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ABSTRACT

It is generally agreed that  language skills play a key role in academic study (Criper & Davies, Elder, Gravatt et al) and that students with inadequate language proficiency may be disadvantaged. Nevertheless at most universities in New Zealand there is no English language requirement for admission to the University (excepting international students who are required to achieve a given level on IELTS or TOEFL).  This paper describes an initiative developed at the University of Auckland, namely DELNA (Diagnostic English Language Needs Assessment), designed to build a language profile of students (whether native or non native speakers of English) who cannot show evidence of English proficiency. Students complete the assessment procedure following University admission and those ‘at risk’ are advised of appropriate sources of English language support. The paper reports on results gathered thus far and on plans to evaluate the impact of this initiative on the first year undergraduate population.

Introduction
The issue of language proficiency or academic literacy amongst university undergraduates has been hotly debated at the University of Auckland over a number of years. 

A body of literature dealing with the role of language in academic performance (eg Criper & Davies 1988, Elder 1993, Graham 1997, Ferguson &White 1999) presents a number of key findings. Firstly, different disciplines and different subjects within those disciplines vary widely in the demands they make, so that those language skills which may be required for success in one area of study will differ from those required in another (Gravatt et al 1997).   Secondly it is clear, even in “language rich” disciplines, that while language is important, it is by no means the only skill required. There are multiple factors which contribute to or detract from academic success, however that success may be defined.  Empirical studies which correlate language proficiency with student achievement indicate that language proficiency rarely accounts for more that 10% of the variance in students’ GPA, with the remaining 90% explained by other factors. While students may be hindered by limited proficiency or academic literacy, other factors, such as motivation, aptitude and determination may compensate for these limitations and even allow students with limited language proficiency  to succeed.  The role of language must not be overstated. However the third finding, which is most critical for our purposes, suggests that although language is only one of many factors contributing to academic success there appears to be a threshold of proficiency below which students are unlikely to cope with academic study. The University of Auckland is committed to doing its best to ensure that students reach this threshold, as soon as possible after entering the university, so that they can benefit from the academic instruction that is provided for them rather than risk failure. This is the aim of the DELNA initiative.

DELNA pre-history 

The lead-up to the DELNA has involved a number of reports, papers and resolutions both within and outside the university  (eg. Moran 1995, Ellis 1998, CUAP 1997). A resolution by CUAP in 1997 proscribed the imposition of English language entry requirements for domestic students at New Zealand universities. The lack of an English language entry requirement for locally qualified students, is one of a number of factors which make the  University of Auckland unique amongst its Universitas 21 peers. This and the following additional factors mean that the English language needs of University of Auckland students are particularly pressing.

a) there is an unusually high (compared to other universities)  proportion of locally qualified students from non-English speaking backgrounds who are NOT required to meet the minimum English standards required for international students;
b) until this year there have been no English diagnostic procedures in place for incoming students, either from English or non-English speaking backgrounds;
c) a number of English enhancement courses are in place, but they are not mandatory for either undergraduate or postgraduate students. 

In sum we are dealing with a highly diverse population of students, many of whom have had limited amounts of time in an English-medium environment and who may have avoided taking language rich subjects at school because of the lack of a University entry requirement. 

The purpose of DELNA is as follows: 

1. To diagnose the English language needs of university entrants. 

2. To raise consciousness of students’ language among university staff. 

3. To guide those found to be in need towards suitable sources of language support & to counsel them about optimal academic pathways.

4. To enhance chances of success among the student population.

It is important to stress that DELNA is not a selection procedure and therefore cannot legally be used to debar students from entry to a particular program. It is administered after admission to the university.

DELNA Candidature

DELNA is intended  for all students entering the university who cannot show evidence of English language proficiency

(i.e an IELTS or TOEFL score or a specified grade on one or other “language rich” subjects taken as part of the Bursary or Sixth Form Certificate examination). The precise nature of these ‘exemptions’ is currently under debate. The potential population of students taking DELNA is large and heterogeneous, involving learners from a large range of language backgrounds and including both native and non-native speakers of English. It is envisaged that DELNA will in the future be mandatory for all incoming students who do not qualify for exemption.

