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Research Summary: Investigating the Lexical 
Validity of Pearson Test of English Academic

 

1. Introduction 

A study was conducted by Kieran O’Loughlin of Melbourne University with the aim of 
investigating the lexical validity of Pearson Test of English Academic (PTE Academic). 
This study took place during the field testing of the test items, in the course of which 
up to 300 test taker responses were collected for each item. This research summary 
provides an advanced overview of the main results he found.  

An important quality of any test of academic English is what may be termed ‘lexical 
validity’: the extent to which the vocabulary occurring in, and elicited by, the test is 
representative of the vocabulary that test takers will encounter and be expected to 
produce, in real-world academic contexts.  

The nature of academic vocabulary has been widely researched, notably by Paul 
Nation and co-workers (Xue and Nation, 1984; Nation, 1990; Sutarsyah, 1993; 
Sutarsyah, Nation and Kennedy, 1994), whose work resulted in, amongst other 
achievements, the compilation of the Academic Word List (AWL)(Coxhead 2000). 
The AWL is based on a 3.5 million word corpus of academic texts. It lists those words 
which occur frequently in texts from a range of academic disciplines (so excluding 
technical terms that are exclusive to one field of study).  

 

2. Research Methodology 

For his study O’Loughlin singled out three item types, all designed to assess writing 
ability. These are classified in Figure 1 according to the nature of the prompt, which 
is the written or spoken text to which the test taker has to respond, and the 
response required. 

Table 1: Three PTE Academic item types assessing writing skills 

 

The item prompts and the test taker responses were analyzed in order to answer the 
following questions: 

• What is the proportion of academic vocabulary found in the item prompts?  

• What is the proportion of academic vocabulary found in test taker 
responses?  

• What is the relationship, with respect to academic vocabulary, between the 
item prompts and test taker responses? In other words, if an item prompt 
contains a high proportion of academic vocabulary does it typically elicit a 
response that also contains a high proportion of academic vocabulary?  

• What is the relationship between the proportion of academic vocabulary in 
essay responses and item scores? In other words, if a test taker writes an 
essay that contains a high proportion of academic vocabulary, is it reflected 
in the score?  

Item type Prompt Response 
Summarise written text Written text One-sentence written summary 

Summarise spoken text Spoken text 
Paragraph length written summary 
(50–70 words) 

Write essay Essay topic Essay (200–300 words) 
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3. Findings 

Figure 2 shows the average percentage of Academic Word List (AWL) words found in 
prompts and test taker responses for each item type, as well as the correlations 
(Pearson r) between these proportions. The results show that broadly similar 
percentages of academic vocabulary were found in both prompts and responses, 
with the highest proportion of academic vocabulary being found in the first item type 
(Summarize written text). According to Paul Nation, authentic academic English 
texts typically contain at least 4% of AWL words. The results show that, according to 
this criterion, the test is academic in quality, both in respect of the language that it 
presents to test takers, and the language which it elicits.  

 

Table 2: Percentage of Academic Word List tokens in item prompts and responses 

Item type 
Mean % AWL 
tokens: prompt 

Mean % AWL 
tokens: responses 

Correlation 
prompt/response 

Summarize written text 7.24 7.59 0.892 
Summary spoken text 5.93 6.37 0.679 
Write essay 5.86 5.37 0.726 
 

What is particularly evident, however, is the close relationship between prompts and 
responses, with correlations between 0.679 and 0.892. The correlation is lowest for 
the second item type (Summarize spoken text). This is perhaps not surprising, as in 
this item type the prompt is a recording of spoken text, giving test takers no 
opportunity to directly copy written words into their responses. The highest 
correlation is found for the first item type. This also is not surprising as an accurate 
one-sentence summary is likely to use words from the input text. The high 
correlation between prompt and response for this item type is shown graphically in 
Figure 3. 
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Figure 1: Summarize written text items: Percentage of AWL words in prompt and responses, 
item by item 
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Here it can be seen that although there is considerable variation in the percentages 
of academic vocabulary found in the item prompts (from little more than zero to 
more than 16%), the percentages of academic vocabulary in the corresponding 
responses mirrors this closely, showing that a prompt that is academic in character 
does elicit responses that are also academic in character. 

With regard to item scores, a range of aspect or trait scores is used in PTE Academic: 
independent scores are given for grammar, spelling, vocabulary and written 
discourse. For this study, however, the essay responses were assessed using ratings 
based on the scale for Overall Written Production from the CEF (Council of Europe, 
2001, 61–62). Test takers’ essays were assessed by expert markers in relation to 
the upper four levels of this scale. Figure 4 shows mean proportions of AWL tokens 
(number of AWL words as a percentage of the total number of words) and AWL types 
(number of different AWL words as a percentage of the total number of different 
words) for responses grouped by CEF level. 

 

Table 3: Percentage of AWL words measurements for responses by CEF level 

CEF level Mean % AWL tokens Mean % AWL types 
Below B1 3.76 9.32 

B1 4.76 8.59 
B2 5.72 10.22 
C1 6.42 15.21 
C2 7.93 17.08 

 

The results reveal a strong relationship between the proportion of academic 
vocabulary and the quality of test taker responses in terms of an independent global 
rating. In other words, test takers whose writing is academic in character, at least 
with respect to vocabulary, perform better on a global scale of functional writing 
ability. 

 

4. Conclusion 

The findings of this study indicate that, with respect to these item types, the test is 
academic in character. They also show that there is a strong relationship between 
the percentage of academic vocabulary in item prompts and in the quality of the 
language these prompts typically elicit. 
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