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From Cloze to Consequences and Beyond: An Interview
With Elana Shohamy
Anne Lazaraton
University of Minnesota
Professor Elana Shohamy was born in New York and moved
to Israel at a young age. It was an interesting time for
the country and the Hebrew language, and Elana shares her
keen insights into her experiences growing up in Israel. She
obtained her teacher’s certificate from David Yelin Teacher’s
College in Jerusalem, specializing in teaching English as a
Second Language. After moving to Minnesota in 1968, she got
a B.A. in Economics from Hamline University in Saint Paul
and went directly into the Ph.D. program in second language
education and measurement & evaluation at the University of
Minnesota. Her doctoral dissertation, entitled Investigation of
Concurrent Validity of the Oral Interview Test With the Cloze
Procedure for Measuring Language Proficiency, was completed in 1978. After 2 years as a postdoctoral researcher at Stanford University and the coordinator of the Hebrew program at UC
Berkeley from 1979 to 1981, Elana went to Israel and began her career at Tel Aviv University,
where she is currently a professor and Chair of the Language Education Program in the School
of Education.
Elana has been a ubiquitous presence in applied linguistics and language assessment, both
in print and in person. She is the author of two scholarly books and the coauthor of two
more; she has also coedited five additional books, one of which is Volume 7: Language Testing
and Assessment in the second edition of the Encyclopedia of Language and Education (2008,
Springer). She has authored or coauthored more than 40 refereed journal articles and more than
50 book chapters. Elana founded the journal Language Policy and served as Associate Editor
Correspondence should be sent to Anne Lazaraton, Second Language Studies, 214 Nolte Center, University of
Minnesota, 315 Pillsbury Drive SE, Minneapolis, MN 55455. E-mail: lazaratn@umn.edu
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from 2000 to 2006 and is currently Editor; she has been on the editorial boards of Language
Testing, Language Assessment Quarterly, Modern Language Journal, and Applied Linguistics,
as well as the International Journal of Bilingualism and Critical Inquiry in Language Studies.
In person, Elana has been an ever-present colleague at language assessment, language policy,
and applied linguistics conferences in the multiple roles of plenary speaker, colloquia organizer,
panel discussant, and paper presenter. In addition, many scholars and scholars-in-training have
benefited from Elana’s presence in countries such as Hong Kong, the United States, Canada,
Finland, Denmark, Colombia, and Australia in her visiting professorships over the course of her
professional career. Elana was a cofounder and co chair of ACROLT, the Israeli language testing
group, and served as the president of ILTA in 1999.
Elana’s outstanding contributions to the field were recognized on April 16, 2010, when she
received the UCLES/ILTA Lifetime Achievement Award at the 32nd Language Testing Research
Colloquium (LTRC) in Cambridge, United Kingdom. She delivered the Award Lecture, “From
Critique to Change: Building on the Power of Tests,” at the last session of the conference. This
award recognized “extensive and inspirational service to the language testing community, and/or
a valuable scholarship record in the field of language testing.” Although she was the seventh
awardee, joining a distinguished group of past recipients, Elana is the first woman to receive this
award.
Although I had read a number of Elana’s publications in the 1980s, I met her for the first
time at LTRC in Princeton in 1991. I was absolutely terrified of what she might say about the
paper I presented, but there was no need to worry, as she was quite encouraging. The 2001 ALTE
Conference in Barcelona was the next time we spent any time together; we did not know each
other well, but we took a bus tour to Gaudi’s Sagrada Familia and had a meaningful talk at a
very sad time in her life; even so, we got in some good and hopeful laughs. The conference
dinner in the Hotel Majestic was a turning point for Elana; she has said it was the first time she
had smiled in months. Eight years later, Elana visited the University of Minnesota to give two
scholarly talks, one on language policy and the other on linguistic landscape. For 3 hours on
Friday morning, September 25, 2009, Anne Lazaraton conducted a wide-ranging interview with
Elana. A transcription of that interview was produced and was revised numerous times by both
Anne (A) and Elana (E).

THE INTERVIEW
A: Elana, I’d like to situate our talk as starting from when you did your dissertation here in
Minnesota, so to fill in the blanks, could you tell us about your life up until you came to
Minnesota to do your Ph.D.? I know you were born in New York.
