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Abstract 

DESI (German English Student Assessment International) is a  longitudinal study (N=11.000 in Germany) that investigated a range of language competences both in German (L1 and L2 for part of the population) and English (first foreign language) primarily in the German school system (ninth grade). Some central results of the German  part of DESI are the focus of this paper. There will be a special emphasis on a comparison of the language competence levels among German L1 and German L2 students and on empirical background investigations that try to explain some major differences in the ninth grade student population. The following German language competences will be dealt with: reading, writing (letter writing), language  awareness, and, in a limited way, orthography, vocabulary, argumentation. 

A special research design was used to define competence scales for each of these competences. The procedure to develop these scales involved ratings of test task characteristics and the matching of these characteristics with the empirical data of the tests; multiple linear regression analysis was applied so as to select those test task characteristics that could be used to define cut-off points for the competence scales. 

The investigations into background variables take into account the differences between the sexes, the specific situation of students from families with a migration history, the social class background and family culture of the students, and the impact of the different types of schools in the German school system as a whole. 

The DESI project: the German component

In 2000 the ministers of education of the 16 states of the Federal Republic of Germany decided to initiate and finance DESI (Deutsch Englisch Schülerleistungen International/ German English Student Assessment International) in order to assess and diagnose literacy in German as the language of instruction and L 1 of most students and English as the first foreign language (in the majority of cases). The ministers expected that the results of the DESI project would help them plan and carry out reforms in education, especially with regard to the curricula in the different states, the system of education more generally, and in teacher training so as to raise the standards of learning. In 2003 a first step in this direction was taken by introducing national standards of education for secondary education in a federal country where education had so far been determinded on the state rather than the national level. 

It is the aim of DESI to assess spoken and written language competences in the school subjects German and English at grade 9 in all types of schools and in line with the curricula of the different states. The German component of DESI is more narrowly focused on reading comprehension and text production, language awareness and argumentation, vocabulary and orthography. Oral speech is only assessed in the English component.  The special situation of students whose mother tongue is not German is taken into account in the analysis of the data. 

It is also the aim to investigate major causes of the different levels of achievement by means of quantitative and qualitative research that is based on data with cognitive, affective-motivational, and social variables. These variables are collected in the classroom (both questionnaires and a video study) and outside, and students, parents and teachers are involved. 

On the basis of the research findings it is intended to implement changes in the German system of language education. The German tripartite school system and the comprehensive school will also be at stake in the majority of states, and it will be interesting to see if there are any findings that will support more wide-ranging changes. Furthermore, the schools will get feedback and will be given materials for teacher in-service training. 

The DESI consortium combines researchers from the fields of educational psychology and empirical education – mostly because of their experience in large-scale national and international quantitative studies – and it brings them together with researchers from the field of applied linguistics in German and ESL/EFL – because of their expertise in defining and assessing language competences and their experience in developing  language-related qualitative and also quantitative studies in their respective fields. The project was coordinated by DIPF Frankfurt (German Institute for International Educational Research).

The research design of DESI is determined by a primarily quantitative approach, complemented by qualitative analyses. It is a longitudinal study that covers a whole school year. The sample consists of 10.639 students at grade 9 in the German school system. This number is required because all types of schools and students from all states  ( 219 schools, mostly two classes in each school) are included. The schools that were selected represent a random sample. The students were assessed twice (two testing points), at the beginning and at the end of the school year.

The time schedule of the project was 2001 through 2006, a minimum time if it is taken into account that at the outset of the project there was no formal test instrument around in Germany that could be used to assess language competencies nationally and, to a certain extent, also internationally. 

The consortium had to develop language tests and other means of data collection that are suitable for the particular grade level in line with the curricula of 16 states. The language tests had to be pre-piloted in small student samples and they were piloted in a larger student sample in order to scale the test tasks and items. They were the language test battery for the two main testing points in the year 2003 and 2004 at the beginning and the end of the school year. This type of longitudinal design with two testing points is indispensable if changes in learning due to the impact of teaching are to be investigated. 

The language assessment tool of DESI shows common features in both its German and English component. At the same time the language competences in the two components are  tested with a subject-specific focus. 

