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Abstract

There is a dearth of research involving advanced second language (L2) learners in the USA
[Brantmeier, C., 2001. Second language reading research on passage content and gender: challenges
for the intermediate level curriculum, Foreign Language Annals 34, 325–333; Young, D.J., 2003.
Workshop on overcoming anxiety in the foreign language classroom. Language Learning Series,
Washington University in St. Louis]. At some universities in the USA many freshmen test directly
into the advanced levels of Spanish language instruction where the goal is to prepare students for
the reading of lengthy, authentic texts. With 71 advanced L2 learners of Spanish, the current
research project attempts to determine the reliability of self-assessment, as determined by a question-
naire previously utilized for placement [Birckbichler, D., Corl, K., Deville, C., 1993. The dynamics of
language program testing: implications for articulation and program revision. The Dynamics of Lan-
guage Program Direction. Heinle and Heinle, Boston, MA; Deville, M., Deville, C., 1999. Com-
puter-adaptive testing in second language contexts. Annual Review of Applied Linguistics 19,
273–299], to predict reading performance via computer-based testing (CBT) and subsequent reading
achievement. All incoming freshmen completed self-assessment questions about L2 reading abilities
before completing an online placement exam (OPLE). In order to assess subsequent reading perfor-
mance, all students who tested into Advanced Spanish Grammar and Composition participated in
an investigation during regular class time during the 3rd week of class. Participants read a short
story, completed three different comprehension assessment tasks and additional self-assessment
items. Overall, results of the present study suggest that self-assessment of L2 reading ability, as mea-
sured before and after reading via a 5-point scale, is not an accurate predictor variable for placement
or subsequent performance. Advanced learners did not accurately estimate their L2 reading abilities
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as measured via CBT and in-class performance. Findings do not offer conclusive evidence about the
value of self-assessment as a predictor of performance on CBT or as an indicator of subsequent class-
room performance, but the current investigation provides indications as to the direction in which
research on self-assessment of L2 reading needs to move. A more contextualized, criterion-referenced
self-assessment instrument may be more beneficial for the placement of advanced readers in the
USA. These results both echo and contradict prior research, which calls attention to the need for
more investigations concerning instrumentation of self-assessment as a factor to be used in place-
ment decisions for advanced learners.
� 2005 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
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1. Introduction

Placement testing is an essential part of university level language departments across the
USA, and there is a current need to expand research on placement testing with advanced
learners that incorporates aspects beyond linguistic components, such as self-assessment.
For some time now, researchers have conducted investigations that examine issues con-
cerning language placement tests (Bachman, 1990; Bachman and Palmer, 1996; Bernhardt
et al., 2004; Byrnes, 1991; Chapelle, 2001; Dunkel, 1991; Heilenman, 1991; Lange et al.,
1992; Schwartz, 1985), but to date it appears that none have specifically examined the rela-
tionship of the following variables with advanced language learners: self-assessment of
reading abilities, CBT reading achievement, and subsequent reading performance. Given
the emphasis on reading at the advanced levels of language instruction in the USA, an
investigation of this nature is valuable for program directors that are responsible for place-
ment testing and making decisions based on results.

Placement procedures vary greatly and include multiple variables that range from
paper-and-pencil tests, online tests, oral interviews, and combinations of different proce-
dures (Wheritt and Clearly, 1990). Besides test results, other variables often involved in
placement decisions in the USA are years of language study prior to the university, time
spent in target language countries, and scores on national standardized exams such as the
advanced placement exam (AP) administered by the College Board. An issue of great
importance regarding placement testing is that of practicality, and therefore many univer-
sities develop their own CBT for placement that reflects the objectives of their language
programs. Even though online placement tests take a considerable amount of time and
money to create, the practicality often justifies the costs. Conventional placement tests
require testing schedules, appropriate types of rooms, proctors, graders, interviews, and
more. Once created and validated, CBTs offer advantages that conventional placement
tests do not. Chalhoub-Deville (2001) offers an overall review of what has transpired in
the development of CBT in educational contexts and cites examples of institutions that
are utilizing CBT for different purposes. Recently, Bernhardt et al. (2004) examined the
practicality and efficiency of the CBT designed for language placement at Stanford Uni-
versity and reported that placement testing via the internet can be reliable and can match
the objectives of the foreign language curriculum (p. 364), and in that study they specifi-
cally emphasized the oral component of the exam and how it reflects course goals.
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In most Romance Language and Literature departments in the USA, an important
objective is for students to be able to read authentic, literary texts before entering the lit-
erature course. Unfortunately, to date, it appears that no research has specifically exam-
ined variables involved in CBT and reading, even though Benrnhardt (1996) expressed
concern about the appropriacy of CBTs for assessing particular skills such as reading com-
prehension.1 Would the inclusion of an additional factor such as self-assessment help pro-
gram directors with decisions regarding placement of advanced learners? With advanced
L2 learners of Spanish, the current research project attempts to determine the reliability
of self-assessment as a predictor of achievement on the reading section of a CBT and as
an indicator of performance in a subsequent class.

2. Review of the literature

2.1. Foreign language placement testing at the university level

In many university level institutions in the USA, students are required to take a foreign
language placement exam for the following two reasons: (1) it guides students who will
continue studying a foreign language already begun in high school to ascertain the appro-
priate level of course in which to enroll at the university, and (2) it allows students who do
not wish to continue studying to test out of the either one or two-year language compe-
tency requirement. No placement exam is required of students who are beginning foreign
language studies at the university; however, these students must enroll in the introductory
level courses. The exams are also taken by currently enrolled students who have not taken
any language for a few years and need a placement score prior to registration, and by
transfer students in order to grant transfer credit.

