department of 

Education, and entered its fourth funding cycle in 

August 2006. This new award will allow us to continue 

producing quality materials for language educators and 

students through 2010.

New Website

To coincide with the beginning of our new funding 

cycle, we launched a new website in August. The URL 

remains the same, but we have redesigned the site to 

make it more user-friendly. If you haven’t visited in a 

while, take a look at http://clear.msu.edu and let us 

know what you think! 

New Products

Visit http://clear.msu.edu/clear/store/ for these and 

other products from CLEAR.

Instructional Guide for Use in Small Classes ~ 

Vietnamese

This free downloadable Instructional Guide is written 

for native speakers of Vietnamese who are teaching 

Vietnamese in either a classroom or a tutorial setting. 

Like CLEAR’s African Language Instructional Guide and 

the Thai and Hindi Guides, the Vietnamese Guide begins 

with an overview of strategies for creating a language 

course (e.g., establishing goals, using the L2, and finding 

and using materials). Following the general information, 

the Vietnamese Guide offers two sets of lesson plans: 

basic language-learning lesson plans for beginners, and 

task-based lessons for intermediate learners.

Hausa Online

This site is a virtual language resource page of multimedia 

language learning material for intermediate to advanced-

level Hausa language learners. Hausa Online provides 

access to samples of authentic Hausa texts, an image  

gallery with more than 200 images for use in the lan-

guage classroom, and a link to a collection of language 

learning modules that you can complete online. If you 

are a Hausa language instructor, you can register your 

class and all student work is recorded and reported to 

you so you can track how your students are doing.

Language Learning Materials for Russian: 
A Content-Based Course Pack 

New modules added! These free content-based modules 

may be used as an entire course or as a supplement to 

upper-level and heritage-speaker Russian language  

classes. By working with these materials, students can 

gain cultural and literary competence in a variety of 

fields related to Russia by using the original and authen-

tic materials provided here as well as the interactive  

language exercises designed around these texts. 

Coming Soon

Check our website or the next issue of CLEAR News  

for updates on new products coming soon, including  

a beginning-level Business German CD-ROM and an 

advanced pronunciation and phonetics CD-ROM for 

French. 

Current Projects

In this new funding cycle, CLEAR will be working on 

projects in the following areas:

•	Web-Based	Materials	Development

•	Professional	Development

•	Evaluation	and	Assessment	

•	Collaborative	Projects

•	Research	

We are beginning new projects and adding new languages 

to some of our more-established products. As always, our 

goal is to provide useful materials and tools for language 

educators at little or no cost, and we look forward to 

continuing to develop high quality materials over the 

next four years.

CLEAR News Goes Online!
CLEAR News will no longer be mailed 

out, but will be available at conferences 

and online. Visit our updated website to 

download PDFs of new issues as they are 

published, and to access archived issues. 

You can also sign up to be notified via 

email when a new issue is available for 

download.  
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