
Unit 10 : Testing materials 

Contents pag e 

Introduction 11 9 
1. Why test? 12 0 
2. Who does the test? 12 1 
3. Methods of testing 12 2 
4. When, what and how to test 12 3 
5. Conducting the test 12 4 
6. Analysing results 12 9 
7. Making revisions 13 1 
Summary 13 1 
Assignment I  13 2 

Introduction 

We canno t b e sur e tha t a  cours e w e develo p ca n b e use d t o teac h 
effectively. I t i s goo d practic e t o tes t materials . Testin g i s 
especially desirabl e whe n a n institutio n i s new , o r whe n th e grou p o f 
students aime d a t i s different fro m usual, or when the kind of course is 
different. W e ca n either tes t selecte d unit s or sections, or we can run 
the whol e cours e o n a  tria l basis , usually wit h a  restricte d grou p o f 
students. Thi s second alternative is usually called a pilot. 

At the end of the unit you will be able to: 

state some reasons why testing is useful; 
use different methods of testing; 
decide whether to test materials, what to test, and how; 
analyse the results of a test. 

If you test something, you must be prepared to change it. I f no change is 
possible, then testin g i s a waste o f time . Thi s unit focusse s on useful 
and usabl e method s o f testing . Th e key t o effective testin g i s to know 
why yo u ar e doin g it . I f yo u kno w this , the n i t is relatively eas y to 
decide what t o test an d how. If , for example, you feel that a lesson is 
too difficult, you will want to find out whether students understand it. 

Writers usually take part in testing, while the editor advises, organises 
the productio n o f th e material s an d provide s administrativ e support . 
Testing should not take place until some editing has been done. 

You do not need any specialist knowledge about research methods to do this 
unit. I t will take about 2 hours, and the assignment will take one or two 
hours. 

* 
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1. Wh y test? 

In a  test , you tr y ou t material s befor e printin g b y getting student s t o 
use them . Fo r testing , they must b e typed and duplicated, the test must 
be administere d an d th e result s collecte d an d used . Testin g therefor e 
inevitably delays the process of production, as well as adding extra cost. 
In distance teachin g tim e and money are precious . I f we decide to test, 
we must have a good reason. 

There are three main reasons for testing materials. 

a. T o ge t guidanc e o n th e leve l or presentatio n o f th e text . Yo u may 
test to find out if the language is at the right level. T o do this, 
you could us e th e Cloze test , as described i n Unit 8 . Yo u may also 
test to find out if the approach to the subject i s attractive to the 
students, if the level of treatment i s suitable, if the instructions 
are understood or if the unit is of manageable length. I n short, you 
may tes t t o fin d ou t on e o r more o f a  variet y o f specifi c things . 
You wil l ai m t o fin d ou t abou t th e text s an d no t th e students , 
although i n the proces s yo u will probabl y also lear n more about the 
students. 

b. T o convinc e writer s abou t wha t i s wanted . Ofte n a n experience d 
editor i s quit e goo d a t predictin g what  kin d o f tex t will sui t the 
students. A  perso n writin g fo r th e firs t tim e ma y no t fin d th e 
editor's advic e convincing . I n these circumstance s i t is useful to 
test som e sampl e materia l wit h students . Whe n th e writer see s the 
students' reaction, then she is usually convinced. 

c. T o train writers. A  test of a sample lesson can be run as part of a 
writer's training. Throug h the test, the writer quickly learns about 
the good and bad points of the material she has written. Testin g can 
thus enrich and shorten a writer's training. 

EXERCISE 1 

A cours e writer i s writing a  course of 20 units, and she is planning 
to draft on e unit a month. Sh e wants yo u to arrange a  test of each 
unit a s i t is written. Yo u disagree, and think it will be enough to 
test two or three sample units only. 

Perhaps th e course writer i s wrong. Ca n you think of why she may be 
wrong? Jo t down some reasons. 
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Perhaps the course writer is right. Ca n you think of some reasons for 
testing every unit? Jo t them down. 

(7 minutes) 

Comment 

Sometimes testing is used as a delaying tactic, A  writer or an editor can 
be worried abou t movin g fro m idea s int o print , and ca n use testin g as a 
means of putting off the day of final commitment. Suc h a person may even 
have a  fals e ide a tha t throug h repeate d testin g an d rewriting , you ca n 
produce perfec t cours e material s . Sh e ma y hav e th e ide a tha t yo u ca n 
identify ever y faul t b y trying ou t th e materials. I n fact, you can only 
check on a limited numbe r o f specific features of a text in a test. Yo u 
must decid e i n advanc e wha t yo u ar e lookin g for . Sometime s yo u wil l 
notice additional points by chance, but you cannot rely on this. 