Detailed information about foreign language placement exams is usually disseminated
to all incoming freshmen. Instead of the traditional paper-and-pencil placement test, some
universities offer the CBT. The CBT can be taken from any computer terminal at any time
prior to arrival to campus. All students are given a username and password. The foreign
language placement exam usually measures reading comprehension, vocabulary, gram-
mar, listening, and in some cases, cultural knowledge. After all questions have been
answered, results and placement are issued immediately. All in all, the main purpose of
the placement exam is to provide information to help students enroll in courses that cor-
respond to their levels of achievement. Some language program directors do not feel that
the placement exam alone should determine correct placement. Given the wide range of
instructional methodologies used in the USA at the high school levels, it is difficult to
depend on years of prior language study for placement decisions and reading proficiency.
The reliability of other factors, such as self-assessment, need to be considered for place-
ment into upper level language courses.

In 1997, Brown contended that little is known about the use of computers in language
testing and made a strong case for more research in this area. Even though there was a lack
of research to support CBT, he specifically mentioned the following two immediate benefits
that can be gained from computer-assisted language testing: ‘‘Computer-assisted language
1 Chalhoub-Deville (2001) offers an excellent discussion of issues in computer-adaptive testing (CAT) of reading
proficiency. The present study does not use CAT, and therefore this discussion is not included in the review of
literature.
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tests can be individually administered, even on a walk-in basis. Thus group-administered
tests and all of the organizational constraints that they impose will no longer be necessary.
Traditional time limits are not necessary. Students can be given as much time as they need
to finish a given test because no human proctor needs to wait around for them to finish the
test’’ (p. 45). More recently, Bernhardt et al. (2004) endorse these advantages of CBT.

2.2. Levels of foreign language instruction

The first and second year L2 courses in Romance Language departments in the USA
generally utilize communicative language teaching methodologies that emphasize the devel-
opment of speaking and listening skills. The reading of complete, authentic texts usually
begins at the advanced levels of language instruction with courses on advanced grammar
and composition. Consequently, the instructional practices shift from a focus on language
skills to an emphasis on text analysis and interpretation. The objective is to prepare stu-
dents for the level of reading and writing required in the literature and linguistic courses.
By the time learners reach the advanced levels of language instruction, they should have
completed approximately 700 class hours of exposure to the target language (Lee, 1988).

In most universities students in the advanced language courses enroll because they
choose to, not because they are obliged to take the course in order to fulfill general lan-
guage requirements. These courses are usually required for the major or minor. At this
point we know very little about readers at the advanced levels of language instruction
in empirical terms, and it is at this stage of acquisition where more L2 reading research
is needed (Brantmeier, 2001; Young, 2003). At the university where the present study
was undertaken, the large number of freshmen test directly into the advanced level lan-
guage courses. For example, in the Fall of 2004, approximately 100 students placed into
the advanced intermediate or advanced level courses at University X. Even though stu-
dents place into this level via the CBT, unfortunately, instructors often complain that stu-
dents are not prepared to read the more lengthy, authentic texts, and consequently class
time is spent deconstructing the plot instead of moving into textual analysis. The present
study is motivated, in part, by the need to explore other factors that could aid program
directors with decisions regarding placement of advanced learners.

2.3. Self-assessment about L2 learning abilities

Researchers (Birckbichler et al., 1993; Borrows et al., 1981; Heilenman, 1991; von Elek,
1987) have found that students accurately make self-assessments about their ability and
achievements in several disciplines. On the other hand, some researchers have found that
less proficient learners overestimate their abilities (Hilton et al., 1985; Wesche et al., 1990).
More specifically, research findings suggest that people are generally overconfident on tests
of acculturated knowledge, such as vocabulary and general knowledge tests (Justlin, 1994;
Stankowv, 1998).

Self-assessment, as used in second language learning contexts, is a technique utilized in
some placement procedures that involves asking second language learners to make judg-
ments about their own abilities (Heilenman, 1991; Schwartz, 1985). Oscarson (1997) pro-
vides a review of investigations concerning self-assessment in the second and foreign
language context and comments on previous reviews that exemplify the scarcity of
research in this area (Falchikov and Boud, 1989; Heidt, 1979; Oscarson, 1984). Overall,
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the studies that have been conducted generally support the use of self-assessment as an
indicator of second language abilities.

