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Abstract

This paperopenswith somethoughtsin connectionwith the much-usedcatchword Eeuro-conformity”re-
ferredto in thetitle. Thenit movesonto describetheLanguagefor Specific/SpecifiablePurposes(LSP)teaching
practicein theHungariantertiary sectorunderlyingLSPteachers’competencein providing LSP examinations.
Finally, it describesaneffort to standardiseLSP examinationsgivenby 15 universitiesandcollegesin orderto
make themtransparentandmorecomparable.

1 Background

Recentyearshaveseentheemergenceof testingasanimportantfield within languageteaching.Thisprocessis di-
rectly linkedto the1997governmentdecreeconcerningnationallyrecognisedlanguageexaminationsin Hungary.
Thedecreesetsout theupdatingof thesystemof nationalrecognition,aswell astheaccreditationof new exam-
inationsystems,andaimsat advancingtowardstheEuropeanUnion requirementsfor levelsof foreign language
competence.

2 ”Eur o-conform” examinations

Thefreemovementof peopleandinformationwithin theEuropeanUnion andincreasingco-operationwith non-
memberstatesnecessitatesthecomparabilityof foreignlanguagecompetence.With this aim in mind theCouncil
of Europedecidedto developaCommonEuropeanFramework of Referencefor LanguageLearningandTeaching
(henceforthFramework), which is anopen-endedanddynamicsystemfor thecomprehensive,coherentandtrans-
parentdescriptionof objectives,methodsandskills. Although thedescriptionsarenot fully completedthereare
attemptsthroughoutEuropeto developnew examinationsreflectingskills andabilitiesdescribedin theFramework
aswell asto relatealready-existingexaminationsto its proficiency levels.
Hungariantestingexpertsandappliedlinguistshavealreadyexpressedtheiraversionto theuncriticaladoption(or
evenadaptation)of languageexaminationsdevelopedby internationallanguagetestingbodies.They seemto think
that theseexaminationsthreatenthe existenceof well-establishedHungarianbilingual examinations,which take
Hungarianneedsandinterestsmoreinto account.Thusthey defendtheheavily translation-oriented,anduntil now
solely recognised,examinationofferedby theHungarianStateForeignLanguagesExaminationBoard(SFLEB).
(cf. Bárdos,1994andKontra,1997)Thereis no reasonnot to protectour achievementsin our proficiency tests
andretaintheir (soundly)distinctivefeatures,however, weneedto becertainthatwhatweareprotectingmeasures
themost-neededskills andsub-skills,andmeasuresthemwell.
The situationis controversial: studentsaspiringto study abroadhave to take internationalexaminations,be it
Cambridge,Goetheor TOEFL,regardlessof having previouslypassedtheHungarianStateLanguageExamination.
On the otherhand,students,having passedtheseinternationallyrecognisedexaminations,have to go to ”Rigó
street”(SFLEB) to ”nationalise”theexamination.That is, to write thetranslationtaskssothat they fulfil tertiary
educationalexit requirementsor to geta salarysupplementif they find work in thepublic sector.
Obviously, whatwe needis a compromise:thenewly-developedlanguageexaminationsshouldconsidertherec-
ommendationsformulatedin theFramework aswell asHungarianneeds,which shouldbeidentifiedby meansof
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needsanalysesratherthanintelligentguesswork or political considerations.Thesurvey carriedout by Westand
Crighton� (forthcoming)revealsthat several countriesof the former Easternbloc aremakingefforts to improve
their testingsystems,not exclusively in thefield of languagetesting.It givesevidencethattheseprocessesinvolve
theestablishmentandprotectionof nationalstandards,aswell astheshift from knowledge-basedto competence-
basedassessment.Thenew Year10 andYear12 school-leaving languageexaminationsbeingdevelopedfor the
NationalCoreCurriculumreflectnot only the preferencesof the Framework but alsothe resultsof international
co-operation.