If th e edito r i n th e exercis e agree s t o th e writer' s plan , what wil l 
happen? Th e writer draft s th e firs t unit , it i s tested , and th e writer 
uses th e results fo r rewriting . Sh e will also use the ideas she gets in 
writing the next unit. B y the time three units are tested, she will have 
a whole collection of ideas and reactions to use in drafting the remaining 
units. Whe n she gets to Unit 20 , will she still be collecting new ideas? 
Will ther e b e enoug h idea s t o meri t th e dela y an d effor t involve d i n 
testing ever y lesson ? I  do no t thin k so . Generally , most point s wil l 
emerge fro m testin g a  fe w unit s only . Th e tes t o f remainin g unit s may 
only bring out a handful of additional points. 

But the writer could be right. If your institution is very new to distance 
teaching, it could be wise to test the first courses thoroughly. Th e same 
applies if the subject is particularly challenging to teach at a distance. 
Another reason would be if the students are very different from those that 
you normally teach. I n particular, if you are teaching at a distance at a 
very basic leve l - teaching newl y literat e adults, for example - you may 
need to test everything. Material s fo r people who find reading difficult 
must be extremely carefully designed. 

Instead of a unit-by-unit test , you can arrange a pilot. T o do that, you 
print a limited numbe r o f copies o f your text for the first intake. Yo u 
restrict th e intak e t o a  smal l numbe r o f students . Yo u monito r thei r 
reactions as they go through the course, and then revise the whole course. 
If possible , yo u d o no t enro l an y mor e student s unti l th e cours e i s 
revised and reprinted, even if there has to be a delay. 

2. Wh o does the test? 

You ca n onl y tes t material s i f yo u hav e som e students . I n distanc e 
education it can be difficult to find students who are comparable to those 
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who will do the course when it is finished. Twent y or thirty students is 
usually enough for a test. Yo u can try any of the following. 

a. Recrui t volunteer correspondence students. Sen d a letter to students 
already studyin g a  similar cours e t o ask i f the y will help with the 
test. 

b. Us e a  class . Fin d peopl e studyin g th e sam e subject , face-to-face. 
Arrange fo r the m t o work throug h you r sampl e units , either in class 
but without the teacher's intervention, or as homework. 

c. Conven e a  specia l group . Yo u ma y hav e t o for m a  grou p fro m 
volunteers. Yo u coul d ge t a  suitabl e organisatio n t o hel p yo u 
recruit people, or you could look for volunteers in a suitable place. 
You might  g o t o a  clini c fo r healt h educatio n o r a  librar y fo r an 
academic course. 

3. Method s of testing 

Once yo u hav e foun d you r students , yo u ca n us e an y o f th e followin g 
methods of testing. 

a. As k people to work through and write answers on a specially prepared 
text. Th e draf t uni t i s type d u p ready fo r duplication, with some 
additional features . Spac e shoul d b e allowe d fo r al l answer s t o 
exercises t o b e writte n o n th e text , so yo u ca n se e what student s 
have done . I f yo u ar e intereste d i n th e tim e student s tak e t o 
complete, yo u ca n leav e spac e fo r the m t o writ e dow n th e tim e 
regularly. I f you are interested in language level, you can ask them 
to underlin e word s the y d o no t understand , an d s o on . Yo u wil l 
probably also ask them to complete a written questionnaire. 

b. Watchin g peopl e us e materials. Peopl e sit togethe r i n one room and 
work throug h th e text . Yo u watch the m a s the y study, occasionally 
walking roun d t o chec k wha t the y ar e doing . Yo u wil l nee d a n 
observation checklist (se e Example 29). Yo u can note the time people 
take t o complet e wor k an d observ e whe n the y loo k puzzle d o r ge t 
stuck. Thi s method i s suitabl e fo r stud y groups , where discussio n 
takes place , and ca n ad d furthe r insight s whe n student s als o giv e 
individual written responses. 

c. Showin g peopl e materia l an d askin g thei r opinion . Thi s i s a good 
method i f yo u want  t o tes t somethin g specific , particularly visua l 
material. Yo u may want t o discover i f peopl e understand and like a 
set of illustrations. Yo u may want to find out which they prefer of 
two different formats. Th e best way to find out is to ask them. 