While the tests had to be related to the curricula of the different states, the test format of the tests was largely determined by the research objectives of DESI and the time that was available for each test. For the main part the objectives of the DESI research project require a quantitative approach. So the tests have to be in line with such an approach and this means they must allow for quantifications either based on a rating system with trained raters – and this applies in the case of an open-item test format - or based on a test format that does not require raters as for example in the case of multiple-choice test items. The testing time constraint had also to be taken into account. As the students in the DESI project had to participate in a full range of tests in both German and English and as they also had to fill out questionnaires and take part in certain psychological tests, the time span for all these activities was necessarily very limited. 

In developing the tests of the German component the first step was to define the test construct. For this purpose, linguistic and psychological research was taken into account, e.g., focusing on the reading process. In addition, the theoretical findings had to be connected with the results of the curricular analyses, and limitations due to the large-scale structure of the research had to be considered, too. So with regard to, e.g., the reading competence it was necessary to define facets of the test construct that would be based on these complex considerations and would be used for the reading test task development.

In DESI a special procedure was developed for the test task development. It involved ratings of test task characteristics prior to assessing the students. The test task charateristics of the productive competences were developed to predict the difficulty of different facets of the writing task; they were then used to create a rating system to be applied in the rating process of the empirical data. The test task characteristics of the receptive competences were used to predict the difficulty of each test item and were later on matched with the empirical data of the tests (Rasch scaled data). Then multiple linear regression analysis was applied so as to select those test task characteristics that could be used to define cut-off points for a scale of competence. This complex process aimed at two interconnected goals: firstly, to specify the contents of the tests prior to testing, and secondly, to predict test task and item difficulty and to define test-centered cut-off points so as to develop competence scales.  

Some major results of the German component of DESI

The following presentation of selected test results will highlight some major findings in order to show how the students performed in various language competence fields, how their results can be systematically related to the type of school, to the role of the students´ first and second language, and to their sex and social  background.  

Reading competence

The reading competence test focuses on the following aspects of reading: 

The ability 

· to locate important lexical phrases that are specifically referred to,

· to locate and analyse difficult lexical items in the text,

· to infer meaning by establishing logical relations,

· to trigger prior knowledge (such as concept of metaphor, comic or ironic meaning) in order to connect and compare it with information in the text,

· to connect different parts in a text in order to infer meaning (e.g. motives in narratives, lines of argumentation in expository texts) and to develop a mental model of the whole text.

Four literary and four expository texts were used (no diagrams or tables such as in PISA). The procedure of the test administration made it possible for every student to read two texts (one narrative, one expository) at each testing point. All the texts were given to the students at each testing point and every student read the fours texts, although in a different order.

In line with the procedure described above the following reading competence levels resulted from the matching of test task characteristics with the Rasch scaled empirical data:

Level A (first competence level):

able to identify meaningful units in a sentence or paragraph as long as they are explicit,

Level B (second competence level):

able to focus on a specifically important part of a text, to bridge a gap between sentences,  or to focus on a semantically or logically difficult part of a text,

Level C (third competence level):

able to trigger more specific world or text knowledge so as to connect pieces of information, frequently pieces at different parts in a text, and especially pieces that can explain motives or causation,

Level D (fourth competence level):

able to develop and analyse comprehensive mental models of the whole text that develop while reading, able to make sense of main characters/people and their relationships, of time relations and causality.

It became obvious that the German DESI reading tests are markedly different to the respective PISA tests as they focus more on narratives and do not include diagramas or tables. Moreover, the different levels are not equally distributed over the whole range of competence levels as the tests and their task descriptions were used to develop the reading competence scale as described above.

Overall the students reached the following levels at the end of grade 9:


 4  percent did not reach level A,


62 percent reached level A,


32 percent reached level B,


 4  percent reached level C,


 6  percent reached level D.

The following diagram presents the reading test results in relation to school types (H-Type, R-type, IGS-type, G-type) at the two testing points (beginning and end of grade 9):
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As can be seen here, the students have great problems if they are expected to develop an understanding of the text that requires an integration of text content, prior knowledge and inferencing or reasoning, especially if the focus is on the whole text (levels C and D). The requirements associated with level B do not pose a problem for most of the G-students (Gymnasium/type of traditional grammar school), and also quite a number of R-students (middle school) reach this level. The H- students (traditional secondary modern school) and ISG-students (integrated compehensive school) mostly do not get beyond level A.

Furthermore, the changes that occur between testing point 1 and 2 are small, in contrast to the English component of DESI (not presented here). There is no significant progress in reading as students go through the school year.