3 LSP teachingin the tertiary sector

The abolition of Russianasa compulsorylanguagein the late 1980’s resultedin Russianfor SpecificPurposes
(RSP)teachingfalling into thebackgroundandgiving way to theteachingof foreign languagesin institutionsof
highereducation,in many casesat thebasicor lower-intermediatelevel. However, sincethemiddleof the1990’s
LSPteachinghasbeengaininggroundwith revisedobjectives,contentandteachingtechniques,asdistinct from
formerRSPteachingmostlyaimingat equippingstudentswith specialistterminology.
TheneedforLSPteachingis clearly justifiedby severalneedsanalysescarriedout amonguniversitystudentsand
in-work professionals(Fister, 1994,Koster-Radnai,1997). A mostcomprehensive languageauditcarriedout by
Teemant,VargaandHeltaiindicatedthatstudentsaremotivatedto studytheRussian,ItalianandSpanishlanguages
mostlyfor thegeneralpurposeof everydaycommunicationwhereasthey considerthelearningof English,German,
FrenchandLatin asimportantfrom thepointof view of their futurecareer(Teemantet. al: 1993,91-99).
LSP teachingaims to satisfy thesepre-work and in-work needs. Let me remarkit here,that the ”professional
language”term we usein Hungarian,tendsto refer exclusively to vocationally-orientedlanguagelearningand
teachingwhereasthe English term ESPincludesthe former as well asacademicpurposes.The above-quoted
needsanalysisalsosuggests(asdoescommonsense)that ”professionallanguage”teachingin thetertiarysector,
mostof all atuniversities,shouldcovertheskills neededto conductstudiesor to doscientificresearchin a foreign
language(e.g. note-takingor researcharticlewriting skills) aswell asskills neededto functioneffectively in the
workplace.
In anidealcase,studentscanacquiretheseskills while usingtheterminologyof theirspecialistarea.However, the
nation-widereductionof languagecontactlessons(andthestaff of languagedepartments),togetherwith thebroad-
eningof trainingareasandincreasingnumberof coursesofferedby collegesanduniversities,makesit impossible
for a languageteacherto specialisein onesubjectarea.
Our taskis to identify the areaswhich studentsof diversespecialistfields canbenefitfrom. Onepossiblesolu-
tion is to integratedifferentfields into specificpurposeslanguageteachingfor engineeringstudents,law students
etc. which is an already-existing practice,or an even broaderintegrationunderthe umbrellaterm of business
communication.Theseprocessescanbejustifiedby thetrendsof knowledgerelativisationandthetransformation
of traditionalprofessionaltrainingin orderto train ”convertibleexperts”who caneasilymove betweenspecialist
areas.

4 LSP proficiencytesting: opportunities and
thr eats

LSP testingdiffers from moregeneralpurposelanguagetestingin two importantaspects:it is characterisedby
(situationaland interactional)authenticityof taskandthe interactionbetweenlanguageknowledgeandspecific
purposecontent(background)knowledge. (Douglas,1997)LSPexaminationsfaceseriousproblemsin termsof
contentandfacevalidity (if their specificitylevel is low), practicality(separatetestsfor eachtargetdiscipline)and
reliability (subjective scoringof authentictasks,comparabilityof parallel tests). In recentyears,several public
ESPproficiency testshavebeenwithdrawn (TEEPandPLAB) or their specificityreduced(IELTS) (West,1998).
KeepingLSPexaminationsat the institutionallevel is onepossiblesolution. (Sźepe,1994)However, the decree
seemsto have put an endto the existenceof in- houseexaminationsasexit languagerequirements,which is a
developmentwith regardto testquality andcomparability.
In termsof testingexpertisewecansaythatanumberof tertiarylanguageteachershavetakenpartin LSPtraining
coursesin Hungaryandabroad,partly in the framework of the Ministry of EducationandWorld Bank funding
programmesor, in thecaseof theEnglishlanguage,British CouncilESPprojects,wherethey havegot acquainted
with the techniquesemployed in LSP testing. This expertiseshouldbe put togetherin order to devise a com-
prehensive LSPproficiency examination,ratherthanletting thoseoutsideeverydayLSPteachingpracticedo so.



Althoughdescriptionandevaluationof the StateLSPExaminationfalls outsidethe scopeof this paper, I would
like� to noteherethat the”Speciallanguageexaminations/supplementedwith professionalterminology”(Bárdos,
1986: 59) that SFLEB offers, aseven their namesuggests,concentratemainly on specialistterminologyrather
thanprofessionallanguageusein a varietyof situations.