Using a variety of rating instruments for self-assessment that included scaled descrip-
tions of performance, Oscarson (1978) reported that adults studying EFL were able to
make fairly accurate appraisals of linguistic abilities. The self-assessment instruments pos-
itively correlated with both teacher ratings and written test scores (see Oscarson, 1997 for
details). In a series of experiments with first-year students studying English and French as
second languages at the University of Ottawa, LeBlanc and Painchaud (1985) found posi-
tive correlations between self-assessment questionnaires and standardized proficiency tests
for listening and reading. They concluded that ‘‘self-assessment must be considered a very
valuable tool as a placement instrument,’’ (p. 673). Krausert (1991) conducted an experi-
ment to determine the usefulness of self-assessment for placement decisions with ESL stu-
dents at the University of Southern California. Her findings indicated that university level
ESL students do correctly assess their reading, writing, and speaking abilities, and she rec-
ommends that educators should utilize self-assessment instead of standardized exams for
ESL placement in university programs. Hargan (1994) compared a traditional multiple
choice placement test for grammar and a self-placement procedure with university stu-
dents and found that both instruments indicated the same level of placement. Birckbichler
et al. (1993) utilized a self-assessment questionnaire as part of the placement exam admin-
istered at Ohio State University in the USA and reported that self-assessment correlated
higher than any other variable with the placement scores. Participants also reported accu-
rate ability levels. Ross (1998) conducted a meta-analysis of experiential factors involved
in self-assessment in L2 testing and found the largest number of correlations between L2
reading criterion variables and self-assessment in reading. Ross explains, ‘‘Reading tends
to be the skill that is first taught in the foreign language context, and given the fact that
most of the subjects were recruited from universities, subjects were most likely very expe-
rienced in using reading skills,’’ (p. 6). Deville and Deville (1999) suggest self-assessment as
part of the procedures for estimating a starting point for computer-adaptive testing for L2
placement.2 Most recently, with all students enrolled in advanced Spanish courses, Brant-
meier (2005) found that levels of self-assessed abilities positively correlated with levels of
enjoyment. The study also yielded significant effects for both self-assessed ability and
enjoyment on written recall, but no such effects were found on multiple-choice questions.
The above investigations lend support for the hypothesis that self-assessment can be accu-
rate for placement. In a recent summary of research findings, Oscarson (1997) claimed
that, ‘‘It seems to be fairly commonly agreed that the question of accuracy and appropri-
ateness of self-estimates of proficiency depends, to a considerable degree, on feature of
context and on the intended purpose of the assessment in each individual case’’ (p. 8).
The specific query about whether self-assessment is an accurate and reliable predictor
for language placement and classroom performance in reading with advanced learners
in the USA has yet to be examined.

The present study borrows from the above studies and utilizes the term ‘‘self-assess-
ment’’ to mean judgments or beliefs that learners make about their L2 learning abilities
and performance, including assessment for placement (Oscarson, 1980).
2 For a in-depth discussions of CAT and general language learning, see Brown (1997), Dunkel (1991), and
Chalhoub-Deville (2001).



20 C. Brantmeier / System 34 (2006) 15–35
3. The present study

Unfortunately, to date, it appears that there is little empirical evidence concerning the
association among L2 readers’ self-assessment, CBT scores, and classroom based reading
performance with learners at any level of language instruction. With learners from
advanced levels of instruction, the present L2 reading study is a preliminary attempt to
provide empirical evidence concerning the use of a self-assessment factor and CBT place-
ment score as predictors of subsequent reading achievement. The following questions
guide the present study:

1. Do self-assessment ratings of L2 reading ability accurately predict achievement on a
computer-based placement test and subsequent reading performance?

2. Do self-assessment ratings of L2 reading classroom performance accurately reflect
achievement?

3. Does performance on a computer-based placement test predict subsequent reading
performance?

3.1. Participants

The Romance Languages and Literatures Department at University X first began using
online language placement tests in the summer of 2001. The instrument, entitled the
‘‘Romance Languages and Literatures Online Placement Exam (RLL OPLE)’’, has been
administered on a regular basis ever since, with the majority of the testing completed by
freshmen during the summer months prior to arrival at the university. Immediately follow-
ing the exam, scores are reported individually to students and later to their instructors.

Participants in the present study were 71 students, ages 19–22, enrolled in an advanced
level Spanish grammar and composition course (Spanish 307). This third-year course was
taught by five different instructors and was the first in a two-course sequence taken imme-
diately before entering the literature courses. As part of the course students are assigned to
read lengthy, authentic literary works from the literary canon. At the university where
data was collected there is no language requirement, and therefore all students in the study
enrolled in the course voluntarily.

To ensure a homogeneous population of participants, only students with the following
criteria were included in the final data analysis: (1) students who achieved the appropriate
composite score on the OPLE (tested into Spanish 307), (2) students whose native lan-
guage was English, (3) students who enrolled in Spanish 307 the semester immediately
after taking the OPLE; and (4) students who completed all tasks for both data collection
settings. In the end, for this preliminary study, final data analysis included a total of 34
students (12 men and 22 women).

3.2. Self-assessment questionnaire

The self-assessment factors consisted of four questions, two completed before the
OPLE and two completed after the in-class reading. All questions were created after
reviewing prior questionnaires created for language placement contexts or language-
related standardized exams administered in the USA. The 5-point Likert scale was used
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to encourage more precision in rating and encouraged respondents to show greater dis-
crimination in their judgments.

A questionnaire of self-assessment ratings for completion before learners read the pas-
sages was based on the instrument utilized by Birckbichler et al. (1993) and Deville and
Deville (1999) for language placement at a university. The first question (Q1) about L2
reading read: ‘‘How well can you read in Spanish?’’ with five possible choices from 1
(not very well at all) to 5 (very well). In addition to this question, the following question
was added (Q2): ‘‘How do you rate yourself as a reader of Spanish?’’ with five possible
choices of 1 (I do not think that I am a good reader of Spanish at all)to 5 (I think I am
an excellent reader of Spanish). See Appendix A for the self-assessment questionnaire uti-
lized. The objective of pre-self-assessment items was to gain a general assessment. It is
important to note that readers completed these questions online before beginning a timed
placement examination that determined their level of Spanish, and this may be considered
a high-stakes assessment situation. The self-assessment inventory also included the same
question for listening, speaking, grammar, writing, and cultural knowledge; however,
these items were not utilized in the present study that emphasizes reading.