E: Maybe what is most relevant here and best relates to language and testing is growing up
in Israel in the ’50s when Hebrew was still in a process of revival. Especially after the state had
been founded in 1948, there was a big flow of immigrants, not only from Europe, as a result of
the Holocaust, but also from Middle Eastern countries, North Africa, the U.S., Canada, etcetera.
For all these new immigrants the issue of “language identity” was on the top of the agenda,
but this included also immigrants like my grandparents who arrived in Palestine even earlier,
in 1932. People were “forced” into Hebrew as this was decided by the Zionist movement to be
“the language of the land” and a major ideology. Thus, there were informal “tests” administered
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to everybody on a moment-to-moment basis, through face-to-face conversation. These were not
official tests as we know them today, but every time you gave a public speech or talked to a
person in the street, in the stores, in the market, in school, in a public meeting, your language
was assessed, “graded” based on how well you knew Hebrew, “the language.” We can say that
there was kind of an unofficial CEFR scale, if you will, whereby people got language proficiency
scores. I remember conversations at home where we would evaluate the “worth” of people exclusively by their level of proficiency. Hebrew language proficiency was a symbolic tool, indicating
belonging, patriotism and loyalty to the idea of the Jewish state; this clearly implied that those
with a low level of Hebrew language proficiency, some who had just arrived from Europe or Jews
speaking Yiddish, Ladino, or others coming from Arabic-speaking countries speaking Arabic or
“Jewish Arabic” or others proficient in a variety of territorial languages, would fail such tests.
In my work on the revival of Hebrew I even found evidence of actual semiofficial tests where
the level of Hebrew language was also closely monitored by conducting face-to-face oral interview language tests. One of the documents located in the archives, dated June 21, 1939, is an
announcement posted in major newspapers in Palestine regarding home visits to assess people’s
Hebrew language proficiency. People were asked to cooperate with the testers: “In the town of
Raanana, today and tomorrow, pairs of volunteers will visit you in your homes and will conduct
a census for the purpose of counting the number of people who know the Hebrew language. You
are requested to welcome these couples using good manners.” This was signed by the “cultural
committee” of the municipality of the town.
So, how well you spoke Hebrew was a major criterion for belonging. This phenomenon was
interesting for me because of my own family. We were living in the same home with my grandparents, and my grandfather was the mayor of the town. So I grew up in a home where two
people, my grandfather the mayor and my mother, who spent 7 years in Palestine during the
’30s, were proficient in Hebrew. My mother was born in the Brooklyn, and spoke only Yiddish
until age 5, then she acquired English when she started school. But upon moving to Palestine in
1932 when she was a teenager, with very intensive work, including private tutoring in Hebrew,
she managed to learn it pretty well. My grandfather spoke Yiddish in New York, but being literate
in reading Hebrew texts, did not have great difficulties in acquiring the spoken variety of Hebrew
once he moved to Israel. So they continued to speak Yiddish and English at home but could
“pass” the “Hebrew identity tests.” It was mostly in public places where it was very important
to demonstrate their Hebrew proficiency as they were very aware of the fact that this was how
they were being judged and valued. If you spoke good Hebrew without an accent (although it
was difficult to decide what the right accent was at the time when the language was new for most
people, but there was something of a prestigious accent, Hebrew mixed with Russian, which was
more acceptable) that was good. But if you did not speak Hebrew well, you were excluded from
the collective identity, no matter what you had to say and were often denied employment. So for
my grandfather, the mayor of the town, a devoted Zionist but who was a Yiddishist in New York
before moving to Palestine and a principal of Yiddish schools, moving to Palestine meant total
denial of Yiddish and a need to demonstrate his identity via Hebrew only. But in the same family
there were also those who could not pass the “language tests.” So there was my grandmother—
Feiga, the wife of the mayor, who was basically at home and continued to speak Yiddish and
never acquired Hebrew and like many other women at the time had very limited literacy skills.
She also spoke some Yiddishized English from the years she lived in Brooklyn; her Hebrew, even
after many years in Israel, boiled down to a very small lexicon in her spoken repertoire. So she
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would not go out to many public events, and probably my grandfather felt embarrassed about her
lack of Hebrew proficiency. While my mother spent a few years as a teenager in Palestine, my
father had never been to Israel before he met my mother in New York in the early ’40s. He fell
in love with her, didn’t care about Israel or Zionism, and just followed her to Israel in the 1950s
with their two little daughters. So you have this situation where people like my grandmother or
my father were victims, especially my father, who could not find a decent job because of a lack
of Hebrew skills. They were both in a way excluded from participation because language was
the prime definer of status and inclusion in the new society.