5 An attempt to developa comprehensiveLSP proficiencyexamination

The role of the British Council in enhancingESPteachingexpertisehasalreadybeenindicated. The Service
EnglishProject(SEPin short)waslaunchedasearlyas1991in responseto ESPneedsin thetertiarysector. Since
thenthey organiseandsponsorworkshops,in-country training coursesandshortand longercoursesabroad,as
well asconferenceparticipationin order to equipteacherswith soundprofessionalknowledgeto meetthe ESP
challenge.More than60 teachersof its memberinstitutionshave participatedin the 3-monthEdinburgh course
wherenot only did they receive thoroughESPtrainingbut alsoworkedon their individualprojects.
In thepastfew yearsalmosthalf of the individual projectsdealtwith someaspectof LSPproficiency testing. In
addition,at in-countryworkshopstheneedandwill to harmoniseinstitutionalexaminationswasoftenexpressed,
whichwasfurtherfuelledby thegovernmentdecree.In responseto this, in 1997theSEPlaunchedits testingsub-
projectwith the threefoldaim of enhancingtestingexpertise,harmonisingthe ESPtestingpracticesof member
institutionsanddevelopinga modularframework for anESPexaminationwhich theparticipatinginstitutionscan
adaptto their own purposes.RichardWest,a well known testingexpert,actsasprojectconsultantandhelpsus
with his invaluableideas,mostof all in orderto enhancethevalidity andreliability of theexaminationandensure
thatit conformsto internationalstandards.
So far we have developedandrevisedthe genericspecificationsandset the levels (basic,intermediateandad-
vanced)relatingthemto thoseof the Framework. It is a widely-heldview in Hungarythat LSP proficiency ex-
aminationsare”more difficult” (that is, their level is higher)thangenerallanguageproficiency examinationsand
alsothat thelattercanbeeasilyconvertedinto theformerby addingspecialistterminology. Level- settingis also
importantfrom the point of view of dissolvingthis myth: it is not a higherproficiency level that is requiredbut
usingspecificinput to testdifferentsub-skills,usingdifferenttestingtechniques.
Having setthe levels,we designedskill-specificdescriptorsandratingscales,anddrew up a codeof practiceto
ensurethat the examinationsareadministeredthe sameway in eachinstitution.. Certainly, all thesehadbeen
preceededby muchdiscussionthustheworkshopshavebecomerealprofessionalforums.In the”practical” phase
of theproject,we designedandpilotedspecificandgenerictasksandstartedtraining the markersandanalysing
pilot items.Theprojectitself representsquitea few novel featuresasyetunfamiliar to HungarianLSPproficiency
testingpracticeandit is aninvaluableexperienceto takepartin designingalarge-scaleproficiency test.Obviously,
whathasbeendescribedis a work in progressbut I amstronglyconvincedthat it will achieve its aimsregardless
of whethertheexamis accredited,andwill have a positive washbackeffect on LSPteaching.On theotherhand,
theframework canbeimplementedandfully madeuseof, only if it is a recognisedexamination.

6 Conclusion

The paperstatedthat the 1997governmentdecreepaved the way for high- quality, standardisedandtransparent
LSP proficiency examinations. On the other hand,large-scaleLSP proficiency testsfaceinherentproblemsin
termsof validity, reliability andpracticality. It hasbeenarguedthat practisingLSP teachershave the expertise
to copewith the taskof designinga comprehensive LSP examination. They areattemptingto createa flexible
framework allowing comparabilityof exit LSPtestsofferedby highereducationalinstitutions,asdescribed.
It hasbeenclaimedthatnewly-developedexaminationsshouldbe in line with internationalstandards,but at the
sametime they mustbe designedso that they meetHungarianneeds.The above-discussedexaminationmeets
internationalstandards,sinceits levelshavebeenrelatedto thoseof theCouncilof Europe,andconformsto inter-
nationalexaminationsin termsof tasktypesandobjective scoringwith regardto receptive skills, thusenhancing
reliability. At thesametime, theskills andgenresto betestedhave beenestablishedon thebasisof needsanaly-
sescarriedout in Hungary. Theexaminationframework allows institutionsto supplementit with a grammarand
vocabulary test,aswell aswith translationitemswherethey areconsideredappropriate.All of theseshow that it
alsocatersfor nationalneeds.
However, further researchshouldbecarriedout in thefield of languageproficiency testingsothat theaccredited
examinationscanjustifiably betermedboth”Euro-conforming”and”Hungarian”.
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