DELNA Content 

The design and content of DELNA was determined on the basis of a review of the literature (e.g. Weir 1983, Hughes 1988, Fulcher 1997, Wall Clapham & Alderson 1994) which informed the decision to develop a general measure of academic English, rather than a series of discipline-specific modules (i.e. with texts and tasks tailored to the linguistic demands of particular discipline areas).
 Care was taken to choose topics which span a range of discipline areas, but which do not require subject-specific background knowledge. A survey of diagnostic English language assessment procedures at other Universitas 21 institutions (Elder 2000) confirmed the findings of Gravatt et al (1997) that the most important language skills required for first year academic study across a range of subject specialisations are reading and listening, followed by writing, with speaking having the lowest priority. It was clearly essential to include measures of reading, writing and listening as part of the assessment. The decision was also made to include some machine-scorable decontextualized  tasks which have been found to be good predictors of academic language proficiency. These are for screening (rather than diagnostic) purposes. Given that the sample was likely to include substantial numbers of highly proficient native speakers of English, it was considered that this approach would allow efficient processing of this high volume of students by reducing the marking load (and therefore costs) associated with the more labour-intensive listening, reading and writing tasks.The full version of DELNA (including screening and diagnostic components) takes just over three hours to administer and is made up of the following: 

Screening
1. A 73-item cloze elide test (Davies 1975, 1989; Alderson 2000) requiring test takers to ‘speed read’ a text which has been “doctored” to include an additional word in each line and to delete each word “that does not belong”. 

2. A 27-item test of receptive knowledge of vocabulary based on items drawn from the University Word List (Beglar and Hunt 1999). 

3. A short academic writing task which requires the candidate to report in writing on simple numerical data presented in tabular form. The task is scored holistically on a 5-point rating scale. 

Diagnosis

4. A 31-item test of academic listening ability requiring a series of short answers to comprehension questions about a recorded mini-lecture. 

5. A 34-item test of academic reading ability based on a quasi-academic text or two shorter texts which amount to approximately 1,200 words in total length. The texts/s is/are followed by a set of comprehension questions with a variety of question types. 

6. A longer academic writing task requiring candidates to present an argument on a topic of general interest drawing on a set of short written stimuli. The task is scored analytically on a 6-point scale for Fluency, Content and Form respectively. All scripts are to be  double marked.

Components 1, 2 and 3 are intended for use as an initial screening procedure, in order to identify highly proficient candidates who might be exempted from further diagnostic testing. Components 4, 5 and 6 are to be used for diagnostic purposes to draw up profiles of candidates’ strengths and weakness and to place them in English language classes and/or subject tutorials which are tailored to their particular needs. They are based closely on a similar assessment procedure used at the University of Melbourne. There are number of parallel versions of each component available and development of further versions is underway.

Performance on DELNA listening, reading and writing components is reported at 6 different band levels which are linked to different levels and kinds of language support. These bands are currently numbered 4 to 9 and in this respect follow the IELTS model. (This should NOT be taken as an indication of equivalence to IELTS). 

4: at severe risk, urgent need of language support

5:  at risk, needs extensive language support

6: needs concurrent English language support

7: may benefit from further English

8/9 competent : unlikely to require English support

The cut-offs between each band level and the level of support recommended were determined via a benchmarking exercise undertaken at the University of Melbourne some time ago. These benchmarks will be revisited in Auckland later this year. There are also linguistic profiles associated with each of these bands. For example writing performance at Bands 4 and 6 are described as follows: 

Band 4: This piece of writing is hard to interpret. The point of view is not clear. Ideas and evidence are often confused and points made may not be relevant. Few sentence patterns are used correctly and grammar errors are frequent.

Vocabulary is limited and poor word choice often inhibits expression. Spelling errors abound.

Band 6: This is a mainly satisfactory piece of writing, although some strain may be caused by misuse or absence of cohesive devices.The argument does not always progress logically and it is not always possible to distinguish ideas from evidence. Some points may appear irrelevant, and evidence may be lacking. Sentence structures are generally adequate, although errors may occur frequently. Vocabulary limitations sometimes cause problems in expression of ideas. Some spelling errors are likely to occur.