It clearly had an effect on the home dynamics. I remember, for example, coming back from
a school trip when I was in the first grade, and my father meets me at the bus, and hugs me and
starts speaking English to me. At that moment I totally rejected him because he was speaking
English in front of my friends and not Hebrew (which he did not know). So in the ’50s it was
not only Yiddish that was rejected but also other languages—English (the British had just left
Palestine in 1947), Arabic (even for local Arabs who stayed in Israel after the independence as
well as for Jews coming from Arab countries), German for sure, and many other languages like
Russian or Polish, or Farsi, etcetera. All these were defined as “bad” languages. I would say
that even today after many years of immigration and the dominant position of Hebrew, it is still
considered central to who you are; English also enters the equation but not as much as Hebrew.
So subconsciously, not being aware of that at the time, those formative years in Israel motivated
me to go into language studies when I arrived in Minnesota. Language proficiency or the lack
of it and its impact on people’s lives certainly had an effect on my future interests; I am still
identifying with people who are victims of the power of certain languages and the denial of the
languages they know.
A: So why did you come to Minnesota?
E: This was “following your husband,” a pretty common trend at the time. . . . He was
accepted to study computer science at the University of Minnesota, one of the few places to study
this topic in 1969. Right upon arriving in Minnesota I started studying for a B.A. in Economics.
I previously received a teaching certificate in Israel in language education, but I was determined
not to go into teaching; but still ended up doing it—and clearly my passion was and still is with
languages. And as to teaching, my grandfather (Yiddish), my mother (English) and my daughter
(cognitive neuropsychology) are all teachers, so I guess it is in the genes. ((laugh)) So when I
wanted to continue for an M.A. I somehow found myself walking into Prof. Dale Lange’s office
in the College of Education at the University of Minnesota and inquiring about enrolling in the
M.A. program in language education; “testing” had not even entered my mind at the time.
A: You know, I actually got a copy of your dissertation from the UM Archives.
E: Oh, no! You mean it still exists??
A: I was interested in how you came up with your topic. The Hebrew makes perfect sense to
me, but why was it you chose to focus on cloze testing?
E: The Cloze was the “hottest” topic at the time; it was “sold” as a magic tool, kind of a
trick for testing. It was argued that it could be easily constructed and graded, it was cheap and
efficient, and it could be used to test “everything.” I read John Oller’s publications and started
to correspond with him, showing my interest in cloze testing. He was interested in people doing
research on cloze because it was correlated successfully with all skills (we were still in the
skill era then . . .) except with spoken language. I was not interested in testing at all; in fact
testing was not “a field” at the time! ((laugh)) Then Dale Lange had visitors from ETS or the
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CIA who came to the university; they were doing the FSI interview in all government offices
at the time, but mostly at the FSI, CIA, and Peace Corps. But universities were not involved,
and there was no research on that type of test anywhere at the time; and remember that the test
was innovative in that era as it was the only test where candidates actually spoke face-to-face,
rather than repeating audio sentences they heard on a tape recorder. So the U.S. government
agencies had an interest in “spreading the word” and especially in finding out about the cloze’s
psychometric qualities—reliability and validity. I think they also thought that if universities got
involved, then these tests would gain legitimacy and be of even greater use at universities and
secondary schools. They basically said, “Nobody is doing speaking tests where people actually
speak and we have lots of experience in this, but we are not sure whether it actually works
psychometrically,” or they may have thought that the tests were really good, but they needed the
credibility from academic institutions . . . in one conference I remember them saying that the oral
interview has “emotional validity,” or “experiential validity.” So these government people arrived
at the University of Minnesota hoping to find graduate students who would do their dissertations
on the FSI oral interview. Obviously we knew very little about the test as there were hardly any
publications about it at the time.
