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Validity of Specific Purpose Language Tests 

“Specific purpose language ability results from the 
interaction between specific purpose background 
knowledge and language ability.” (Douglas, 2000: 40) 
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Validity of Specific Purpose Language Tests 

A specific purpose language test is one in which test content and 
methods are derived from an analysis of a specific purpose target 
language use situation, so that test tasks and content are 
authentically representative of tasks in the target situation […].  
Such a test allows us to make inferences about a test taker's 
capacity to use language in the specific purpose domain (Douglas, 
2000: 19).  
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background knowledge  
• contaminates the 

validity argument 
• is regarded as 

construct irrelevant 
variance 

Validity of Specific Purpose Language Tests 

background knowledge  
• is part of specific 

purpose language ability  
 

• the validity of specific 
purpose language tests 
is limited to a specific 
language use domain 
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Strategies for writing task design in 
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Language for specific purposes testing 
• general language tests 
• language for general academic purposes tests 
• language for business purposes tests 

 
background knowledge =  

contamination of construct =  
threat to validity 
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• avoiding subject specificity altogether 
• minimise the role of background knowledge 
• using general tests 
• creating the atmosphere of specificity 
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Strategy: Avoid specificity 



Role of 
Background 
Knowledge 

Validity 

Conclusion 
Strategies 



Role of 
Background 
Knowledge IELTS 

Validity 

Conclusion 
Strategies 



Language for specific purposes testing 
• law 
• engineering 
• aviation 
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• reading tasks 
• gap filling tasks 
• listening tasks 

Strategy: Avoid writing tasks 



• instructions 
• prompts 
• charts 
• pictures 
• texts 
• video clips with subject specific information 
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Strategy: Provide subject specific input 
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• Guided writing tasks 
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Strategy: Control expected response 
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Cambridge English: Legal (LE2) 

http://www.cambridgeenglish.org/exams-and-
qualifications/legal/ 
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• "translations" into a more subject specific 
register 

Validity 

Conclusion 
Strategies 

Strategy: Use different registers 
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Strategies for task design in language for 
specific purposes tests  Validity 
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1. Avoid specificity 
2. Avoid writing tasks 
3. Provide subject specific input 
4. Control expected response 
5. Use different registers 
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