d. Discussin g th e materia l wit h student s afte r the y hav e use d it . A 
follow-up discussion can often help clarify points. Fo r example, all 
students ma y hav e writte n incorrec t answer s fo r on e exercise . Yo u 
can fin d ou t wh y b y askin g them . Yo u may als o ge t deepe r insigh t 
into their reactions. Student s may write comments on questionnaires, 
saying they find the text 'useful' . Sometime s they are simply being 
polite, and when yo u talk to them, you discover tha t only some bits 
of i t ar e useful , or eve n tha t i t wa s no t usefu l a t all . Peopl e 
sometimes express opinions more confidently in a group discussion. 

e. Ru n th e whole cours e a s a pilot version . Thi s requires a different 
arrangement o f th e tex t fro m (a ) above . Fo r a  pilot , yo u wil l 
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generally have a fe w hundred students , while fo r a test you have 2 0 
or 30 . I n the pilot scheme , you also test a complete course, which 
may hav e man y units . Ther e i s n o nee d t o prepar e th e tex t wit h 
special places for comments and the like. I f you did, you would not 
be able to handle all the data you gathered. Moreover , the students 
would probabl y ge t annoye d an d distracte d b y al l th e detaile d 
information the y ha d t o provide . Instead , yo u shoul d as k th e 
students t o fil l i n questionnaire s regularly , an d us e thes e t o 
analyse the material. 

f. Gettin g feedbac k fro m tutors . Whe n student s complet e writte n 
assignments a s par t o f th e test , yo u ca n ge t reaction s fro m th e 
tutors wh o mar k th e assignments , t o ad d t o th e opinion s o f th e 
students. Yo u coul d cal l a  tutors ' meetin g an d discus s th e 
assignment question s on e b y one , o r yo u coul d us e a  writte n 
questionnaire. 

You may want to use several of these methods of testing together. 

4. When , what and how to test 

There are two approaches to testing. 

a. Routin e testing . A n institutio n regularl y test s on e o r tw o sampl e 
units fo r ever y ne w course . Alternatively , each new course is run 
first on a pilot basis, and the entire course monitored. 

b. Occasiona l testing . Testin g take s plac e onl y i n specia l 
circumstances. Th e institutio n realise s th e valu e o f testing , but 
does not have the need or resources to test regularly. 

You would choose to test only if all the following conditions are true: 

* Yo u have a good reason 
* Yo u have enough time 
* Yo u can set up the test with suitable students 
* Yo u can act on the results 

Testing should be quick and efficient. Yo u should therefore use for your 
test only as much material as you need to get satisfactory answers to your 
questions. Fo r example , if yo u chec k reading levels with a Cloze test, 
you need test only 3 passages. Yo u do not test the whole course. 

Test only what you need to find out about. I f your students are expected 
to study at their own pace and can take as long as they like, there is no 
need to ask them detailed questions about timing. 

If yo u d o no t giv e you r testin g a  shar p focus , yo u wil l collec t 
information whic h i s to o vagu e an d genera l t o b e useful . A t th e same 
time, you will be exploiting the students. I t is not right to burden them 
with extra questions and activities that are of no use to you, especially 
when many students doing the tests will be volunteers. 

How shoul d yo u prepar e fo r testing ? W e ca n summaris e th e proces s i n a 
number of steps: 

a. Defin e the purpose of the test 
b. Identif y the students who will do the test 
c. Decid e which method or methods of testing to use 
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d. Prepar e the materials. Adap t the draft and prepare questionnaires or 
checklists as required for the test. 

Example 2 9 show s par t o f a n observatio n checklist . I t wa s use d fo r a 
pilot project at a very basic level, teaching English by radio to children 
in th e thre e lowes t grade s i n primar y schoo l i n Kenya . Bot h clas s 
teachers, wh o kne w ver y littl e English , an d childre n woul d follo w th e 
instructions give n o n th e radio . A t thi s ver y basi c level , detaile d 
feedback o n everythin g wa s wanted . A  tea m o f observers watched classe s 
and filled in checklists for each one of the programmes over 3 years. 

This checklis t an d th e othe r example s i n thi s uni t wil l giv e yo u som e 
ideas abou t developin g you r ow n questionnaires . I f yo u wan t t o 
investigate thi s topi c i n mor e detail , yo u nee d t o refe r t o Practica l 
Research in Distance Teaching by Roger Mitton, a manual published by IEC. 