They were mostly interested in Ray Clifford and Jerry Larson among the five doctoral students
studying with Dale. We were a very active group of students, teaching methodology courses in the
department every Monday afternoon with Helen Jorstad and Dale, who were our leaders; we were
speakers of a variety of languages and I worked with the Hebrew teachers. So we got very good
experience and training in language learning theories and teaching, but nothing about language
testing; I mean there was hardly any research, there was no organized group of scholars interested
in it, etcetera. So when the government people showed up at the university and proposed we do
research on language testing, it was very appealing, something new. In other words, to answer
your question more directly, with the interest in cloze at the time and then the exposure to the Oral
Interview, somehow the combination of the two went well together. So they took us to ETS and
on the way we stopped at ACTFL in Washington, D.C. in 1975 where John Clark presented a very
impressive paper on direct versus indirect tests. For the first time I understood that actual face-toface interaction for oral testing was the only way to go; it really affected my work on testing for all
these years, the idea that language has to be performed on tests. I clearly remember the continuum
he presented showing the differences between the indirect and the direct ones which included
extended interactive speech. So from there we continued to ETS in Princeton and worked with
Pardee Lowe and John Clark to acquaint ourselves with the FSI oral interview, get some training
on how to administer it, assign scores, and use the rating scales they developed, which were very
innovative at the time. I had not seen such a rating scale before that actually defined language
proficiency in a hierarchical manner according to different dimensions; until then people just
counted errors, so that was also very new. They hoped we would all do our dissertations on the
oral interview. So when we returned to Minnesota, we did that. This is what got me going.
I never planned to go into language testing. I find that this is the story of many women, not
having specific plans or goals but taking advantage of opportunities and when you do, you almost
always benefit. This is very different than men of that era. As a woman I had no plans, no specific
career goals, but I was lucky to have opportunities (or maybe I pursued them too . . . ); in most
cases it turned out that these led to something good. I often think that not having specific goals
is healthier as it takes you to unknown, new, and exciting places, and makes you appreciate more
what you have; perhaps those who do have plans, when they do not reach them or they fail to
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materialize, they feel disappointment. I believe that women of today are to some extent different
as they are more geared to their future at an earlier age, maybe not to specific goals, but at least
they know that doing something interesting at work is so valuable and that it is crucial to one’s
identity and happiness. But I often think of other women of my generation and especially older
women who missed opportunities, and what society missed by not having them doing things
which are more meaningful. I am very encouraged by the younger generation of women who
have different views. I am very grateful for the interesting life I am having, doing exciting work,
pursuing new ideas, expressing my views publicly, finding people who are interested in what
I have to say, being invited to so many places in the world and learning about language situations
in places such the Baltic countries or China or places in Europe. I am grateful for working
closely with curious students who read and research these topics and who see the central role
that languages play in the daily lives of people, especially for those who are excluded because of
language; they are taking language studies to a very interesting place. So I am happy to see that
more and more women have active academic careers whereby the work they do can contribute to
this world.
So as to language testing, the rest is history; the others doctoral students and I did our dissertations on various dimensions of the oral interview. In my own study, I interviewed 106 people
doing the oral interview in Hebrew who also were tested by the cloze in Hebrew in various formats. Oller was very encouraging as he wanted to see correlations between the speaking and the
cloze, which turned out to be high. And then we had the first LTRC in Boston in 1979 where we
just created a language testing group out of a small meeting. I got there via an invitation from
Oller. Lyle Bachman was there. Charlie Stansfield was there. Buzz Palmer was there, and so was
John Clark. I remember I met Andrew Cohen for the first time, who started recruiting me to go
to Israel, because I hadn’t thought of going back there at the time. Merrill Swain and Michael
Canale presented their now famous Canale and Swain model and a number of us presented our
dissertation results, and attention was given to the oral interview publicly. In retrospect I must
admit that I am not that fond of my dissertation; I think the kind of work and research I am doing
today is more human, less technical, and it contributes more to justice and equality and is more
attentive to people—it has more social implications, far more than that dissertation. I am very
glad that I detached myself from that work and went in a different direction in testing, with a
focus on its social and political implications.
So there were LTRCs in Boston, San Francisco, and Ann Arbor, and I went to all three. It’s
now been 30 years that we have been meeting annually to discuss various aspects of language
testing. At the time, it was a good feeling to find a group of people with mutual interests. I
find this is a very good strategy in the profession, whenever you go into some new area you
need to find a community with whom you share your interests. They provide legitimacy for your
interests, which is often lacking in groups that you have spent some time with. It is like a family
that you need to detach from to gain new identities.
