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Abstract 

 
The major aim of this study was to design and validate a competency test measuring 

English language teachers` knowledge for the purpose of teaching in language 

institutes. To this end, initially based on the guidelines laid down by eminent scholars 

in the field of second language teaching, a test was designed. The test was then 

administered among 103 EFL teachers in language institutes. And finally, Rasch 

measurement was utilized to substantiate the construct validity of the test. The results 

of the Rasch analysis exhibited that all of the items met the criteria for fit to the Rasch 

model and no potential multidimensionality was pinpointed. Therefore, the scale 

constructed can be considered as a Rasch unidimensional scale. 
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Introduction 

 

        As agents of social change and cohesion, teachers are considered to be 

at the heart of any educational system. In fact, the efficiency of any educational 

system is indebted to its knowledgeable and effective teachers. Sanders and 

Rivers (1996) regard teachers as the single most important factors affecting 

student achievement. Suwandee (1995) considers teaching as a two-way 

interaction between teachers and students in which students' knowledge 

depends largely on the degree of commitment to the teaching task on the part 

of the teacher. 

It goes without saying that in the field of education, there is an urgent 

need for effective teachers. Research has shown that students taught by effective 

teachers achieve more than their peers who are taught by less effective 

instructors (Sanders & Horn, 1998). Hanushek (1992) discovered that students 

whose teachers are at the peak point of the curve of effectiveness gain 1.5 years 

of academic growth, compared to those who are taught by teachers at the 

bottom of the range. The latter groups only achieve 0.5 years of growth within a 

single year. 

Certifications and degrees can be seen as only one index of teacher 

effectiveness. Teacher efficacy is in fact controlled by multiple variables, such as 

teaching methods, behavior towards student learning, mastery of competencies, 

professional decision-making and the interaction between pedagogical and 

subject area knowledge (Lederman & Niess, 2001). 
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These days, it is quite common for employers to review employment 

applications and resumes and then conduct an interview with the purpose of 

final screening. The decisions made based on these interview sessions may be 

influenced by various factors. These include affective characteristics, anticipated 

responses, environmental conditions, interviewer's research knowledge and the 

like (Stronge & Hindman, 2006). Variables of this kind could undermine the 

validity and fairness of interviews as a means of teacher recruitment. 

Given the shortcomings of screening interviews, competency tests in the 

field of education could be used as an alternative route to selection. Teacher 

Competency Tests (TCT) are generally used whenever a recruiter wishes to 

screen candidates for a job opening. Through such tests, candidates must prove 

that they possess the necessary qualifications for the job. In other words, TCTs 

help to identify the best human resources for the most suitable positions.  

In Iran, in order to meet the demands of the large body of clients, 

language schools, chiefly functioning within the private sector, tend to recruit 

teachers with adequate levels of English language proficiency, regardless of their 

teaching credentials. Four possible explanations could be proposed for this lack 

of professionalism in the field. First of all, given the considerable number of 

students referring to language institutes, managers feel the need to hire teachers 

in as short a time and with as little monetary investment as possible. Therefore, 

the only prerequisite considered for potential applicants is their language 

proficiency. Second, due to the shortage of specialized human resources in 

English language teaching, the mangers in the aforementioned institutes try to 

recruit individuals who come from a variety of backgrounds, holding degrees in 

English translation, English literature or even other non-English-related 

disciplines. Third, some applicants who already hold a degree in English 

language teaching do not necessarily have the minimum level of proficiency to 

measure up to their professional training. And finally, there is no standard 

comprehensive exam on English language teaching criteria based on which the 

managers can employ the qualified teachers. Thus, it seems that there is a dire 

need for designing a TCT.  

To the best knowledge of the researchers, no test has been designed to 

measure the competency knowledge of English language teachers to date. 

Accordingly, the present study aims to design and validate an English Language 

Teacher Competency Test (ELT-CT).  

 

Competency Testing  

  

       TCTs provide the opportunity to improve the quality of education. Such 

tests screen out incompetent teachers and ensure that higher quality candidates 

ultimately obtain teaching positions. This, in turn, leads to the heightening of 

standards within the educational system. According to Haefele (1993), 

competency tests can provide constructive feedback for individual educators, as 

well as providing direction for staff development practices. 

