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This presentation introduced the pilot version of the Extensive Reading Foundation's Online Self-Placement Test 
(ERFOSPT). The test is designed to check the fluent reading ability of second language readers and match that to a 
graded reader series, or levels which might best suit them. The presentation explained some of the background to the 
test, how it was made and how it can be used. In the pilot version introduced here, the test is optimized for Japanese 
students of English but this will be extended to other language speakers in the near future. 

Rationale
As more and more Extensive Reading programs are 
being established at all levels of ESL/EFL education, 
there is a strong need for a sound placement procedure 
to quickly and accurately evaluate the individual 
student’s level. At the moment varied methods are 
used. One is the Edinburgh Project on Extensive 
Reading (EPER) Placement/Progress Test. While this 
has been available since 1990 and was a pioneering 
effort, today we recognize that it has a few drawbacks. 
The primary one is that it is a modified cloze test and 
as such may not indicate a learner's fluent reading 
level, but is open to guessing and involves writing. 
Another drawback is that it takes thirty minutes to 
an hour to administer and additional time to mark 
and get the results back to the learner. The EPER test 
is commercial and not easy to source, and as such 
is designed to be used by institutions rather than 
individuals.

A not her  met hod employed by numerous 
instructors is to make a copy of a page from a 
representative graded reader at various graded 
reader levels and then sequence them in difficulty. 
The students then read each sample page going up or 
down the levels until they find something that they 
feel comfortable with.  The students should check 
their reading speed, comprehension and the number 
of unknown words encountered to find a suitable level 
to begin reading.

The ERFOSPT works in the same way as above 
except it is online. In order to provide an accurate 
online placement test at no cost to learners, a 
combined effort has begun with the support of the 
ERF and most of the major graded reader publishers. 
Since most ER programs use graded readers, this new 
online placement aims to match reading fluency as 
assessed by the test with published graded reader 
series from all publishers. The test uses the 16-level 
ERF Graded Reading Scale as its leveling system. 

Background
All reading material for the test is from already 
p ubl i s h e d  g rade d  r eade r s  a nd  pr ov ide d  by 
cooperating publishers. At this time the test is in the 
pre-Beta stage with students from a number of schools 
in Japan participating in trial runs. The instructions 
are currently in English only but multiple language 
interfaces are planned for the future. Once complete 
the ERF server will host the test.

This test is for placement only and should not be 
used for evaluation purposes. For research purposes 
certain data will be collected from all test takers. 
Background information collected will include the 
individual's name or institution ID number, institution 
name, number of years studying English, number of 
years doing ER, first language, an option for receiving 
results by e-mail and performance data on tests 
taken.  Collected non-identifying data will be used 
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internally to help refine the test, compare ability levels 
within and between age groups and L1s. No privately 
identifiable data will leave the ERF or be made public 
at any time.

The ERFOSPT is adaptive in that the algorithm 
responds to previous performance. Reading time 
and response times are logged and form part of the 
algorithm. There is no backtracking, so students are 
unable to go back and check the text material when 
answering comprehension questions and it tests what 
students have understood rather than testing whether 
they can retrieve specific information. There is a pool 
of texts and new ones can be added for additional 
contexts. There are also impressionistic questions to 
acquire data on student's thoughts about the test and 
its level of difficulty.

The ERFOSPT Beta Version
Students input personal information, or login with 
an ID and password. The login screen currently 
looks something like Figure 1 but will be changed in 
development.

On the next page (Figure 2), the students then 
‘rough select’ their level as a starting point for the test.

Once the student chooses a text at the appropriate 
level, he/she is taken to a reading text (Figure 3) at 
that level to more deeply assess their ability. The 
time taken to read is logged and used as part of the 
assessment. The student then clicks to go onto the 
next page once the reading is finished, and the timing 
stops.

After finishing the reading passage, the student 
is directed to the first of two question pages. This 
is to gauge the learner’s impressions of the material 
just read. A learner’s emotional reaction to a text 
is an important part of determining the overall 
assessment in addition to time taken and the number 
of comprehension questions answered correctly.

After that page, the student is directed to the 
page of comprehension questions about the reading 
passage.

All the comprehension test items are true/false 
format questions and none are trick questions. One 
reason for this format is to allow the student to answer 
simply and efficiently, to reduce the overall time it 
takes to administer the test. The student is not allowed 
to go back and check. There is no difficult vocabulary 
or grammar and no double negatives are used. All 

Figure 2. ERFOSPT choosing a starting level 
(Pre-Beta)

Figure 3. ERFOSPT text sample (Pre-Beta)

Figure 1. ERFOSPT login page (Pre-Beta)
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questions are based on explicitly stated information 
found in the passage and follow the order in which 
the information is presented in the story. There are 
no questions about implied or trivial information. 
Questions concern the main characters, places and 
events in the story. 

After completing the questions, the ERFOSPT 
calculates the student’s ability and then presents a 
second reading passage based on these results. This 
may be at the same level, higher or lower depending 
upon the test results. Once the student completes 
a second set (text, impressions and comprehension 
questions) the third and a fourth passages are 
presented to more carefully home in on the student’s 
reading level. At the end of the test, the student is 
presented with a recommended ERF reading level 
and some recommended series-specific levels to read. 
Overall the test should take about 20-30 minutes. 

The ERFOSPT team is currently developing the 
test and would like to hear from anyone who wishes 
to help beta test the system with his or her students. 
These people should contact the ERF at the following 
email address: ERFOSPT@erfoundation.org.

Figure 4. ERFOSPT Individual Impressions of 
text (Pre-Beta)

Figure 5. ERFOSPT Comprehension 
Questions (Pre-Beta)