A: You know, I didn’t read your dissertation. I looked at it because it’s a historical document—
you were doing something sort of cutting edge at that point. One thing I noticed was number
crunching—that’s what you did at that time was number crunching, right?
E: But it was simplistic, only correlations and very simple regressions; people were doing
much more interesting work right after that, the multimethod multitrait, the different factor
analyses, etcetera; my work was kind of in the early days of that era.
A: Do you consider yourself a stats expert?
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E: ((laugh)) At that time, the only way to be in this profession was through statistics (it is like
gaining identity via Hebrew in Israel . . . ). So when I was studying for my Ph.D. in Minnesota
I was majoring in Education, in the program of Second Languages and Cultures and my minor
was in Psych Foundations. So I had many courses in statistics and measurement and I also specialized in program evaluation with Michael Patton from the Sociology department. He was a
big name in evaluation at the time and he directed students to examine evaluation utilization and
consequences. So, when I think about it now, he was probably the first one who planted in my
brain the notion of test consequences, impact and use; that is, the utility of results of tests and
evaluations for bettering society and education. When I took his courses I started thinking of tests
in that way as well—“Okay, so we created a good test that is reliable and valid, but ‘so what?’
What will its impact be? How will it better this world?” Program evaluation and especially evaluation utilization was about “let’s do something with the test and its results, let’s examine what it
really does; otherwise, why bother?” Evaluation was relatively new, but it had already developed
solid theories and designs, because it emerged from the work in measurement and research.
A: In your dissertation your conclusion was that the cloze had fairly good correlations with the
FSI. It was efficient and avoided the hassle of doing a thirty-minute interview with raters—it’s
sort of an acceptable solution to that problem. How do feel about cloze testing today?
E: That was one conclusion, the statistical one, but I was not convinced by the results, because
already by then I did not buy the implications of statistics in that way. Thus, in spite of the high
correlations between the two types of tests, I could not accept statistical predictions—they were
too abstract and did not make sense—I never fully trust statistics. When it comes to language
I could not accept that any construct that does not involve interacting with actual “real life”
language with actual people could provide a meaningful answer. I was already convinced that
there may be other intervening variables that create the correlations, so when you see language
use in action, whether in writing or in speaking, you see actual production. Language in use is
the only criterion I trust, even with all its instabilities: It may be complex but it is real, language
is complex and there are no shortcuts. Then I started asking questions about the uses of the test,
because questions about washback were important with regards to utilization; so if you cannot
convince language testers as to the advantage of direct tests versus those that predict well, maybe
you can convince them that direct tests have better effects on school and learning and teaching.
So I didn’t go in the direction correlations suggested. I was not interested in prediction but was
very interested in behavior, actual language use, in people acknowledging the complexities of
language rather than running away from them, which testers generally do. For all kinds of reasons
testers are constantly looking for simple solutions, such as the CEFR, for much more complex
issues.
In addition, it was around that time in 1982 that I went back to Israel, where oral tests had been
administered in English as a foreign language as part of the national matriculation examinations
around the country to all students of 12th grade for many years. The oral test was actually a
“conversation,” an interview between a tester, who was normally a teacher, and a student. When
I met Thea Reves she was working as an English supervisor in Israel and she experimented with a
“group interview” where four students got together and discussed a topic of interest that had been
assigned to them. But they did not have the statistics, interrater reliability, concurrent validity,
and so on.
A: What you’re saying is that this was back in 1982, so the current interest in group orals is
not new?