Reports have also revealed that the public has reacted positively to the 

prospect of teacher competency testing. For instance, the American public 

viewed such tests as positive strategies fighting against the problems of the 

educational system (Anderson, 1987). Gallup polls (1984), for instance, have 

shown that 89 percent of the public and 63 percent of teachers hold the opinion 

that it should be necessary for teachers to prove their knowledge through 
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teacher competency tests. As a result of such tests, students will also adopt a 

more positive view towards their teachers and the whole instructional program. 

Teachers who have undergone mandatory competency tests also 

appreciate the emphasis that is placed on the quality of education and 

professionalism as a whole. They will also be aware that their work is scrutinized 

by principals and educational managers. Tucker and Stronge (2005) refer to this 

as the accountability function, which reflects a commitment to the important 

professional goals of competence and the quality of performance. 

 

Qualities of Effective Teachers 

       

Defining quality is inextricably intertwined with value judgments, and 

such judgments vary from one particular context and culture to another 

(Alexander, 2000). Despite the difficulty involved in determining a finite set of 

characteristics for an effective teacher, a set of variables have been identified, 

and are often included in competency tests. These variables can be divided into 

prerequisites, personality and classroom management variables. 

The most prominent prerequisites include verbal ability, content 

knowledge, education coursework, teacher certification and teaching experience 

(Stronge & Hiundman, 2006). Each of the prerequisites will be briefly discussed 

below: 

Since teachers use language to establish connections with their students, 

a teacher's verbal ability is believed to have an effect on student achievement. 

Verbal ability is of great importance since the ability to communicate content 

knowledge and belief in students is crucial to teaching and learning (Darling-

Hammond, 2000; Hanushek, 1971). 

It is also vital for teachers to be equipped with the content knowledge of 

the area within which they are teaching. A study carried out in the state of 

California found that mathematics teachers who majored or minored in 

mathematics raised students with higher test scores on the Standford 9 

Achievement Test (Fetler, 1999). 

A third set of teacher prerequisites include teacher certification. 

Research has shown that teachers working in the area in which they are certified 

wield more influence over student learning than their uncertified counterparts 

(Darling-Hammond, 2000; Darling-Hammond, Berry, & Thoreson, 2001; 

Goldhaber & Brewer, 2000; Hawk, Coble & Swanson, 1985). 

Finally, teaching experience, as another prerequisite, is believed to have 

a profound effect on the effectiveness of instruction. Experienced teachers 

possess an increased depth of perception with regards to the content and how it 

is presented it in class (Covino & Iwanicki, 1996). Experienced teachers also 

make use of a wider array of strategies, which renders them more effective with 

students (Glass, 2001). It should be noted, however, that it is by no means true 

that teachers with more years of teaching experience are necessarily better. 

Sanders and Rivers (1996) have discovered that a teacher's effectiveness 

increases within the first seven years of teaching and reaches a plateau by the 

10
th

 year. 

The personality variables of a teacher are important in making students 

feel comfortable in the teaching environment. The personal connection 

established between a teacher and her students fosters the creation of a trusting 

and respectful relationship (Marzano, Pickering & McTighe, 1993). Effective 
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teachers have been shown to be caring, enthusiastic, motivated, fair, respectful, 

reflective, dedicated, and with a good sense of humor (Black & Howard-Jones, 

2000; National Association of School Principals, 1997; Peart & Campbell, 

1999). 

Classroom management and organization constitute the last set of 

variables possessed by effective teachers. There are generally fewer disruptions 

and off-task behavior in classes taught by effective teachers (Stronge & 

Hindman, 2006). When problems associated with discipline arise, effective 

teachers respond in a predictable manner. Effective teachers also recapture 

instructional time that is often lost in administrative activities, discipline, and 

transitions (Hoy & Hoy, 2003).  

 

Method 

 

Participants  

 

       Two groups of participants cooperated towards the completion of this 

study. The first group consisted of 10 teachers of English as a Foreign Language 

(EFL) with more than 5 years of teaching experience in private language 

institutes. Members of this first group, who participated in the piloting of the 

test, were all males and had at least six years of language teaching experience. 