A questionnaire of self-assessment ratings was also created for use after students com-
pleted the reading in class in order to contextualize items and gain an assessment of com-
prehension of the specific reading utilized for the study. The first question was taken from
a questionnaire created by Schraw et al. (1995) for an L1 reading investigation concerning
sources of interest and effects on written recall. The question assessed readers’ ease of com-
prehension, and it read : ‘‘I found the passage I just read easy to understand’’ with five
possible answers ranging from ‘‘I strongly disagree with this statement’’ to ‘‘I strongly
agree with this statement.’’ This second question was based on follow-up items for self-
assessment designed by Tobias and Everson (1998) and Everson (Chief Research Scientist,
College Board of USA, personal communication, November, 2004). This question read:
‘‘How much of the passage did you understand?’’ with answers ranging from ‘‘I did not
understand very much at all’’ to ‘‘I understood all of the passage’’. See Appendix A.

3.3. Reading section for OPLE

The score from the reading section of the OPLE exam was used as one dependent var-
iable for the present study. The reading section of the OPLE exam was originally created
based on the ACTFL proficiency guidelines for Advanced and Advanced Plus readers.3

The reading section of the OPLE contains eight different vignettes of varying styles and
3 According to the ACTFL guidelines, Advanced Readers ‘‘. . .are able to read somewhat longer prose of several
paragraphs in length, particularly if presented with a clear underlying structure. The prose is predominantly in
familiar sentence patterns. Reader gets the main ideas and facts and misses some details. Comprehension derives
not only from situational and subject matter knowledge but from increasing control of the language. Texts at this
level include descriptions and narrations such as simple short stories, news items, bibliographical information,
social notices, personal correspondence, routinized business letters, and simple technical material written for the
general reader’’. Advanced Plus readers should be ‘‘. . .able to follow essential points of written discourse at a
superior level in areas of special interest or knowledge. They are able to understand parts of texts which are
conceptually abstract and linguistically complex, and/or texts which treat unfamiliar topics and situations, as well
as some texts which involve aspects of target-language culture. They are able to comprehend the facts to make
appropriate inferences. An emerging awareness of the aesthetic properties of language and of its literary styles
permits comprehension of a wider variety of texts, including literary’’.
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lengths. The readings include excerpts about the daily lives of students, historical vignettes,
a poem, personal narratives, and encyclopedia-like readings. Comprehension is measured
via multiple choice items. For each of the multiple choice questions four possible responses
were created: one correct response and three distractors. All distractors in the multiple-
choice questions were plausible (Alderson, 2000; Bernhardt, 1991; Wolf, 1993), and all
were written in Spanish. Some questions included inferential items as well.

3.4. Reading passage for classroom performance

The reading passage was selected after carefully examining reading materials used for
this level of language instruction. The short story used in this study, Aniversario, by Luis
Romero, was taken from an anthology for advanced readers entitled Aproximaciones al

estudio de la literatura hispánica, by Virgillo, Friedman, and Valdivieso. The story con-
sists of 1270 words and was kept in its original form, including word glosses. Investiga-
tions concerning the role of schemata in L2 reading comprehension have revealed that
what students already know (the knowledge stored in their existing cognitive domain)
significantly affects their comprehension of L2 reading materials (Carrell, 1983; Hudson,
1982; James, 1987; Johnson, 1981). Other studies found significant gender differences
with topic familiarity levels and comprehension (Bügel and Buunk, 1996; Brantmeier,
2002, 2003; Schueller, 1999). Reading researchers need to take both passage content
and gender into account when conducting investigations about the L2 reading process
(Chavez, 2001), and therefore the present study went to great lengths to control for gen-
der differences in topic familiarity. Before the investigation, the reading passage for the
present study was piloted with 67 students to ensure that it contained a topic familiar to
students. The results revealed no significant gender differences in topic familiarity, with
both male and female participants indicating that ‘‘I was familiar with some and unfa-
miliar with some’’ of the passage topic.

3.5. Assessment tasks for classroom performance

Development of test design and procedures has long been investigated in reading
research, and Alderson (2000) argues that there is not one best method for testing reading.
Common assessment measures used by L2 reading researchers include multiple choice,
written and oral recall, cloze test, sentence completion, open ended questions, true/false,
matching activities, checklists, fill in the blanks, etc. The outcome of each individual
assessment task provides a limited representation of reading comprehension, and to under-
stand the complete picture and to be able to generalize, a variety of assessment tasks are
needed to measure comprehension (Bernhardt, 1991). To obtain a more complete repre-
sentation of comprehension in the present study, three different assessment tasks were uti-
lized: written recall, sentence completion, and multiple-choice.

