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Learning through tests: does testing improve second
language learning?

Sinav yoluyla 6grenme: sinavlarin ikinci dil
ogrenimine katkis1 var midir?

Miijgan BUYUKTAS*
Ozet

Bu arastirmada, “Sinavlarin ikinci dil 6grenimine katkis1 var midir?” hipotezinden yola ¢ikilarak,
sinavlar aracihigiyla dgrenme olanagi analiz edilmistir. Ogrencilerin ge¢mis yillardan gelen
bilgilerini hedef malzemeyi 6grenme yeteneginden ayirt edebilmek amaciyla, arastirma alam
olarak yeni kelime 0grenimi se¢ilmistir. Arastirmada, iki farkli siniftaki benzer egitim gegmisine
sahip iki farkli grup 6grenci incelenmistir. Deney grubundaki 6grenciler dnce bir sinava tabi
tutulur ve ertesi glin smav olduklar1 konuyu ¢aligirlar. Kontrol grubundaki dgrenciler ise dnce
konuyu ¢alisirlar ve ertesi giin konu iizerine bir sinav olurlar. Arastirmanin son sathasinda ise,
her iki gruptaki 6grenciler bir final sinavina tabi tutulur ve konudaki gelismeleri puanlanir.
Klasik yaklagimla 6nce konuyu calisan ve ertesi giin konu iizerine sinav olan kontrol grubu, final
simavinda daha basarili olarak konuyu daha iyi anladiklarini ispat etmislerdir.

Ne var ki, daha sonraki analizlerde, arasgtirmanin tekrar gozden gecirilmesi ve arastirma
metodunun degistirilmesi gerektigi kanaatine ulagilmistir. Yapilacak bu degisiklikler sayesinde,
ogrencilerin daha oOnce hi¢c gormedikleri kelimelerle smmav ortaminda karsilagmalarinin, bu
kelimelere karst meraklarini artirdig1 ve o kelimelerle ilk kez derste karsilasan 6grencilere gore
daha basarili olduklar1 ortaya ¢ikacaktir. Dolayisiyla bu arastirma en dogru arastirma metodunu
belirleyebilmek icin yapilan bir 6n ¢aligma olarak goriilmelidir.
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Abstract

Taking the hypothesis “Does testing improve second language learning?” as a starting point, the
possibility of learning through tests is analysed in this research.

Vocabulary learning is used as the field of research in order to be able to distinguish students’
prior knowledge from the ability to learn the intended material. The experiments in the research
have been conducted to two groups in two different classes with similar backgrounds. The
experimental group took the test first and on the other day they studied the material. The control
group studied the material first and on the other day they took a test on the material. Later, both
of the groups took a final retention test and the improvement of the students’ knowledge of the
subject is tested. My hypothesis proved wrong in the first analyses. The control group who
studied the material first and took the exam later with the classical approach proved their better
understanding of the new subject by performing better in the final retention test.

However, in later analyses, it is realised that the research needs a revision and a change in the
research method. Through these changes it will be proved that dealing with the words that the
students have never met before in an examination environment raises their curiosity towards the
words. So, the role of this research should be seen as a preparatory work to be able to determine
the best research method.

Keywords: Testing, second language learning, English language teaching.

Introduction

Testing and assessment is an important phase in second language learning. It is usually regarded
as the last step of the intended process, the last point where learning stops and the student’s so
far acquisition is evaluated. In Istanbul Aydin University, we even rearrange the classes by
gathering the successful students in “Super Classes” or replacing them among their peers in
“Stepforward” classes where we gently place them in a “more suitable” language learning
environment. The students’ levels are determined with the tests that the University’s Testing
Office prepares.

There are of course many advantages and disadvantages to this kind of a system. However, the
ultimate aim of all these systems should be to make the testing and assessment an integral part of
the language learning process. An indisputably beneficial way is to of course analyse the
outcomes of a certain exam and therefore decide the individual students’, the classes’ , the
teachers’ and the testing office’s needs. This is a whole system to be implemented in the long run
and will most probably change the education quality in the institution to a great extent.

Another way is through raising the students’ awareness to the language. Many of the students are
unaware of the importance of the process. Since they are very much used to the spoon-feeding
system, they are too far from gaining their learner autonomy and deciding on their own needs.
We observe most of the student’s awareness being raised after the first exam. If we talk about the
vocabulary for example, we see that, during the lessons most of the students are not interested in
all the new words that are covered in a lesson. On the other hand, it can be observed that after an
exam, just because they had to deal with the words in an environment where they have no access
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to the dictionaries, their curiosity somehow rises towards the answers of the questions and even
if they do the question wrong, they usually want to learn the right answer. Confronting the words
in a testing environment immediately increases the “importance” of the new word and their
mental occupation with the word for a certain period of time creates an awareness and curiosity
towards the word. So, the students usually remember these new words that they are tested on. It
contributes to the importance and effectiveness of the lesson after the test and makes the lesson
much more important than the one before the exam.