The second group of participants, who took part in the administration of 

the test, consisted of 103 individuals, all of whom were practicing language 

teachers at various language institutes in the city of Mashhad, Iran. Their level 

of experience ranged from one year to 15 years of teaching practice. The 

youngest member of the target population was 17 and the oldest was 48 years 

old. Most of the respondents held a bachelor's degree (63), 32 had a master's 

degree, and only two held a PhD. With regards to their major, 44 of the 

participants majored in TEFL, 29 were educated in the field of English 

literature, and 17 had a degree in translation. 

The participants were asked to respond to a test of teacher competency 

with 61 items. They were provided with clear and specific instructions as to how 

to complete the test. The test was administered under standardized conditions. 

 

Instrument 

 

      The instrument includes a TCT which was developed and validated for 

the purpose of the study. The test was supposed to measure the English 

language teaching competency. The test consists of 61 items including:  

a. Items corresponding to the teaching of skills 

b. Items corresponding to the process of assessment and testing 

c. Items related to the theories of first and second language acquisition 

d. Items related to teacher behavior within the classroom 

      In the following section we have discussed the development and 

validation of the test.  

 

Procedure 

 

      The present study involved the designing and administration of a test for 

evaluating competence in language instruction. The test was designed over the 
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course of a year, starting from October 2008 to November 2009. Following the 

guidelines laid down by the experts in the field of second language learning and 

teaching, a number of items were designed in multiple-choice format. The items 

aimed to be functional in nature and present respondents with clearly-defined 

situations which they had possibly encountered while teaching in their own 

classes. Measures were taken to avoid the inclusion of items dealing with the 

theoretical knowledge or beliefs of the respondents. 

Questions for the test were continually developed and revised until 

eventually a set of approximately 70 items were achieved. Following this stage, 

the approved items were given to 10 experienced language teachers who were 

asked to specify their responses while thinking aloud. This was done in the 

presence of the researchers who recorded the comments for further revision. 

Comments which were provided by more than one of the teachers were then 

considered more carefully. Those items which were regarded to be unclear or 

ambiguous were either dropped or revised. This piloting stage resulted in a 

refined version of the test which included 61 items. 

The second-draft version of the test was then administered to 103 

participants who were given clear instructions and ample time to complete the 

test. Test takers were told to select the choice which they either believed to be 

the best course of action or that they actually practiced in their classes. All test 

takers were reminded that the context in mind for the items was a typical class 

held at a private language institute.  

 

Data Analysis  

 

         Rasch measurement was utilized to substantiate the construct validity of 

the ELT-CT. Rasch analysis was conducted using Winsteps version 3.66. The 

entire dataset with 61 items and 103 persons was subjected to Rasch analysis to 

evaluate the fit of data to the model and assess the unidimensionality of the 

instrument. If these tests are satisfied and the assumptions hold, the scale is a 

unidimensional Rasch scale and persons and items can be located on an interval 

scale.   

 

Results 

 

As the results of fit statistics show, all items fit the Rasch model following 

the criteria suggested by Bond and Fox (2007). Items which do not fit the Rasch 

model have outfit and infit mean square (MNSQ) indices outside the acceptable 

range of 0.70-1.30. Misfitting items are signs of multidimensionality and model 

deviance. As Table 1 shows, none of the items have infit and outfit MNSQ 

indices outside the acceptable boundary.  
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 Table 1 

Item Statistics in Descending Order of Difficulty 
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Distracter analysis of items showed that item 23 has badly-written 

distracters. As shown in Table 2, the correct response for this item is option 1. 

The average measure of the respondents who have chosen this item is 0.26 

logit. While the average measure of those who have chosen the incorrect 

options, 2 and 4 are 0.40 and 0.83, respectively. The average measure of those 

who have skipped this item is 0.34. These are all larger than the average 

measure of those who have answered the item correctly, which is an unexpected 

event. The distracter- measure correlation between wrong options and measures 

are expected to be negative and for the correct response to be positive which is 

violated here. Distracters for such items need to be modified and rewritten. 