Text production

The test of text production is based on the writing of two letters that had to be written within 25 minutes. The writing tasks are focused on authentic situations: In the first place, a formal letter of complaint had to be written because the computer that had been delivered was defective, a clear case of warranty. In the second place, a personal letter to a friend was the aim of writing due to the fact that a youth centre was going to be closed. 

The quality of the letters depends on

· characteristics of content and formal aspects of a letter (text type characteristics)

· characteristics of lexical and syntactic aspects and also text grammar features.

Each letter was rated twice (two raters at a time) after intensive rater training. 

The rating system is primarily based on functional text linguistic criteria in line with the test construct. In order to produce a coherent text unit that is related to the communicative objective, a writer has to employ both language system related means of expression such as syntax or orthography and semantic and pragmatic means of expression such as choice of appropriate text style and vocabulary. Thus, two partial competences were identified for every student:

· a semantic and pragmatic competence dimension

· a language system related competence dimension. 

Of course, the two dimensions are related to one another (r= .62). However, the correlation is not too high and so it was possible to differentiate between the two competence dimensions and to develop three writing production competence levels for each dimension (A, B, C). 

Level A (first competence level) -  the semantic and pragmatic dimension:

The text production  is mostly   determined by informal language norms, is logically flawed in the presentation of ideas, and it does not pay tribute to the essential text elements of a letter,

Level B (second competence level):
The text production shows that written communication between the sender and receiver of a letter is possible without problems. Although the vocabulary is still rather limited, the writer is able to develop his or her ideas, essential text elements of a letter are emerging.

Level C (third competence level):
The text production in letter writing is stylistically appropriate, vivid and adequate in the choice of words, and logical in the presentation of ideas.

Level A (first competence level) – the language system related dimension:

This level represents a type of text production where mistakes in orthography, punctuation, and syntax are still quite common. The respective mistakes impact negatively on communication or they even make it impossible to pass on goal-related information.

Level B (second competence level):
In this type of text production the orthography and syntax of the text are mostly adequate.

Level C (third competence level):

The different aspects of the language system are adequate.

The overall text production test results of the students at the end of grade 9 (testing point 2) 

are as follows:


The semantic and pragmatic dimension:
Almost 30 percent of the students do not get beyond level A (below the curricular norm), 

about 60 percent reach level B, 

13 percent reach level C.

    
The language system related dimension:

About one third of the students reach level A or are below this level (3 percent),


About two thirds of the students reach level B or even C.

The following diagram presents the text production test results in relation to school types (H-Type, R-type, IGS-type, G-type) at the two testing points (beginning and end of grade 9):
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Analysing the test results in the different school types it becomes obvious that in the G- and R-schools at least two thirds of the students are at or above level B and thus fulfil the essential requirements of the test tasks in line with the curricula. In contrast, in the H- and IGS-schools the amount of students at or even below level A is roughly about 50 percent. They do not reach the curricular norms.

Language awareness

The language awareness test construct is focused on degrees of grammatical accuracy and stylistic adequacy of the students` language use and their awareness of problem areas in the respective fields. On the one hand, explicit knowledge of grammatical categories is tested by tapping students` declaratory knowledge and their ability to monitor and correct inappropriate and incorrect language items.

Three linguistic phenomena are highlighted more specifically:

· grammatical phenomena that are acquired late or are affected by current language change (e.g., the distinction between dative and accusative case, congruence in a complex sentence,  genitive case, subjunctive forms),

· indirect speech and use of the subjunctive,

· stylistic aspects (semantic collocations, aspects of subjunctive /Konjunktiv 1 and 2)

The task items involve error correction, applying grammatical terminology, and using language creatively on a small scale.

Similar to the procedure described above, test task characteristics were developed and a language awareness competence scale was defined. 

Level A (first competence level): Simple grammatical awareness

Able to identify obvious grammatical mistakes, in some cases also capable of correcting mistakes,

Level B (second competence level): Simple grammatical and stylistic awareness

Able to use appropriate style and to produce coherent text if the context and content are simple,

Level C (third competence level): Extensive grammatical monitoring

Able to identify and to correct grammatical mistakes, even if the grammatical phenomena are difficult. In addition, able to apply simple grammatical terms to examples of language use,

Level D (fourth competence level): Extensive grammatical and stylistic monitoring


Able to identify complex stylistic mistakes and to correct them. In addition, able to


cope with linguistic ambiguities,

Level E (fifth competence level): Active use of declarative language knowledge


e.g., able to comment on different types of subjunctive when used in a text.