EXERCISE 2 

Look carefull y at th e checklist an d work out what usefu l informatio n 
it might give when completed. 

(.5 minutes) 

Comment 

The observer's comments will show both what went well and what went badly. 
Comments ar e require d o n bot h teacher s an d children . Wher e severa l 
children mak e th e sam e mistake , the poin t probabl y need s mor e thoroug h 
treatment. Whe n severa l observer s make simila r comments , we have usefu l 
feedback o n th e programmes . I f onl y on e observe r make s a  particula r 
comment, we have information only about a particular class. 

5. Conductin g the test 

Usually the writer will conduct the test, but you will generally help with 
guidance. Yo u could adapt the hints below to pass on. 

a. Welcom e the students. 
b. Introduc e yourself and any other observers in the room. 
c. Brie f th e students. Explai n to them the purpose of the test, making 

it ver y clea r tha t yo u ar e testin g th e material s an d no t them . 
Explain to them exactly what they must do. Tr y to help them to feel 
relaxed, by treating them as colleagues rather than pupils. 

(If you are testing by correspondence, a welcoming letter should cover the 
three points above.) 
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EXAMPLE 29 : Pag e of Observation Checklist devise d by Kenya Language 
Arts Project, Kenya Institute of Education, Nairobi, Kenya 

125 



EXAMPLE 30 : Fro m unpublishe d draf t o f 'Primar y Healt h Care' , Namibia n 
Extension Unit, Lusaka, Zambia 
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d. Administe r the test, using the methods you have chosen. 
e. Than k th e students , an d i f possibl e le t the m kno w th e results . 

Usually student s wan t t o se e th e marks the y receive d fo r th e work, 
even i f thes e mark s ar e meaningless . Offe r th e student s comment s 
rather tha n marks, if som e of the m got bad marks. A  bad mark could 
mean a  ba d tex t an d no t a  ba d student . Bu t a  studen t migh t no t 
understand tha t and could be unnecessarily discouraged. 

Example 3 0 is fro m a lesso n use d i n a test. Th e Namibian Extension Unit 
was planning a new course in basic health care for adults, and this lesson 
was drafte d a s a  sample . Th e course was t o be mainly printe d material s 
for grou p study . Mos t o f th e adult student s would hav e limite d readin g 
skills. The y would stud y with the help of a group leader, someone with a 
complete primar y educatio n an d a  shor t trainin g i n adul t educatio n 
methods. 

For th e test , the lesson was typed , illustrated an d photocopied , so that 
everyone coul d have a copy. Th e whole lesson was eight page s long, with 
two pages of notes for group leaders as well. 

Two group s wer e convene d t o work throug h th e materials. The y containe d 
about 1 5 people wit h a n appropriat e educationa l background . Tw o of the 
course writer s acte d a s grou p leaders . Th e group s were abou t hal f th e 
size of those expected fo r the course itself, but we thought it was better 
to hav e tw o smal l group s tha n on e only . Th e leade r too k th e group s 
through th e lesson , which include d on e o r tw o simpl e writte n exercise s 
which were marked afterwards. Tw o people sat as observers in each group, 
noting dow n th e tim e eac h sectio n took , and point s o f difficulty . Th e 
observers had agreed beforehand what they were looking out for. Afte r the 
lesson wa s over , th e exercise s wer e checke d quickly , an d th e observer s 
compared notes . The n w e ha d a n informa l meetin g wit h th e student s t o 
discuss the test. 

EXERCISE 3 

Before you read the results of the test, look carefully at Example 30 
and make your own suggestions for change. Writ e them below. 

(10 minutes) 
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Comment 

Several point s wer e mad e an d a s a  resul t th e lesso n wa s completel y 
rewritten. Her e are the main ones: 

The lesso n wa s to o long . A  meetin g wa s suppose d t o las t a n 
hour, but it took longer. 

The students disliked th e mother's name, Mukwanangombe. I t was 
too difficult to read and pronounce. 

The lesson was at the right level. Som e writers had thought it 
was too easy, but it was not. 

The treatmen t car d (pag e 1.7 ) was badl y designed . Th e forma t 
was too complicated. 

The discussio n question s worke d well . Th e grou p foun d the m 
interesting. Som e writer s ha d though t the y wer e no t ver y 
stimulating. 

The language level was about right. 

The writer s ha d avoide d th e ter m 'malnutrition ' a s bein g to o 
difficult. Bu t all the students knew it already. 

