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Placement by Proficiency Level : A Case Study*

Tsuguro Nakamura, Taira Uchida and Peter Ross

1. Introduction

Since its establishment in 1995, the Faculty of Communication Studies, in which the three 

authors work, has assigned the incoming class of freshmen to English classes based on the 

results of a placement test. The English teachers in the Faculty of Communication Studies 

decided to place students according to their English proficiency for several reasons. 1 

Before 1995, students were assigned to their required English classes（in the other facul-

ties of the university）rather mechanically, with no regard for their English proficiency. During 

this period, we noticed that students’ proficiency levels ranged from extremely low to rather 

high. The students in the mixed level classes that we had taught up to that time often expressed 

dissatisfaction with the level of their classes. Some students seemed to be dissatisfied with 

repeating what they had already learned in high school, while others found it hard just to keep 

up. And we constantly struggled with the problem of how to match the content and pace of our 

lessons to such a wide variety of students. In fact, it was extremely difficult to design lessons 

that were appropriate for the wide range of students in our classes. In addition, we reasoned 

that it was unfair to students for their grades（i.e. at the end of the term）to reflect how much 

English they already knew before the course even started, as opposed to how they performed 

in their respective classes.

At the same time, students entered the university through various routes（regular 

entrance exams, recommendations from their high schools, special entrance exams for foreign 

students and returnees, and the test administered by the National Center for University 

Entrance Examinations, etc.）. This meant that we had no consistent yardstick for assessing and 

comparing students’ English proficiency levels at the beginning of the school year.

In order to overcome these problems, the Faculty of Communication Studies decided to 

* This research was generously supported by Tokyo Keizai University grant D05―03.
1 In the formative years of the Faculty of Communication Studies, Profs. Tsuguro Nakamura, Taira Uchida, 

Yoshinori Honda, Valerie Durham, and Akiko Tokuza were in charge of the English program. Peter Ross joined 
the department during the 1999 academic year.
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institute placement of students in English classes according to their proficiency level, starting 

in the year the department was established. Since this involved a departure from the approach 

that had been employed at the university until 1994, and since placement by proficiency level 

was adopted by the rest of the university starting in 2006, we have decided to present an analy-

sis of the results of our placement program, and of the changes in our students’ English profi-

ciency over the past decade.

2. Development of the Test

In the department’s first year, we created the first draft of the test, reusing items that had 

appeared on that year’s entrance exams. Since it turned out that these items were too difficult, 

the next year we replaced them with easier ones that we created especially for this purpose.

For the purpose of this study, we are fortunate to have used exactly the same test form, 

administered under similar conditions, from 1996 through 2003. As a result, we have about 

eight years of comparable data. This test was a multiple choice exam, consisting of 60 grammar 

and vocabulary items, with four answer choices for each item. The examinees were given 

approximately half an hour to take the test. In most years, the freshmen took the test on their 

first day at the university in April ; i.e. orientation day.

We considered including a wider variety of item types, such as reading and listening com-

prehension. However, we decided to limit the test to just grammar and vocabulary primarily 

because we had only a very limited administration period of 30 minutes, thus necessitating a 

brief test, with few sections. We chose to make the test multiple choice because we were under 

pressure to grade and sort the students’ answer sheets as quickly as possible so that the Stu-

dent Affairs Division could complete our students’ schedules in just a few days. We greatly 

appreciate the patience and generosity of the staff members who have given much of their time 

at one of the busiest times of the year to make this placement program possible. 

3. Results of the Placement Test

In this section, we will show the results of nine years of placement tests using the same 

form.2 Then, in Appendix I, we will evaluate the sixty items on the placement test, discussing 

what they are for, and how well the test takers responded to them. Finally, in Appendix II, we 

will rather tentatively describe correlations among some of the items.

The same placement test was given under comparable administrative conditions from 1996 

through 2003.3 Below are the average scores on the test over the eight years. The maximum 

possible score was 60 points.

［Table 1］
Year Average Score # of Students

1996 43.3（72.3%） 156
1997 41.5（69.2%） 153
1998 40.8（68%） 166
1999 40.0（66.7%） 176（2 absentees）
2000 36.5（60.8%） 159
2001 35.6（59.3%） 180
2002 33.5（55.8%） 189
2003 31.5（52.5%） 180（1 absentee）. 