The overall test results at the end of grade 9 show that


about 25 percent of the students do not reach level A,


about 20 percent are at level A, which means that they can activate their implicit 

knowledge to identify obvious grammatical mistakes,


about 22 percent reach level B,


about 20 percent get on to level C,

 
about 12 percent reach level D, and


1 percent of the students reach level E.

In the different types of schools the students` competences are distributed in markedly distinct ways (See the following diagram).

[image: image3.wmf]Bildungsgang und Zeitpunkt im 9. Schuljahr

Hauptschule Beginn

Hauptschule Ende

 

Realschule Beginn

Realschule Ende

  

IGS Beginn

IGS Ende

   

Gymnasium Beginn

Gymnasium Ende

% der Schüler

0

20

40

60

80

100

unter Niveau A

Niveau A

Niveau B

Niveau C

Niveau D

Niveau E

Kompetenzniveau

Sprachbewusstheit

Deutsch


For students at H-school the mean value on the DESI scale is 414, whereas the G-school students reach 598 points, a difference that is unique in the German component of DESI. 80 percent of the G- school students have the ability to monitor and to correct grammatical mistakes, compared to 3 percent in the H-school. At the same time it is important to point out that the level of awareness rises in all types of school over the period of one school year. In the H- and IGS-school the increase is about 27 points on the competence scale, 36 in the R-school, and 42 in the G-school. This increase is above the rate of increase that has been reported in other assessment studies. 

This result clearly shows that language awareness can be increased at a more advanced stage in the curriculum. At the same time, it has to be borne in mind that the type of increase is due to different developments. Whereas in the G-school it is in line with a focus on explicit grammar teaching, in the R-school it is primarily related to the decreasing number of students at or below level A.

Three further competences

In the German component of DESI three further competences were tested, namely orthography, vocabulary, and argumentation. The description of these competences, the test constructs and the test results will complement the mosaic of competences presented here. 

In the field of orthography mistakes were not only counted, but also analysed in terms of mistake types. Three competence levels were developed: At the low level A students made a great amount of mistakes that were primarily due to problems with the analysis of sounds. The middle level  B is characterized  by the overgeneralisation of orthographic rules that were otherwise applied correctly. At level C students only made a few mistakes especially with regard to irregular and rare forms.

In the lexical competence test students had to cope with concepts that were presented in a visual format, they had to differentiate slightly different meanings in text or sentence related items or to complete semantic fields. 

The test results show that a higher competence in this area goes together with a more extended vocabulary that exceeds the limitations defined by everyday expressions and increasingly includes abstract words and technical terms.

In the competence area of argumentation the students were confronted with situations described with regard to topics and acting persons and they had to select among a certain variety of fictitious reactions and point out appropriate speeech acts. They were also asked to deal with perspectives and evaluate arguments and supportive examples etc. This means the test tasks focused on the ability to analyse argumentative structures and intentions (for further information see the second DESI publication in preparation).  

DESI competences in German with special emphasis on student group variables

The language competences of boys and girls

As in other assessment studies the results of the DESI tests in the German component underline that girls have a higher language competence than boys. On  a scale with a mean of 500 (and a standard deviation of 100) the difference between boys and girls amounts to 41 points, which means it is somewhat greater than the difference in the reading results of PISA 2000. However, in DESI the different competences that were assessed enable us to draw a more diversified picture. 
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As can be detected here, the girls are better at all the competence areas. However, their competences in reading and in using vocabulary are not as superior as in argumentation, orthography, and text production where they reach mean values that are 50 points higher than those of the boys. In the English component of DESI the test results of the boys and the girls are not as far apart.

The students with a migration background and school types 

 In DESI all the students were asked about the language they acquired first. For 81 percent of the students the L1 is German. 13 percent of the students acquired another language first, 6 percent acquired German and another language simultaneously. As the next table shows, the group of students with German as L1 is almost identical with the group of students without a migration background:


Students without migration background


92 %  German L1 speakers


21 %  bi- or multilingual


 5 %   non-German L1 speakers


Students with one parent born abroad


 6 %   German L1 speakers


32 %  bi- or multilingual


 8 %   non-German L1 speakers


Students with parents born abroad, the students themselves born in Germany


 1 %   German L1 speakers


19 %  bi- or multilingual


54 %  non-German L1 speakers

As the following diagram reveals, the students with non-German L1 are more typically students of H- or IGS-schools. This means their school background tends to differ tremendously from German L1 and bi- or multilingual students, who have a relatively greater share in R- or G-schools.  
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Considering that the different school types represent very differentiated patterns of students competences in German, the identification of H- and IGS-schools with a certain group of students is a social phenomenon that cannot be neglected.