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E: Exactly. I remember well when I met you, Anne, at LTRC in Princeton in 1991, even
then nobody was doing this kind of work. So when I had just arrived in Israel the idea turned
me on. The situation is very different than in the U.S., because in Israel, where the educational
system is national and centralized, you can make a decision or a recommendation to the national
supervisor or the Ministry and if they accept it, it becomes policy and affects all students in the
country immediately. I only then realized the power and impact of tests but also the responsibility
of testers. So once in Israel, Thea Reves, Yael Bejarano, and I decided to run an experiment
with the “group test” and the “oral interview,” and we added to the battery a “role-play” and a
“reporting” task. We invited hundreds of 12th-grade students to Tel Aviv University on a Friday
morning and each student took all four types of oral tests. They switched from the group test to
the oral interview to the reporting task to the group discussion, with different testers, in different
rooms and in mixed order, and we then examined each of the interactions in terms of reliability
and validity. The main point is that it was very obvious that the student produced oral language
differently depending on the type of interaction. Thus, some of the students had high proficiency
in the oral interview but found it difficult to express themselves in the group discussion; others
were fluent in the role play but almost silent on the reporting task, and so on. Based on the
correlations and different statistical analyses we were then able to convince the English Inspector
at the Ministry of Education to introduce an oral test battery that included all four types of
interactions. Indeed within a few months this became the new national policy. Clearly, the process
of policy making in Israel was different, for the good and for the bad.
A: Is it still policy now?
E: In a way it is—but not the very same assessment battery because over the years it went
through a number of transformations. At the time we tried to convince the Ministry that what
worked as an experiment would not necessarily work in the same way when it is applied “on
the ground.” It was surprising for me and for my colleagues that our recommendations became
policy with no pilot testing; I had many nights with no sleep, feeling the burden of responsibility.
A: So were you responsible for those tests for some period after that—did you have oversight
of them?
E: That is an important question. This was our recommendation for a number of reasons; the
Ministry accepted it for their own reasons and they were not interested in following up on the
new testing policy once it was implemented. As a tester I always come back to this question—
what is our real responsibility as testers? Are we responsible for recommending policies based on
our small-scale research studies? Or is it our responsibility to follow the implementation of our
recommendations as they are applied “on the ground,” in “real life”? I learned the hard way in the
past few years, especially with regards to a study I did on the length of time it takes immigrants
to perform academically in schools in relation to native speakers. The answer is on average 9 to
11 years, even for immigrants coming from the former USSR, who arrive with very high level
knowledge in math, for example. But the lack of knowledge in Hebrew slows them down in math,
which is taught in Hebrew only. So is it our responsibility once we submit the research report
to the government to also follow the consequences and the policies which are based on these
recommendations. In fact, some of the policies that emerged from these recommendations were
to separate classes or to “bus” students, while we never even hinted at that.
So, what are the real responsibilities for us as researchers when we do end up with recommendations? This is a somewhat similar case to the language education policy which Bernard Spolsky
and I recommended to the Ministry of Education a decade later. In that case our recommendations
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indeed led to a new educational policy for Israel, but it was only a document that did not lead
to any meaningful implementation, and clearly no studies examined the extent to which these
recommendations were actually followed. They were in a hurry to create the policy document
but in no hurry to implement it or to examine whether it was implemented at all. But back to the
oral testing battery at the end of 12th-grade English, students nowadays perform in a variety of
oral interactions, interviews, and role plays, but they also do more creative things such as projects
and portfolios, but not based on any research.
For me the whole experience with the introduction of the oral tests then led me directly to
the work on the power of tests. I realized that the Ministry of Education used tests as policy
tools to advance very different agendas, specifically as power tools over teachers. Now that they
had this oral battery, it could be used as a whip to force teachers to teach oral language in the
classroom, something that teachers had not complied with when other devices were used, such
as a new curriculum. So the new oral battery forced teachers to teach speaking and students to
practice oral language in preparation for these very high-stake tests. I could see then with my
own eyes how in centralized educational systems that teachers are not independent thinkers but
rather people who follow orders that are imposed on them on a regular basis, and these are almost
always given in the form of tests; these tests determine the agenda, and the Ministry is very aware
of this phenomenon and takes advantage of it. Tests are ideological tools that determine policies
and guarantee compliance; the main point was to use the tests as a mechanism to force a change
in the teachers’ bad habits.
A: So they wanted your credibility.
E: Oh, yes! But once I became aware of the unquestionable power of tests I initiated a study
that examined not only the effect of that oral test battery on learning of spoken language in the
classroom but also of two other major tests, a national test on reading comprehension and a test
on the Arabic alphabet. In all cases, we found that the teaching was significantly affected by the
format of the tests; in the case of the oral test, it was clear that the introduction of these tests
resulted in teaching “oral test language,” as only those very oral interactions used on the tests
were taught in the classes.
A: You mentioned the 1996 revision of language policy in Israel. What was changed?
