
The other day I was interviewing students who wanted to
enter my school’s International Course Program, a two year,
15 hour a week high school English program based on Paul
Nation’s (2007) 4-Strand Model. We usually only accept 15
students into the program a year. I always ask the students
about their first semester goals and not surprisingly, this
year five out of the fifteen students said that they would like
to pass the English STEP test second level, roughly the
equivalent of a recent high school graduate. It's not a bad
goal. Students who identify passing the STEP test as their
first semester goal are highly motivated, spending more
hours than average on out of class studying and
participating in twice weekly voluntary prep-classes.

The STEP test is broken into two parts, a written and an oral
component. The oral component is a fairly standard test
which consists of reading a short essay out-loud, answering
an information question about the essay, some picture
descriptions or story building tasks, and finally two personal
questions which might or might not be related to the essay
read at the beginning of the oral exam. There are a number
of books which provide examples of well crafted answers to 
sample sections of each portion of the test.

Unfortunately, even after my students have practiced for
weeks and can produce a polished answer nine times out of
ten, they still exhibit huge amounts of anxiety. When I ask 
them why they feel so nervous, they invariably reply with
something along the lines of, "but what if I don't know the
answer? What if the question is too difficult?" And while the
students' motivation level remains high—less than 5% of
students quit coming to the voluntary prep-classes—the
atmosphere of the classes grows ever heavier and darker as
the test approaches. In countries like Japan and Korea,
where a student’s future can seemingly rest on the results of
one standardized test, it is not enough for us to merely teach
language content, we also serve as de-facto counselors,
providing students with an outlet to express their fears and
help them stay focused on the task at hand. I have always
felt that one of the best techniques we have for lowering 
student anxiety is to make the opaque process of 
standardized testing as transparent as possible.

This year, I decided to reassess what was going on in the 
STEP prep-classes.  
It gradually became clear to me that the
combination of the concrete answers found in the study
guides and the way I structured my classes so
students would give an answer which closely conformed to
my knowledge of past tests, had all colluded to give the sense
that students were expected to provide the one ideal
answer. In some very real respect, the techniques I had used
hoping to reduce my students’ anxiety levels had actually
served to increase their sense of apprehension.

  When I was a social worker, one of my supervisors used to
say, "In the face of incomplete information, assume good
will. It will make your life that much more pleasant." The
oral portion of the STEP test is supposed to measure a
student’s, "ability to speak and interact in English," and was

revised in 1997 to more accurately measure,
"communicative competence." So I decided to take the
Society for Testing English Proficiency at its word and revise
my prep-test classes accordingly.

According to Richards and Rogers (1986, p. 114),
“humanistic techniques engage the whole person, including
the emotions and feelings (the affective realm) as well as
linguistic knowledge and behavioral skills.” By focusing on
model answers and step by step interactional instructions, I
had implemented a prep-program in which there was very
little room for the actual human taking the test to express
themselves. So I decided to reconfigure the program to help
students see the test as an opportunity to engage in a truly
human encounter in which English was the medium of
expression as opposed to the focus of study. With that in
mind, I identified four areas in which test prep could be used
to help humanize the testing experience.

1. While easy to forget, examinees should remember
that the examiner is a person with interests, emotions,
expectations and experiences of their own. Regardless of 
how many sample answers she might have been provided 
with,the answer she most wants to hear is a genuine answer 
that helps build a communicative bridge between herself 
and the examinee. Unfortunately, the test giver is limited in 
what she is able to do as far as interactions are concerned. 
Like the long-form portion of the IELTS test, the STEP test
examiner cannot solicit more information or express
interest in a particular portion of a student's answer. This
can lead students to seeing the test giver as a test machine,
merely tasked with collecting answers and assigning a
number grade. In order to change the dynamic of the exam,
students have to see themselves as interacting with a real
person. To do this, I train students to play the role of the
examiner, which merely requires prompting the examinee at
the appropriate times. But the student as examiner has two
other roles as well. The first is to press the record button on
the voice recorder. Fairly simple. The other is to take notes
(either in English or the L1) which keep track of her
emotional reactions to what the examinee is and any follow 
up questions she might want to ask. After a practice session, 
which can last anywhere from 5 to 10 minutes, the student 
examiner and the student examinee listen to the recording 
of the practice while the student examiner, using her notes, 
relates her emotional reactions and asks her follow up 
questions. For example, during a recent practice the student 
examinee answered the question, "How do you like to stay 
healthy?" by saying, "I jog every morning." The student 
examiner stopped the voice recorder and said she had been 
really impressed with this answer and that it must be hard to 
run in the morning. The student examiner also asked the 
examinee why she had started jogging. By audio taping the 
practice exams, the students can get used to a fair 
approximation of the actual test conditions, while at the 
same time starting to see what types of additional 
information a partner would like to know even when they 
are unable to solicit it for themselves. In this way students 
can practice a form of unilateral negotiation of meaning. 