［Table 2］
Class :

Year V W X Y Z （V minus Z）

1996 53.6 48.5 43.0 38.7 32.4 （21.2）
1997 50.1 44.6 42.4 38.9 31.2 （18.9）
1998 50.0 45.4 41.1 36.7 30.3 （19.7）
1999 49.4 44.2 40.0 36.5 27.6 （21.8）
2000 47.8 40.7 36.7 33.2 24.1 （23.7）
2001 45.6 40.1 36.1 31.2 24.9 （20.7）
2002 44.4 37.9 33.7 29.1 22.1 （22.3）
2003 43.5 36.6 31.9 26.4 19.1 （24.4）

Over time, the average score gradually became lower and lower. Over the course of these eight 

years, the average dropped almost 12 points, or 20%.

During this period, the compulsory freshman English course in the Faculty of 

Communication Studies was divided into five classes, each consisting of 30―36 students. Table 2 

presents the average scores for each class over the course of these eight years. For 

2 We greatly thank Hiroshi Otsuka for helping us with data entry.

3 In 2004, we used the same test form again, but because during this year we could not make time for the 
placement test after the entrance ceremony, we decided to mail the test to the incoming freshmen in March, 
and asked them to take it at home, and return their results to us.（In 2005, we used a completely new form of 
the test.）
　 In the 2004 administration, 213 out of 219 students submitted their results, and the average score was 

40.9. This is almost 10 points higher than the previous year. It’s easy to imagine why this might be the case. 
Since students were not forced to finish the test within 30 minutes, they could spend more time on it under 
more relaxed circumstances. Of course, they also had the option of enlisting a third party’s help. We have 
excluded these results from our study because the test administration conditions were not comparable, and the 
jump in the results indicates that they are anomalous.
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convenience, we order the classes from high to low.4 The last column shows the difference in 

the average score between the highest and lowest classes. This was consistently around 20 

points, or 33%. 

4. Discussion

Although it is true that the average score decreased, it is important to remember that this 

test was only a paper and pencil measure of students’ grammatical competence. These results 

say little about the students’ reading comprehension, and even less about their listening com-

prehension.

Certain changes that occurred over the eight-year period of this study should also be 

taken into consideration. First, the English curriculum administered by the Ministry of Educa-

tion, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology has evolved significantly since the mid 1990s. 

The drop in the number of English classes taught in（junior）high schools per week seems to 

be an obvious explanation for the drop in proficiency scores. In addition, more emphasis has 

been placed on oral communication over grammar in the junior high/high school English cur-

riculum in recent years. This presumably led to a further drop in the amount of time that  junior 

high and high schools could spend on English grammar. On the other hand, with the gradual 

decrease in the college age population in Japan and the consequent increased competition to 

attract students, it is also possible that we are attracting a lower caliber of students.

However, this is only one side of the story. While we do not have numerical data to support 

it, our impression is that, in general, our students’ listening ability has improved over the last 

decade. Presumably this is a result of the new emphasis on oral communication, and students’ 

increased opportunities to listen to and speak English in their secondary school classes. In 

addition, the test couldn’t ask how the freshmen felt about studying English. Looking back over 

the decade, it seems that the number of students who like English has increased, while the 

number who dislike it has decreased. 

5. Conclusion

Subjectively, we have found it much easier to teach classes with relatively homogeneous 

proficiency levels than the classes with widely varying levels that we taught before 1995.5 Since 

all the students in each class are at a similar level, we can aim our lessons at the majority, rather 

than just one narrow slice at a time. And since the proficiency levels in each class are all simi-

lar, it is easy to adjust the content and pace of our lessons both to keep them interesting and to 

suit the differing needs of students. For instance, a lower level class may need a detailed pre-

sentation and much practice on a grammar point such as tag questions, while a higher level 

class, which has already mastered this point, can move on to a more challenging topic.

Whether the average proficiency level is low or high, it is easy to teach a class if the stu-

dents’ English proficiency levels are homogeneous. On the other hand, if some students’ Eng-

lish proficiency is far higher than others in the class, it is difficult to manage the class. If you 

focus on those with higher English proficiency, your lesson will be too hard for those at a lower 

level. If you do the reverse, the students in the former category will get bored. Furthermore, 

students are much more comfortable speaking up in class when they don’t stand out as being 

much better or worse than those around them. We therefore believe that placing students in 

classes based on the results of our proficiency test has worked out well for both students and 

teachers.

4 We would like to note that these are not the actual class names we used. When assigning classes, we pur-
posely chose to make a non-obvious relationship between the class names and the students’ proficiency levels 
so that it would not be clear to students which class was the highest, and which the lowest. Thus, neither class 
A nor E consisted of the students with the highest proficiency level or the lowest.

5 We should stress here that the results of the placement test were just one factor in our formula for placing 
students in English classes. We also take other factors into consideration, including the ratio between men and 
women, and the distribution of foreign students across classes.
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