E: It is not exactly a revision as there had not been an overall language education policy in
Israel before. I spent some time at the National Foreign Language Center1 in Washington, D.C. in
the ’90s and was exposed to the topic of language policy as they were trying to introduce language
policies in the U.S. At the time there were visiting scholars from different places who shared the
language policies of various countries in the world. I presented a paper for the NFLC about the
language policy of Israel, arguing that the policy was indeed “Hebrew only” and was totally
driven by ideology, that is, the revival of Hebrew as a language of Israel, and that along the way,
this aggressive ideology led to the suppression and eventual disappearance of the large number of
languages that were spoken in Israel by immigrants. So the main point of the paper was that when
language policy is driven by national ideology, there is a high cost so that diversity disappears
in the name of language and for the sake of the idea that one language is needed for cohesion
and unity. Bernard Spolsky spent some time at the center as well, and there was a time when
we overlapped; we both got very interested in the topic of language policy and spent long hours
1 National Foreign Language Center: http://www.nflc.org/
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discussing it. So when we both got back to Israel I sent that paper to the Minister of Education,
and within a few days he approached me to ask about issues of language policy and requested that
Spolsky and I write a document that would propose a language education policy for Israel. It was
pretty shocking how fast these things moved, and even when we suggested doing some research
first to find out more about what is going in the schools, he feared that he would not be in office
very long, asked us to do it within six weeks, so we did. We recommended a policy of Three Plus,
which meant that Jewish Hebrew-speaking children would have to learn Hebrew, English, and
Arabic. The “plus” implied the need to learn additional languages such as community, heritage,
immigrant, or world languages; we strongly encouraged maintenance of immigrant languages.
Students born into Arabic would learn Arabic, Hebrew, and English, plus additional languages.
Indeed after a few meetings, our proposals became the official language education policy for the
country. It is important to emphasize that this was not the national language policy for Israel,
which states that Hebrew and Arabic are the official languages, but this refers to the language
policy to be implemented in schools. Within a few months, the Minister of Education, Ariel
Rubinstein, and the Director General, Shimshon Shoshani, were removed from their positions
as the government was changed; still we were funded by them for three years to examine the
educational policies which were being carried out in schools. In the 1999 book The Languages
of Israel 2 that I wrote with Spolsky we summarized the work we did following the proposal
and the implementation of the policy and we examined the de facto education policy of Israel.
Yet, since 1996, when the document became official policy, nobody has examined its actual
implementation; today we know that besides some increase in the learning of Arabic among
Hebrew-speaking Jews, not much has changed. For various political reasons nobody really paid
much attention to the new policy. There is no need to elaborate on the complexity and contested
issues in Israel but it was clear that without activism and real financial and educational support,
declared policies do not have much impact and they often remain just words on paper. The lack
of interest by the new government in these language issues certainly contributed to the lack of
impact of the policy.
A: So the policy just goes on?
E: The document is still there, but it is clear that policy and deeds do not always match.
Currently there is pressure “from below” to create different policies, that is, learning English
from an earlier age, studying Chinese as well as Spanish, including spoken Arabic within the
study of Arabic so that students will acquire communication skills, and even some efforts to learn
heritage languages such as Yiddish, and strengthen the study of Russian; these have resulted in
some pockets of change here and there. Recently there has been some interest by the current
Director General of the Ministry of Education, who happens to be the same person who was
there at that time, to rewrite the policy. We will see what happens.
A: Do you speak Arabic?
E: No, not really. In fact I view myself as a victim of the lack of language education policy
when I was a student. At the time there was no overall policy, but students would mostly learn
French or could choose between French and Arabic and I chose French. Arabic was not very
popular; in fact most students did not learn any other language in addition to English. But this

2 Spolsky, B., & Shohamy, E. (1999). The languages of Israel: Policy, ideology, and practice. Clevedon, UK:
Multilingual Matters.
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is changing now as there is the realization that living in the Middle East where Arabic is the
major language and is used by Arabs living in Israel, makes it a very necessary language. As
I mentioned before, Hebrew swallowed up many languages that Jews spoke, like Yiddish and
other territorial languages; these have vanished from the linguistic repertoire of Israel. So I’ve
been trying to draw people’s attention to the high cost of reviving Hebrew and the importance of
maintaining the languages that immigrants bring with them to make Israel a more multilingual
and pluralinguistic country, as is the situation now in Europe.