- Som e of the pictures were criticised. Peopl e observed tha t one 
woman di d no t loo k quit e lik e someon e fro m thei r country . I n 
another picture , a well-fed bab y was not fa t enough. Clearly , 
pictures would have to be very accurate to be acceptable. 

This test provided th e writers with enough guidance to plan and write the 
rest of the course. 

6. Analysin g results 

Your analysi s o f result s nee d no t b e sophisticate d bu t i t shoul d b e 
systematic. First , g o bac k t o th e origina l objective s o f th e test . 
Remind yoursel f wha t i t was tha t yo u wanted t o fin d out . Tak e each of 
these objective s an d conside r th e results fo r each. Le t us imagine that 
20 students have jus t complete d a  sampl e unit, which was meant to take 3 
hours. On e purpose of the test was to find out if the unit was the right 
length. 

You will probably follow a series of steps in your analysis: 

a. Count . How lon g did the y take ? Yo u will fill in a table, something 
like this: 

Time taken 

Number of 
students : 

(Was the average time taken over 3 hrs?) 
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Note opinions . Di d the y thin k th e unit was to o long? Yo u loo k at 
your notes on the discussion. Yo u might find that most people agreed 
the unit was 'interesting' and 'a good length'. 

Draw conclusions . Th e uni t wa s longe r tha n intended , bu t th e 
students liked it. Wha t do you conclude? M y own conclusion would be 
to shorte n th e unit . Th e student s wh o hav e don e th e tes t ar e 
volunteers and probably keen to please. Th e average student could be 
more easil y discouraged , and woul d fin d i t difficul t t o make extr a 
time for study. 

Discuss. Tw o head s ar e bette r tha n one . Discus s you r conclusion s 
with th e cours e writer s an d anyon e els e wh o coul d mak e a 
contribution. A  course writer might, for example, disagree with the 
conclusion I drew above. Sh e might poin t out that the topic covered 
in the sample unit was exceptionally difficult, and the study time is 
necessary. Sh e might sugges t makin g tw o unit s ou t o f th e origina l 
one. O n the other hand, she may agree with my conclusion, and we can 
move ahead with confidence. 

Act. Whateve r you r conclusions , you shoul d no w ac t o n them . Th e 
test is wasted if you merely file the results. 
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Comment 

The overall response is quite clear. Th e unit is useful and interesting, 
but difficult and long. Question s 2 and 3 give you this information. No t 
many people have answered question s 4, 5 and 6, but the points made for 
questions 5 and 6 give firm ideas on what changes are needed. Exercis e 3, 
mentioned by four people, stands out as needing change. 

7. Makin g revisions 

After a test, discuss the results with the writers. Persuad e the writer 
to revise th e material while th e results are still fres h in her mind. 
Discuss more general conclusions resulting from the test, such as points 
about the level of language or length of units. 

After reading this unit, you have probably concluded that it is wise to 
test material s a t a n earl y stag e i n cours e writing , when onl y a few 
lessons at most have been drafted. 

Summary 

We run tests in order to improve materials we are developing or to help 
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train writers . W e need t o find a  small number o f peopl e simila r t o the 
students expected on the final course. W e can: 

give them the material to work through on their own 
watch them use it 
show them the material and ask their opinions 
discuss the material after they have used it 
run the whole course in a pilot version 
get feedback from tutors 

To conduc t a  tes t w e mus t prepar e th e materials an d brie f th e student s 
carefully. Whe n we have analysed results and drawn conclusions, we should 
persuade writers to revise the materials straight away. 

ASSIGNMENT I 

For thi s assignment, you are asked t o prepare a questionnair e to use 
for a test of a unit. Choos e a sample unit from your own institution. 
Read throug h th e material criticall y an d decid e what purpos e testin g 
might have. Wha t d o you think are the weaknesses of the text? Wha t 
are the strengths? The n write a short questionnaire. I t should have 
between 5  an d 1 0 questions . Imagin e tha t peopl e wil l b e aske d t o 
complete the questionnaire after studying the unit. 

When yo u hav e drafte d th e questionnaire , yo u must  chec k tha t i t i s 
clear and unambiguous. Yo u must test the questionnaire itself. As k 2 
or 3  peopl e t o fil l i t in . Rephras e an y question s tha t ar e 
misunderstood. 

Now, if you wish, you can try to set up a real test of the material, 
along the lines suggested in the unit. Alternatively , you can discuss 
your questionnaire with fellow editors or writers. 
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