 

Table 2 

Distracter analysis table 

 

The Cronbach's alpha reliability of the test is 0.64 which is moderate. 

This moderate reliability is due to the narrow spread of the persons in the 

analysis. As Table 3 shows the raw score standard deviation of the sample is 

only 5.6 out of 61, which is a very narrow spread of person abilities indeed. 

When the item with negative point-measure correlation indices are deleted 

from the test, the reliability increases to 0.68. 

The separation index of the persons is 1.31, which translates to a person 

strata index of 2.70. Person strata index indicates the number of distinct ability 

levels which can be identified by the test (Stone & Wright, 1988; Wright & 

Stone, 1988). The minimum person strata index is 2, which means that the test 

is capable of distinguishing at least 2 strata of persons, namely, high-ability and 

low-ability persons. For a strata index of 2, a separation index of at least 1 is 

needed. A reliability index of at least 0.50 is required for a separation index of 

1. It should be noted that the moderate reliability, separation and strata indices 

for this test is due to the low standard deviation of person abilities. If another 

sample with a wider spread of abilities were to be tested, these statistics would 

improve. 

 

Table 3 

Summary of 103 measured persons 
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As Table 4 demonstrates, the reliability for the items is very good. That 

is, the chances that the difficulty ordering of the items be repeated if the test 

were given to another group is extremely high. This is because there is a wide 

spread of difficulty in the items as the standard deviation of item difficulty 

estimates is 1.19 logits and the separation is 4.75.  

 

Table 4 

Summary of 61 measured items 

 

 
The Item-person map indicates that the items are spread over the entire 

range of the scale; i.e., all parts of the construct are well covered by the test. 

Numbers on the right indicate items and # on the left indicate persons. Items 

and persons placed on top of the scale are more difficult and more competent, 

respectively. As one goes down the scale, items become easier and individuals 

become less able. As one can see, all individuals are clustered towards the 

centre of the scale and the items are spread all over the scale. The map shows 

that there are enough items in the region of the scale where the persons lie and 

this part of the scale is pretty well covered by items. Therefore, the person 

abilities are estimated quite precisely as is evident from the low root mean 

square standard error of the persons which is 0.31. Therefore, the moderate 

reliability of the test is due to an actual homogeneity in the persons with respect 

to the construct of interest.  
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Figure 1. Items-persons map 
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Discussion 

 

Since teaching quality and teacher competence are considered to be the 

most powerful predictors in student success (King Rice, 2003), it is of high 

priority for language schools and other educational institutions to assess these 

qualities when attempting to recruit effective teachers. With this purpose in 

mind, the present study was conducted to design and validate a test which 

sought to identify and assess the most influential characteristics of English 

language teachers in private language institutes. In order to achieve this aim, a 

thorough analysis of content and construct validity was executed. 

The researchers in this study are fully aware that quality language 

instruction is a multifaceted, culturally-bound concept, widely debated in 

different academic circles. However, the immediate need for an objective 

criteria based on which the common core to all effective teaching can be 

assessed is felt. Without an objective scale, the element of professionalism in 

language instruction will remain unattainable. According to Danielson and 

McGreal (2000), a notable problem with existing scales is that they use a 

qualitatively dichotomous scale (e.g., „satisfactory‟ and „needs to be improved‟). 

Such scales do not always accomplish what they have set out to, because there is 

little agreement on what it means to deliver „outstanding‟ performance. Besides, 

one teacher‟s „satisfactory‟ rating mat be equal to another‟s „outstanding‟. Given 

the current limitations, this study has taken rigorous statistical and operational 

measures to improve upon existing scales designed for the same purpose. 

Rasch analysis was employed to assess the psychometric properties of 

the ELT-CT. Analyses revealed that all the items satisfied the criteria of fit to 

the Rasch model. Potential multidimensionality was not detected. Therefore, 

the scale constructed can be considered a Rasch unidimensional scale. In other 

words, all the items within the developed test contribute towards the definition 

of a unified construct of teacher competency. 