Summary 

The experience of the 2002 pilot administration (in which 683 students have, to date, been assessed on DELNA) has revealed the following:

Growing recognition of the potential value of DELNA amongst university staff, but variable commitment to the time and processes required to implement the procedure.

A  realization that department based DELNA delivery may be more a effecive means of achieving compliance than centralized administration.

High levels of need among the student population, in particular amongst recently arrived students from non-English speaking backgrounds

A mixed student response to advice offered and very limited uptake of this advice.

The issue of language support needs to be addressed urgently. It is envisaged that support will be offered as follows:


•  Band 4 & 5. Appropriately-pitched non-credit ESOL courses combined with “sheltered” tutorials linked to the content of students’ academic subjects.  

•  Band 6. English/ESOL credit courses and/or,where feasible, “sheltered” tutorials linked to the content of students’ academic subjects.

.Band 7. Resources of the English Self-Access Centre and/or the Student Learning Centre which targets specific areas of academic language literacy. Support can be tailored to individual needs.

Implementing English language support systems as outlined above is, however, an extremely complex task. There are limited tutorial resources currently available to departments. There are logistical problems for students relating to the timing and location of support courses as well as financial, ethical and legal implications implicit in requiring students to complete additional English language instruction. These issues need to be addressed as a matter of urgency by the university before DELNA becomes mandatory. In the interim, DELNA will continue to be administered to students in those departments which are committed to providing the necessary supports and to working with the DELNA team. 

Evaluation of DELNA effectiveness

It is important, when embarking on an initiative of this kind, to determine what criteria might be required to determine its usefulness in the immediate and longer term.

Predictive power

 One indication of whether the assessment procedure is valid is to measure it against an external criterion which in this case would be some other measure of academic language use. Further monitoring of DELNA grades and student performance on various subjects will be undertaken progressively. 

Impact

A further criterion for evaluating the usefulness of an assessment system is its impact (Bachman & Palmer 1996). Impact operates at two levels: a micro level, in terms of the individuals who are affected by the use of a particular assessment and at the macro level in terms of the impact of the assessment on the educational system. 
One indicator of DELNA usefulness will be the level of acceptance by departments and individual tutors of the information it provides about students. It also needs to be determined whether the cutoffs between band levels and the support recommended for each band are acceptable to all concerned. This will be the focus of the standard setting exercise to be conducted later this year.

Students’ satisfaction with the DELNA initiative and their perceptions of its usefulness are critical and will be monitored this year via a number of case studies. Selected individuals will also be tracked through their first year degree program and information about any actions they may have taken to improve their English will be elicited. Those who have not taken up advice will also be contacted and reasons established.

In those departments where suitable supports are in place for students, language gains over time will be investigated. The relationship between DELNA, GPA and pass rates will also be explored. 

Washback refers to the impact of an assessment procedure on the teaching which takes place prior to its delivery. If DELNA becomes mandatory and students with limited proficiency in academic English are required to take additional subjects and in some cases delay completion of their degree until they have done so, schools may feel a duty to advise students of the need to work further on their English before they leave the secondary system. Ultimately this could result in more students taking English or other “language rich” subjects in secondary school. Some monitoring of DELNA impact beyond the university is worth undertaking.

So far the potentially positive impact of DELNA has been mentioned, but any evaluation should also entertain the possibility of unintended negative consequences. Such consequences could be the branding of students as incompetent on the basis of their DELNA results and/or  the prevention of students from enrolling in subjects or programs that do not provide support opportunities or allow time for students to improve their language skills. DELNA could in other words become a defacto selection procedure and this is something that needs to be carefully guarded against. The administration of DELNA needs therefore to be accompanied by clear protocols indicating the purposes of the procedure and the uses to which these results are to be put. DELNA results will be issued only to those who are well versed in these protocols and committed to using the information in the best interest of the students concerned.

DELNA is a bold initiative and evidence of the University's genuine commitment to achieving its equal educational opportunity goals and ensuring that cognitively able students, are not arbitrarily disadvantaged as a result of limited English language skills. But a language assessment tool will not on its own meet the needs of at risk students unless it is accompanied by support mechanisms which are firmly embedded within the university curriculum structures. 
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