The free written recall has been utilized to assess L2 reading comprehension for more
than two decades (Bernhardt, 1983; Brantmeier, 2002; Carrell, 1983; Lee, 1986; Young
and Oxford, 1997; and more). This written recall protocol does not influence a reader’s
understanding of the text (Bernhardt, 1991) as there is no tester interference and there
are no retrieval cues provided. For the present study, immediately after reading the pas-
sage, the written recall protocol asked readers, without looking back at the passage, to
recall and write down as much as they could of what they just read.
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Most recall tasks are scored by tallying the quantity of correct information recalled
with a variety of scoring rubrics including idea units, propositional units, pausal units,
etc. (Barnett, 1988; Brantmeier, 2002; Carrell, 1983; Lee, 1986a,b; among others). The
present study utilizes the pausal unit protocol to analyze the text and recalls. A pausal
unit is a unit or entity that during normally paced oral reading has a pause on each end
of it (Bernhardt, 1991). For the present study, pausal units were not ranked in terms of
salience to the message of the text. The present investigation does not examine weighted
pausal units but rather the total number of correct pausal units recalled from the test.
The pausal unit was utilized for practical purposes as the present study was conducted
for program placement objectives. Alderson (2000) cites Bernhardt’s (1991) study where
she reports that the Meyer’s (1975) recall scoring protocol can take between 25 and 50
hours to develop one template for a 250 word text. The present study utilized a 1270
word text, and the intention of the study is to aid those in charge of language place-
ment. Consequently, the pausal unit protocol was followed. For the present study, oral
reading by four native speakers was used for the initial division of pausal units. The
units were listed, and then written recall protocols were checked for the presence of
absence of such units. The total number of pausal units was utilized for the written
recall score.

Sentence completion is an open response task where certain limits are placed on possi-
ble answers. The sentences are created so that all possible answers are foreseeable, and the
objectivity of scoring depends upon the comprehensiveness of the answer key. Multiple
choice questions are the most widely used means of assessing reading comprehension.
The answers are pre-determined and there is no ambiguity in the scoring of right/wrong
answers. For each of the multiple choice questions four possible responses were created
following the same rubric as the multiple choice items on the OPLE (Alderson, 2000; Bern-
hardt, 1991; Wolf, 1993). For the multiple choice items in this part of the study, another
condition was also added: the test-takers were not able to determine correct responses by
looking at the other questions on the page. Each sentence completion item corresponded
with a multiple choice question (solicited the same information).

Language of questions is also of great concern to test constructors. To avoid a test of
writing instead of reading, L2 reading researchers also recommend that the recall be writ-
ten in the reader’s native language (Alderson, 2000; Bernhardt, 1991; Lee and Ballman,
1987; Wolf, 1993). In the present study all assessment tasks for subsequent reading perfor-
mance were completed in the reader’s native language.

3.6. Topic familiarity

Participants completed a questionnaire that included information such as sex, age,
major, native language, and number of years of Spanish study in high school and uni-
versity. Topic familiarity was assessed via questions with five possible choices ranged
from 1 (I was really familiar with this topic) to 5 (I was not familiar with this topic
at all).

3.7. Data collection procedures

All incoming freshmen were required to take the OPLE, and these scores were used to
determine placement. Before completing the OPLE exam, all students were asked to assess
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their L2 reading abilities. These ratings were used for the self-assessment factor. In order
to assess subsequent reading performance, the same students participated in an investiga-
tion during regular class time during the 3rd week of class.

During a regular class period of 50 min all subjects completed the following instruments
in this order: reading passage, self-assessment questionnaire, written recall, sentence com-
pletion items, multiple-choice questions, and topic familiarity questionnaire. Before the
experiment participants were invited to participate in an experiment concerning L2 read-
ing, and they were also told that they would complete the above tasks. No participants
declined to participate in the study. The researcher and instructors for the courses were
present during all data collection sessions so that students would not look back at any pre-
vious pages while reading and completing all tasks.

3.8. Data analysis

The self-assessment rating was the independent variable. The total number of correct
responses was the dependent variable used for the reading section of OPLE. Subsequent
reading performance consisted of three different dependent variables: recall, sentence com-
pletion and multiple choice. For recall, the researcher and an additional rater identified the
total pausal units for the text. The interrater reliability index was 0.96. In the end, the total
number of pausal units was 133. For sentence completion items there were several possible
correct answers for each question. Separately the raters identified all possible correct
responses, and the interrater reliability index was 0.94. For multiple choice, there was
one correct answer for each question.

Means and standard deviations were calculated for each research question. In an
attempt to predict the OPLE reading score and subsequent reading performance from
the self-assessment scores, data were examined using regression analysis. The regression
procedure examined the strength of these relationships as well as the amount of vari-
ance explained by self-assessment. The Alpha level for statistical significance was set
at 0.05.

4. Results

The following are the mean scores and standard deviations for all four self-assessment
items: Pre-question 1 ‘‘How well can you read in Spanish?’’ (M = 3.4, SD = 0.74) = ‘‘Ok’’;
Pre-Question 2 ‘‘How do you rate yourself as a reader of Spanish?’’ (M = 3.0,
SD = 0.52) = ‘‘I am an Ok reader of Spanish’’; Post-Question 3 ‘‘I found the passage I just

read easy to understand’’ (M = 2.9, SD = 0.85) = ‘‘I somewhat agree with this statement’’;
and, Post-Question 4 ‘‘How much of the passage did you understand?’’ (M = 2.8,
SD = 0.67) = ‘‘I understood some of the passage’’ Fig. 1 graphically depicts mean scores
of each item for self-assessment of L2 reading ability, and Fig. 2 offers a graphic depiction
of frequency scores for each self-assessment item. For Pre Q1, only one student indicated
the highest ranking of ‘‘I read very well in Spanish’’, and only one student indicated the
lowest raking of ‘‘I do not read very well in Spanish at all’’. For Pre Q2, no student indi-
cated the highest and lowest ranking of ‘‘I think I am an excellent reader of Spanish’’ or ‘‘I
do not think that I am a good reader of Spanish at all’’. For the first post-reading self-
assessment item, two participants reported that they ‘‘strongly disagree’’ and no students
‘‘strongly agreed’’ with the statement about the passage being easy to understand. For