The ability of the scale to discriminate among individuals at the two 

ends of the ability spectrum was also investigated. Results indicate a wide range 

of item difficulties (i.e., 2.65 to -2.57) indicating that the items on the instrument 

are spread wide enough to discriminate among individuals with low, middle and 

high levels of competency in language teaching. This means that the test can 

serve multiple purposes, being used both for the evaluation and selection of 

prospective language teachers, as well as for grading teachers currently engaged 

in the profession based on their level of expertise. 

The results obtained as to the purpose of the study can hopefully be 

interpreted as having some implications for teachers and private institutions 

recruiting English language teachers in EFL contexts. First and foremost, as 

briefly mentioned above, the results of the study can be useful for both in-

service and pre-service language teachers. Through the administration of this 

test, they become aware of the criteria which are influential in their success and 

effective teaching. That is to say, the test can also be employed as a tool for 

pedagogical purposes and raising language teacher awareness. What is more, 

through discussing the items and the elicited responses with their teachers, 

language school supervisors and planners can mark their criteria for effective 

instruction in a contextually-rich and dialogical manner. As a result, this 

awareness helps teachers to understand their students and try to meet their 

particular needs. Moreover, private agencies can employ the TCT to single out 
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those individuals who have met certain specified qualifications for teaching 

English.  

As in the case of any research, this study has its own set of limitations. 

First, the predictive validity of the ELT-CT has not been verified in this study. 

Future research needs to be done to investigate the relationship between the 

ELT-CT and the success of language teachers in institutes.  Second, in this 

study the reliability was somehow moderate, which might be the result of 

homogenous grouping. A replication of this study with a sample of wider ability 

range and heterogeneity could be very informative. Third, since there is no 

agreement upon what competent teachers should know and which qualities are 

to be included into a competency test (Hyman, 1984), further studies can be 

done to reconsider the content validity of the test. And finally, the present study 

did not take a cutoff score into account. Additional research can be done to 

determine a cutoff score for the ELT-CT, identifying more competent 

individuals from less competent ones. 
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A Sample of English Language Teacher Competency Test  

(ELT-CT) 

 

Directions: For each of the items below, choose the best option by circling  the 
letters a, b, c or d. The option you choose should be based on what 
you practice in the classroom, or believe to be the correct course of 
action.  

                   Please note that the teaching context in mind is a typical class held 
at a language institute. 

 
1. Regarding the Persian language, I… 

a. never use it in my class. 

b. will use it if necessary. 

c. try to teach through it. 

d. force my learners not to use it in the class. 

 

 

3. The score I prefer to give my students is usually… 

a. out of 20.  

b. out of 100. 

c. ranging from A+ to F. 

d. in the form of a remark, such as 'good' or 'excellent'. 

 

47. When a student does poorly on an examination, I am more likely to say…. 

a. better luck next time. 

b. I know the exam was so difficult. 

c. you should have tried harder. 

d. you may not be fit for the course.   

  

48. If a student has a kind of Persian accent while speaking, I …. 

a. make him/her achieve a British accent. 

b. ask him/her to mimic the American accent.  

c. won't push him/her to mimic any native-like accent. 

d. ask him/her to work more on his/her accent.  

 

49. If a student drops the third-person 's' from a verb, I …  

a. correct his/her mistake immediately. 

b. correct his/her mistake at the end of the session. 

c. ignore it. 

d. notice closely to see whether s/he makes the same mistake again.  

 

50. If a learner has a problem with his/her learning, I … 

a. help him/her directly by giving prompts to solve the problem.  

b. just facilitate the process of learning. 

c. make him/her discover the solution by him/herself.  

d. ask him/her to cooperate with his/her friends to solve it.  
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51. To enhance critical thinking in my learners, I prefer to start my class  

questions with terms like… 

a. rate, defend 

b. define, tell 

c. locate, match 

d. arrange, separate  

 

57. If one of your learners says “I think you are wrong.” What is the most  

probable feedback which you may provide?     

a. That's interesting. In what way? 

b. I think you will find that all of the studies show this to be true. 

c. I think you need more time to understand that you are wrong. 

d. No problem. This is your opinion.  
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