Socio-economic status of the family


If the socio-economic status of the family (based on ISEI like in PISA 2000 – International-Socio-economic Index of Occupational Status) is taken into account in addition to the migration background, it becomes obvious that the non-German L1 group of students belongs to families with the lowest mean socio-economic status (value of 40 on a scale of up to 90 points), whereas the German L1 student population belongs to families with a relatively high status (value of 50). The bi- and multilingual group is closer to this group (value of 47). These differences are all statistically significant.

The overall competences in German and language and school background

The German competences of students with German L1 are 92 points higher on the DESI scale than those with non-German L1. The bi- or multilingual group is again closer to the German L1 group (minus 27 points). 
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With regrad to school types some variation among the student groups can be detected. The disadvantage of the non-German L1 student population seems to be particularly noticeable in the school types where their share is relatively high, typically in H- and IGS-schools. 

In order to isolate the effect of the language background on the development of student competences in German, it is necessary to control certain variables in the data. If the variables type of school, socio-economic status, sex, and cognitive abilities of the students are statistically controlled, the impact that the L1 has on the overall competences in German is as follows:
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The negative effect of a non-German L1 background on the test results in German are particularly noticeable. The effect of  a bi- or multilingual background are more modest. As can also be seen, the situation is very different in the English component of DESI.

Social and family background and language competences

In the context of the DESI test results it is important to estimate the relevance of the social status and the cultural capital of the family (based on ISEI, see above) in relation to the students` competences in German. This can be done by classifying the mean competence level of the students in German along the lines of their social status and cultural background variables. Such an analysis indicates that the effect of the socio-economic status appears to be equally strong in mathematics (PISA 2003), German and English (DESI), as the following diagram reveals. It also becomes obvious that the effect of the cultural capital of the family (e.g., prestige literature in the home) is more important in the languages than in mathematics, whereas the educational background of the parents is less important in the languages than in mathematics. 
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If the DESI questionnaire that focused on the role of the parents in education is additionally analysed and considered in an interpretation of the findings, it can be concluded that the following family background variables are the most relevant predictors of competence development in the German component of DESI:

· the cultural capital of the family,

· the socio-economic status of the family,

· the migration background (negative in German L1, postive in English L2)

· a German speaking family.

References

Baumert, Juergen et al. (Deutsches PISA-Konsortium)(2001), PISA 2000, Leske & Budrich: Opladen.

Baumert, Juergen et al. (Deutsches PISA-Konsortium) (2002), PISA 2000 –Die Laender der Bundesrepublik Deutschland im Vergleich, Leske & Budrich: Opladen.

Bärbel Beck und Eckhard Klieme (Hrsg.) (2006), Sprachliche Kompetenzen. Konzepte und Messung. DESI-Ergebnisse Band I:Weinheim: Beltz (in press).

DESI-Konsortium (Hrsg.)(2007), Die Qualität des Deutsch- und Englischunterrichts in der Sekundarstufe I. DESI-Ergebnisse Band II: Weinheim: Beltz (in preparation).

DESI (2001), Vergleichsuntersuchungen zum Leistungsstand von Schuelerinnen und Schuelern im Englischen und in der aktiven Beherrschung der deutschen Sprache, proposal submitted by Deutsches Institut fuer Internationale Paedagogische Forschung (DIPF), Frankfurt am Main.

DESI Konsortium (Hrsg.): Eckhard Klieme, Wolfgang Eichler, Andreas Helmke, Rainer H. Lehmann, Günter Nold, Hans-Günter Rolff, Konrad Schröder, Günther Thomé, Heiner Willenberg (2006), Unterricht und Kompetenzerwerb in Deutsch und Englisch. Zentrale Befunde der Studie Deutsch-Englisch-Schülerleistungen-International (DESI), Deutsches Institut für Internationale Pädagogische Forschung Frankfurt am Main, available on www.

Max-Planck-Institut fuer Bildungsforschung Berlin (2001), Internationale Leistungsverglei-che“, www.mpib-berlin.mpg.de/TIMSSII.

_1200945954.unknown