Self-assessment Items
Post Q4Post Q3Pre Q2Pre Q1

M
ea

n 
R

at
in

g

5.0

4.5

4.0

3.5

3.0

2.5

2.0

1.5

1.0

Fig. 1. Self-assessment of L2 reading ability: mean scores for four items; Pre Q1 = How well can you read in
Spanish? Pre Q2 = How do you rate yourself as a reader of Spanish? Post Q3 = I found the passage I just read
easy to understand. Post Q4 = How much of the passage did you understand?
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Post Q4 only one student reported not understanding very much at all of the passage,
while no students reported understanding the entire passage.

Means scores and standard deviations for all comprehension assessment tasks are listed
on Table 1. As listed on the table, participants scored a mean score of 19.7, or an average
of 66% on the OPLE reading test. Fig. 3 depicts the distribution of OPLE reading scores
for the advanced learners. The mean score of the written recall was extremely low with
participants only recalling a mean score of 12.9, or 10% of the total possible pausal units.
On sentence completion items, participants scored a mean score of 6.8 or 68%, and for
multiple choice questions, participants scored a mean score of 7.8, or 78%.

As indicated in Table 2, results of the regression analysis revealed no significant asso-
ciations between reader’s self-assessment (Q1 and Q2) and OPLE reading score, and read-
er’s self-assessment (Q1 and Q2) and subsequent reading performance as measured via
recall, sentence completion, and multiple choice. Likewise, no significant associations were
found between post-self-assessment items and all three measures of comprehension. A
regression analysis was conducted to examine the association between OPLE reading
scores and subsequent classroom reading achievement, and findings yielded a significant
association between the following: OPLE score and recall score, and OPLE score and
MC score. No significant association was found between OPLE score and SC.

In order to graphically depict the strength of the significant relationship between OPLE
reading scores and comprehension and recall scores and OPLE reading scores and multi-
ple choice scores, all possible pairs of values are shown on scatterplots. Fig. 4 is a scatter-
plot of OPLE score by Recall. OPLE reading scores are on the vertical axis with a range of
1–27, and Recall scores are on the horizontal axis with a range of 2–30. Further analysis
were conducted to check for linear and/or curvilinear trends between OPLE reading scores
and Recall scores, and results indicated that both trends were statistically significant
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Fig. 2. Self-assessment rating.

Table 1
Mean scores and standard deviations for OPLE reading and subsequent achievement

OPLE reading Recall SC MC

Possible score 30 133 10 10
Mean 19.7 12.9 6.8 7.8
SD 6.6 7.3 2.1 1.7
Percentage (score/#possible) 66% 10% 68% 78%
Minimum 1 2 2 5
Maximum 27 30 10 10
Range 26 28 8 5

n = 34.
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(linear = 0.01; curvilinear = 0.02). Fig. 5 is a scatterplot of OPLE score by multiple choice.
OPLE reading scores are on the vertical axis with a range of 1–27, and multiple choice
scores are on the horizontal axis with a range of 5–10. Visual inspection of this figure also
revealed a possible linear and curvilinear trend between OPLE reading scores and multiple
choice scores, and further analysis indicated that both relationships are statistically signif-
icant (linear = 0.00; curvilinear = 0.00).
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Fig. 3. Distribution of OPLE reading scores with advanced language learners.

Table 2
Regression analysis

Predictors (constant) R2 T-ratio P

Reader’s self-assessment: pre-reading

Q1
OPLE 0.00 3.72 0.90
Recall 0.01 1.60 0.59
SC 0.01 3.29 0.52
MC 0.02 4.95 0.40

Q2
OPLE 0.04 1.79 0.24
Recall 0.11 0.09 0.06
SC 0.04 2.16 0.29
MC 0.10 3.06 0.07

Reader’s self-assessment: post-reading

Q3
OPLE 0.01 4.26 0.64
Recall 0.01 3.11 0.74
SC 0.03 4.26 0.36
MC 0.03 6.67 0.34

Q4
OPLE 0.01 3.30 0.59
Recall 0.01 1.64 0.54
SC 0.11 2.40 0.06
MC 0.02 5.37 0.48

OPLE reading score

Recall 0.20 0.86 0.01*

SC 0.03 5.01 0.37
MC 0.32 6.67 0.00*

* P < 0.05.
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5. Discussion and implications

The mean score for the first self-assessment question was slightly higher than that of the
other three questions with students generally indicating that they are ‘‘ok’’ readers of
Spanish. However, the number of instances within a particular rating varies (Fig. 2 offers
a visual display of frequency for each rating). An examination of how many students rated
themselves at each point on the 5-point scale shows that there is a certain degree of var-
iation within the group of advanced language learners. Not all learners who tested into
Advanced Spanish rated themselves the same for reading, and Fig. 3 shows the great var-
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iation of OPLE reading scores for this same group of advanced learners. These individual
differences in self-assessment are important to consider when interpreting findings con-
cerning the association of self-assessment ratings and reading achievement. A close look
at the bar graphs reveals that different patterns emerged with Pre-reading Question 1
and Pre-reading Question 2, but the same patterns emerged for both Post-reading ques-
tions. Further analysis indicated that all four self-assessment items were significantly
correlated.