2. How you feel is an integral aspect of communication.
High risk-takers might answer the question, "How are you?"
with a genuine, "I'm nervous," but once the general
introductions are finished, students try to ignore their
anxiety. In fact, no STEP test guide so much as mentions
how to express an emotional state in relation to a test
question. Which seems quite removed from what would
pass as communicative competence for most people.
Imagine asking someone if they enjoy watching movies
more at home or in a theater and getting a response like,
"Movie theaters have big screens with clear pictures and the
sound is excellent quality, so I prefer a movie theater." As
opposed to this type of logic first, preference second answer,
I encourage students to start their answers with an
emotional reaction to the question.
In general, when students began their answers with an
emotional response such as, "I really like…," or, "It makes 
me happy to…," the number of grammatical errors 
decreased and their fluency levels showed marked 
improvements. And this aspect of humanistic test
preparation also lines up nicely with the student in the role
of examiner. Often, after practicing these techniques only
two or three times, the student examiner will begin to ask
the examinee for more emotional information, further
validating the student examinee's affective experience and
helping them to see the examiner as a genuine 
communicative partner.

3. Communication is born from personal experience.
In addition to how our students react emotionally to a given
question on a standardized oral exam, they also have a
wealth of personal experience to draw upon when
answering. This doesn't mean that a personalized answer
will necessarily be the best answer. The best answer is the
answer that the student would most like to express. For
many high school students, that answer also just happens to
be a personalized answer. One interesting aspect of training
students in a humanistic manner, is how lack of experience
is actually a form of experience, as can be seen in the 
following answer
to the question, "When on vacation, do you like to stay in
luxury hotels:
M-Chan: I can't stay in luxury hotels. I don't have enough
money. If I were rich I would stay in a luxury hotel. I think
everybody wants to stay in a luxury hotel. Seriously!

4. Redundancy is not a flaw of communication, but an
important aspect of communication. As can be seen from
the answer above, the desire to be understood naturally
leads to redundancy. Most model answers for
standardized oral test questions are made up of discreet 
pieces of information. 
But to force students into providing answers which contain a 
distinct
part A, part B and part C, with no or almost no
overlap between, is to deny the natural human tendency to
rephrase in hopes that our communicative partner will come
to a deeper understanding of what we are trying to say. In
short, denying our students the tool of redundancy is to 
devalue a set of feelings intricately linked with 
communication. The best way to keep students from 
self-editing these kind of responses is to solicit feedback
from the student examiner on the emotional impact that
these rephrasings have on what they hear.
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I know in Japan that I rarely go a week without someone
invariably saying something along the lines of, "I spent eight
years studying English and I can't use it at all." I wonder, if
out of all of these head-shaking-given-up-on English types,
there is even one who feels that they would be an excellent
speaker of English if they had just studied for the right
standardized exam? In fact, if you talk to those
head-shakers, none of them points to a standardized test as
what was missing from their education. None of them
tear-up and say, "if only there had been a TOEIC test when I
was a high school student, I'd probably be fluent now." What
they usually talk about is classes crammed with grammar
rules choking off the oxygen of creativity; lessons dyed in the
fear of not saying something right and so settling for silence
instead; repetitive tasks and rote memorization in which
there were no traces of the self to be found. But most of all,
what former students of English talk about is missed
opportunities; how they wish they had just taken the chance
to communicate more in English.

Regardless of the style of the test prep classes we run and
regardless of the country in which it is run, if we keep these
humanistic principles in mind and create a test prep-system 
which
focuses on the whole learner—emotional, experiential, and
interactional—perhaps we can help our students forget that
it is a test they are preparing for and taking. If they can do
that, even for a moment or two, they might actually feel as if
answering the questions being put to them is just the kind of
opportunity they had been hoping for when they started to
learn English in the first place.
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