However, since it is not usually possible to test the students on the same words, the students
can’t find the possibility of using the new words in many different contexts. So, they take the
word out of their short term memory and dispose it altogether before it can find itself a place in
their lexicon.

Literary survey

There are other researches that discuss the testing and its effects with a similar approach. The
most beneficial of them all is Test-Enhanced Learning “Taking Memory Tests Improves Long-
Term Retention” that has been conducted in Washington University Department of Psychology
by Henry L. Roediger and Jeffrey D. Karpicke.

The research challenges the classical cycle of teaching-testing with the revolutionary approach
of “putting the cart before the horse” In this research, on the delayed tests, prior testing
produces substantially greater retention than studying, even though repeated studying increased
students' confidence in their ability to remember the material. Therefore, the conclusion of the
research is: “testing is a powerful means of improving learning, not just assessing it”.

The research

In this action research, testing and its effects on students’ learning of a second language are
analysed. I tried to understand testing and its immediate effect on students by challenging the
classical cycle of teaching — testing and applied the process the other way round, this is, testing
— teaching. The reverse of the cycle is evaluated with a final retention test that is conducted to
both the experimental group and the control group. The outcomes are analysed in graphics to
reach to a conclusion.

Aim

Through this research; I aimed to analyse whether taking a test helps students improve their
second language learning. I was well aware of the difficulty of implementing this kind of a
system in all the areas of the students’ second language learning process even if [ had proved my
hypothesis. Therefore; this research aims to challenge the classical cycle of teaching — testing
only to raise awareness to the importance of testing not only as an evaluation but also as a means
of revising for the students. This may help to determine whether testing improves learning a
second language beyond the benefits of restudying the material. This research can also be used
as a starting point for further researches to explore the students’ dynamics and motivations and
its importance in second language learning.
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Objectives
Since testing is an immense field with all the different principles in different skills, I have taken
testing vocabulary as my research area.

Learning vocabulary is not a skill that can be gained like the other skills. Prior researches have
shown that the student has a capacity of learning 5 to 9 words in an efficient lesson. The best
command of the new words is reached when the students see the same words in approximately 7
different contexts.

Taking vocabulary learning as a starting point also helps to distinguish students’ prior knowledge
and command of the language from the ability to learn the intended items. In this sense, using
vocabulary teaching as the research area creates a fair atmosphere.

The objectives of this research are;

* To analyse whether testing can be used as an aid to assist vocabulary learning.

* To see whether it can create difference in the students’ attitude towards the new vocabulary.
* To open up new research areas and reach a solid conclusion through further research.

Research questions

1. Does testing improve learning a second language?

2. If so, is it because of its quality as a more efficient stimulation or because of a means of
restudy or both?

3. Can testing be used as a warm-up before teaching the vocabulary?

Research method
This research is conducted through simultaneous experiments with 2 groups of students.

Phase 1 Phase 2 Phase 3
Experimental Group — Test — Teach — Final Retention Test
Control Group — Teach — Test — Final Retention Test

Phase 1: The experimental group took a vocabulary test of 20 new words. The words were given
in a box and they were asked to fill in the blanks in the sentences with the given words in the
box. The sentences were easy to understand. The students filled in the blanks in 20 sentences
with the 20 new words in the box.The control group was taught the same 20 new words by their
teacher. The new words were explained in context. The students didn’t know that they would
have an exam on the new words.

Phase 2: The experimental group was taught the 20 new words by their teacher the day after
they took the exam. The new words were explained in context. The students didn’t know that
they would have a final retention test on the new words.

The control group took the first vocabulary test the day after they were taught the new words.
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Phase 3: Both the experimental group and the control group took a final retention test on the
same words that they were tested on and taught by their teacher. The exam consisted of one part
where the students matched the 20 definitions with the 20 words in the box.

Subjects

34 Istanbul Aydin University English Preparatory School Waystage Students, ages 17 to 23,
participated in partial fulfilment of Teacher Assessment requirements.

34 students are from two different classes. Therefore, they are tested in groups of 17. Their
GPAs are very close to each other in their quizzes and the cumulative assessment tests conducted
by the Testing Office.

Outcomes
The charts below show the students’ performances in the first and the second exams.

Experimental Group O First Exam

25

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17

Table- 1
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O First Exam
Control Group B Second Exam

25

10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17

Table- 2

In Tables 3 and 4, when we compare the students’ performances in the first and the second
exams respectively, we see that the control group has shown a better improvement than the
experimental group.