There was not a strong relationship between all four self-assessment items and reading
achievement (OPLE scores and all three subsequent comprehensions tasks). These findings
are confusing because the mean self-assessment scores indicate ‘‘Ok’’ readers, and average
performance on the OPLE and sentence completion could be interpreted as ‘‘Ok’’
(OPLE = 66%; multiple choice = 78%). One way to interpret this would be, again, to high-
light the degree of individual differences in both self-assessment ratings as well as perfor-
mance on the OPLE and multiple choice items. The average score for recall was only 10%,
which may indicate that the written recall test was too difficult for the reading passage.
Furthermore, the association between the OPLE and recall measures was weak
(r2 = 0.20). Perhaps with longer passages (approximately 1200 words) the written recall
should not be utilized as it could be insensitive to real differences between participants.
As discussed earlier, for practical purposes of placement, the written recall was not scored
according to weighted pausal units and this decision could have influenced results. If a
future study of this nature utilizes the written recall protocol, perhaps weighted pausal
units should be tallied and examined.

Overall, these results contradict earlier findings with language learners where self-
assessment positively correlated with placement scores, ability and achievement (Birckb-
ichler et al., 1993; Brantmeier, 2005; Hargan, 1994; Heilenman, 1991; Krausert, 1991;
Oscarson, 1978; Ross, 1998; von Elek, 1987). It is important to note that Brantmeier
(2005) utilized all learners enrolled in Advanced Spanish. The present study utilizes only
freshmen who had taken an online placement exam and placed directly into the advanced
courses, and this could help explain the contradictory findings with advanced learners.
Results of the present study echo other investigations where learners do not accurately
assess their abilities (Hilton et al., 1985; Wesche et al., 1990). These inconsistent findings
underscore the need for more research that explores self-assessment as a factor to be con-
sidered specifically for advanced language placement.

The construct of self-assessment determined by the questionnaire utilized in the present
study may be too limited and narrow for advanced readers. LeBlanc and Painchaud (1985)
contend that self-assessment questionnaires should give learners the opportunity to indi-
cate what they think they can do with the language they are studying. Perhaps if the
self-assessment inventory was worded differently, data would yield different results. For
example, the Reading Skills Self-Assessment Grid is a component of the European Lan-
guage Portfolio developed under the direction of the European Council. It is used to
develop a self-assessment of reading skills in English as a Foreign Language. This ques-
tionnaire asks learners which description most closely matches their comprehension level
when reading an English text. This 6-point rating scale ranges from ‘‘I can understand
familiar names, words and very simple sentences, for example on notices and posters or
in catalogues’’ to ‘‘I can read with ease virtually all forms of the written language, includ-
ing abstract, structurally or linguistically complex texts such as manuals, specialized arti-
cles and literary works’’. These ratings are utilized for a CAT (computer-adaptive testing)
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situation as a starting point, but they could also be modified and utilized for a self-assess-
ment factor to help with general placement decisions. Oscarson’s (1980) self-assessment
questionnaire includes a 5-point scale with specific details about learner abilities such as
‘‘I understand everything or nearly everything written in the language in non-specified
fields. There may be words I do not understand in difficult texts’’ and ‘‘I cannot read
the language at all’’. These more detailed items could be modified to match language pro-
gram levels (see Oscarson, 1978 for a more detailed description of types of questions).
LeBlanc and Painchaud (1985) developed a questionnaire with a 5-point scaled that
included statements graded for difficulty level, such as ‘‘I understand short and simple
written communications (posters, schedules, announcements’’ and ‘‘I read specialized arti-
cles concerning my fields of study fluently’’. A future study could utilize the same data
collection instruments and procedures as the present study with more descriptive self-
assessment items such as the above. A possible question could be, ‘‘I understand short sto-
ries written by native speakers’’. Furthermore, a future study could ask readers in more
detail about how well they think they performed on a particular reading in addition to ask-
ing them to rate their overall reading abilities. In the present study, the inventory of overall
reading ability was borrowed from previous studies and the pre-reading self-assessment
questions did not require a lot of time to complete. The self-assessment inventory, if used
for placement, would be administered online before completing the actual placement
exam. The issue of time is important to consider. LeBlanc and Painchaud (1985) reported
that their self-assessment inventory takes about 20 min to complete. Perhaps the inventory
could be modified and shortened to meet the learner’s potential needs as a reader at the
advanced level.

A closer look at the self-assessment and comprehension scores for subsequent class-
room performance reinforces the need for more research on self-assessment as an indicator
of reading ability at the advanced levels. Generally, the emphasis in the early years of lan-
guage instruction in the USA is on oral, communicative skills and reading is often a silent
task completed at home. Perhaps before students enter the university, reading comprehen-
sion is a skill that has never been effectively evaluated before, and therefore readers have
no foundation for self-assessment. Students may not have regularly monitored their L2
reading progress at the secondary levels, and they may not have had previous feedback
on their L2 reading achievement. In other words, students may likely not fully understand
what it means to be an ‘‘excellent’’ or ‘‘ok’’ reader of Spanish. Entering freshmen may not
be equipped with the skills necessary to adequately evaluate their L2 reading abilities,
which reinforces the need for more contextualized, criterion-referenced self-assessment
instrument for L2 reading. Moreover, Oscarson (1997) claims that self-assessment proce-
dures seem to be useful in day-to-day teaching/learning contexts, whereas the use of self-
assessment for ‘‘high-stakes’’ purposes appears to be inappropriate. Adult learners may
need training to be able to make reliable judgments on their abilities. Self-assessment
and self-monitoring could be stressed in teacher training courses and workshops (Oscar-
son, 1997) so that at the university level students are accustomed to self-evaluation.

A regression analysis revealed a significant association between the following: OPLE
score and recall score, and OPLE score and multiple choice score. Further analysis
revealed significant linear and curvilinear trends. These results attest to the reliability of
the OPLE as a predictor of subsequent performance, as students performed equally well
on the reading part of the OPLE and subsequent classroom testing. The OPLE relies
on a structured response format to assess reading comprehension, and subsequent perfor-
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mance was measured via an open-ended format and the multiple choice items. Scores on
both assessment task formats were significantly related to prior scores on OPLE, which
underscores the fact that the OPLE can be used to predict actual reading performance
in the course. Unfortunately, what this also suggests is that learners testing into the
advanced levels may not read at the appropriate level. The OPLE exam has three sections,
and results show that students scored significantly higher on both the grammar and listen-
ing sections than on the reading section, and consequently test takers achieve the appro-
priate overall composite score necessary to enter the advanced language courses. However,
results of the present study suggest that these advanced language learners are not reading
at an advanced or advanced plus level.4 Findings also show the great variation of reading
abilities within this group of advanced learners.

Given that students are not reading at the appropriate level and that they may not be
equipped with the skills to self-evaluate reading ability, instructors at the advanced levels
could guide readers in the development of self-assessment methods through in-class discus-
sions, teacher–student interviews, and weekly self-evaluations including self-assessment
checklists and inventories. Instructors could require students to review their work and
evaluate their progress, and consequently students may develop the ability to understand
the criteria for successful L2 reading and consequently may more adequately self-evaluate.
A future study could examine instructional practices that enhance self-assessment of read-
ing abilities, and also explore whether these practices enhance reader performance at this
level. Perhaps if students are better equipped to evaluate themselves after months of in-
class self-evaluation activities, they would achieve higher reading scores. The present study
is not an attempt to examine metacognitive skills for reading, and it did not ask students to
complete the OPLE exam at the end of the course to see if they would do significantly bet-
ter on the second administration of the test. At this point it is too early to make assertions
concerning these issues.

6. Conclusion

Language testing for placement remains a complex activity at universities in the USA.
By examining the relationship between learner’s self-assessment and scores on an online
reading placement test as well as subsequent reading performance, the present study serves
as a preliminary attempt to test the reliability of self-assessment as a factor to be used for
predicting placement with advanced learners. Findings show that we cannot depend on
self-assessment of reading ability, as measured via non-descriptive self-assessment items,
with advanced learners who are entering the university. Results highlight the need for a
descriptive and criterion-referenced self-assessment instrument for use with advanced
placement in reading. Self-assessment with online placement testing can bring together a
number of related disciplines (Everson, personal communication, November, 2004), and
Bernhardt (2005) echoes this suggestion by stating that L2 reading is a crucial area of
research that should transcend the borders of applied linguistics (p. 133). Future studies
could modify existing self-assessment instruments utilized in Europe and from related dis-
ciplines to test their validity for second language placement. Surprisingly, results of the
present study also indicate that learners at the advanced level of language instruction
4 The advanced and advanced plus levels refer to the guidelines set forth by ACTFL.
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may not be reading at an appropriate level, and this is another issue worthy of future
inquiry. Overall, findings underscore the need for more investigations concerning factors
involved in reading and foreign language placement with advanced language learners.

Appendix A

A.1. Pre-reading self-assessment questionnaire

Please circle the correct answer.

1. How well can you SPEAK Spanish?
(a) Not very well at all.
(b) Not very well.
(c) Ok.
(d) Well.
(e) Very well.

2. How well can you UNDERSTAND Spanish?
(a) Not very well at all.
(b) Not very well.
(c) Ok.
(d) Well.
(e) Very well.

3. How well can you READ Spanish?
(a) Not very well at all.
(b) Not very well.
(c) Ok.
(d) Well.
(e) Very well.

4. How well can you WRITE Spanish?
(a) Not very well at all.
(b) Not very well.
(c) Ok.
(d) Well.
(e) Very well.

5. How much do you know about the CULTURE of the Spanish speaking countries?
(a) Not very much at all.
(b) Not very much.
(c) Know some.
(d) Know pretty much.
(e) Know a lot.

6. How do you rate yourself as a reader of Spanish?
(a) I am not a good reader of Spanish.
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(b) I am not a very good reader of Spanish.
(c) I am an OK reader of Spanish.
(d) I am a very good reader of Spanish.
(e) I am an excellent reader of Spanish.

Self-assessment questionnaire taken from Birckbichler et al. (1993) and Deville and
Deville (1999).

A.2. Post-reading self-assessment questionnaire

1. I found the passage I just read easy to understand.
(a) I strongly disagree with this statement.
(b) I disagree with this statement.
(c) I somewhat agree with this statement.
(d) I agree with this statement.
(e) I strongly agree with this statement.

Schraw et al. (1995).
2. How much of the passage did you understand?

(a) I did not understand very much at all.
(b) I did not understand very much.
(c) I understood some of it.
(d) I understood most of it.
(e) I understood all of it.

Tobias and Everson (1998).
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