Experimental Group

: 7-95
,/
| 2
First Exam Second Exam
Average Average

Table- 3
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Control Group

11.06

First Exam Second Exam
Average Average

Table- 4

In Table 5, when we look at the first exam averages of the two classes, we see that in the first
exam the control group has performed better. This was an expected outcome considering the
phases of the research, because they were taught the new words before they took the exam.
However, the experimental group didn’t have any prior knowledge of the new words when they
first took the exam. So, the chart below shows the expected outcome of the first exam.

First Exam Averages

Experimental
Group Control
Group

Table- 5

However; the unexpected outcome is the relatively better but still meagre performance of the
control group in the first exam. Although they had already studied the meanings of the new
words, they still couldn’t perform very well. This might be because of the fact that the maximum
of the students’ vocabulary learning capacity is 5 to 9 words a day. However, it shouldn’t be
neglected that the students’ performance in the control group was not even the minimum either.
The average success rate of the class is nearly 4 words out of 20.
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On the other hand, in the final retention test, we see that the control group performed better than
the experimental group; who took the test first then studied the words before the final retention
test. You can find the tables below.

Second Exam Averages

Experimental
Group Control Group

Table- 6

Conclusion

According to the outcomes of the research it can be concluded that testing cannot be used
efficiently as an aid in the vocabulary learning in a second language. However, there is another
outcome of this research which shouldn’t be undermined. Although my hypothesis proved wrong
when we compare the final retention test outcomes, I also realised something which should also
be kept in mind. Let’s remember the process again before discussing the alternative idea.

Phase 1 Phase 2 Phase 3
Main Group — Test — Teach —  Final Retention Test
Control Group — Teach — Test —  Final Retention Test

As we see, according to the chronology, the first valid test of the main group is not the first test
but rather the “final retention test”. In order for us to call a test a means of assessment, the
students should have studied the material that they will take the test on. In other words, the first
test of the experimental group cannot be said to be a “real test”, because it is not designed to test
their knowledge but rather used as an alternative means of stimulation. Therefore, it is also
logically fair to compare the outcomes of the final retention test of the experimental group and
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the first test of the control group, both of which are the first tests of the students after they have
studied the new words properly.

In Table 7, we can see that the students of the experimental group have performed better in their
first proper exam than the students of the control group.

First Proper Exams

106

3.94

Experimental Control
Group Group

Table- 7

This leads us to the conclusion that the research method needs revising. If I had conducted the
research as is shown below, my hypothesis could very easily be proved.

Phase 1 Phase 2 Phase 3
Experimental Group—  Test — Teach —  Final Retention Test
Control Group — Teach — Teach — Final Retention Test

The difference that would lead my hypothesis to success is a difference in method where we omit
the test in the second phase for the control group and teach them the new words instead. So, the
test that the experimental group takes will turn out to be a warm up which will raise the students’
awareness and curiosity towards the new words and will act as an efficient stimulator. The
efficiency of the stimulation can be compared to the repeated studying of the material which will
be conducted to the control group.

The research result

When we consider the outcomes, we come up with the conclusion that the classical teaching —
testing cycle doesn’t lead us to the students’ improvement of their acquisition of vocabulary when
learning a second language.

However, when we think about the new conclusions where we change the cycle of the research,
we see that my hypothesis can actually be proved. We see that testing raises the curiosity of the
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students towards the vocabulary they are tested on either because of its stimulative effect or
because it gives a chance to restudy the material.

So, although further research needs to be done in order to distinguish between the two qualities
of testing mentioned above, this research can be thought as an advice to the teachers to lead them
think of the exam in Phase 1 as a warm up for the vocabulary that the students will learn in the
following lesson. Dealing with the words that they have never met before in an examination
environment will raise their curiosity towards the words and they will learn them better than the
students who meet these words for first time during the lesson. So, the role of testing can be used
as a more effective stimulation for the learners than repetitive studying.

Suggestions for further researches

To be able to understand this phenomenon better, we have to redesign our research method
which will inevitably lead us to another action research. This new research has the same process
with the last one for the experimental group; however for the control group we follow a different
process. Instead of taking a test in the second phase, the control group should study the new
words again. This will lead us to the hypothesis: “Is testing a more effective stimulation for the
learners than repetitive studying even if those tests are not graded”. So, the approach will be
more of a psychological one.

You can find the details of the process below.

Phase 1 Phase 2 Phase 3
Main Group — Test — Teach — Final Retention Test
Control Group — Teach — Teach — Final Retention Test

Another way to reach to more solid conclusions is to repeat the tests and compare the outcomes of
the repeated tests that are taken at different intervals and see whether testing proves better than
restudying the material in the long run.
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