A: You’ve told me about the Three Plus educational policy in Israel today. What kind of
assessments go along with the policy? Are there exit tests after high school? Are there tests for
each of those three languages?
E: This is indeed a major issue as the tests do not match the language policy at all. All the tests
used at the end of secondary school or as entrance exams to higher education involve only two
languages—Hebrew and English. Students also take entrance tests to higher education, similar
to the SAT, which are given in multiple languages, but the Hebrew tests are the primary requirements for entering Israeli universities. This is for all prospective students, including those who
learned Hebrew in school via Arabic. So, even if some of the languages that I just mentioned are
learned in schools or are part of the written policy, it has not changed the testing policy at all—
very few students study the languages for more than 3 years, and very few take matriculations
exams in these languages. All students are required to take Hebrew and English graduation tests,
and Arabs are being tested in Arabic, Hebrew, and English, as Arabs are trilingual. But for Arabs
who attend Israeli universities, all classes are taught via Hebrew as the main language of instruction. Thus, Arabs are losing their motivation to maintain their Arabic, which is the language of
instruction until they reach high school. Thus in many of these schools and in many subjects,
Hebrew is penetrating the Arabic educational system as they realize that in higher education it is
only Hebrew that has status, along with English.
A: What are those tests like?
E: Well, let me say before anything else: the Israeli educational system is dominated by tests.
Just as an example, a few years ago, there was a big drive to create an educational reform—
nothing really came out of this in spite of huge financial investment—which was to establish a
new testing agency as part of the Ministry of Education. It was agreed that it would be as an
external body that would also examine the functionality of the educational system. The testing
agency produces or subcontracts many tests nowadays and Israeli students are clearly overtested
by the Israeli version of No Child Left Behind and various international assessments such as
PISA3 and PEARLS.4
A: I’m not very familiar with PISA. Can you describe it for us?
E: PISA is an international test, part of the OECD,5 that is running in more than 50 countries. It is the biggest thing around now with a huge influence on educational systems around the
world, especially in Europe. PISA is very problematic as it is about the world becoming standardized and homogenized. Those tests—the PISA and other international tests along with the
3 Programme for International Student Assessment: http://www.pisa.oecd.org/pages/0,2987,en_32252351_32235731_
1_1_1_1_1,00.html
4 The Predictive Early Assessment of Reading and Literacy.
5 Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development: http://www.oecd.org/home/0,3305,en_2649_201185_1_
1_1_1_1,00.html
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Israeli MEITZAV6 —now serve as the main criteria for examining the quality of education and
for defining knowledge. Israel was on a very low ranking on the PISA, so rumor has it that the
new Director General was nominated for the job on the basis of his guarantee to bring Israel
to a higher rank. It is also the case that classes taking these tests get awarded with special budgets, small class sizes, and quality teaching, so they can do better on these tests. Thus, these
international tests become the measuring stick for the standing of nations in the world and for
judging the quality of education. The matriculation examinations at the end of secondary school
are not as important as the PISA and the other tests, which became the tools to judge the status of countries in the world. Think of the far-reaching economic implications. What about the
local knowledge that gets lost along the way, the students who are taught to succeed on these
global tests so they can serve national ideologies, and the intensive preparation for these tests
that occupy the educational priorities of so many schools??
A: This reminds me that in your 2001 book on The Power of Tests,7 you wrote that “for
a number of years, I felt that my colleagues in language testing did not appreciate my ideas
concerning the use and consequences of tests.” Has that changed?
E: I think it has to a large extent, because when I first presented these ideas I felt that language
testers rejected them. I felt that the people working in this area of language testing viewed me as
a betrayer of the field, that I was doubting their identity, their ethicality; I felt they took it very
personally. If we look backwards at the history of the field, language testing was originally based
on psychometric theories and in my view was very technical. Many of the participants in the field
had an interest in test development, which I find to be less academic and less deep. And today
as well, I find that the papers presented at our conferences are very technical and fail to address
larger questions about implications. I find that we generally try to address questions posed by
testing organizations such as ETS or Cambridge ESOL. I find the researchers in the field are not
interested in the effect of these tests on human beings, on the cost of tests, on what language
means in this day and age of immigration, globalization and transnationalism, and on various
societal dimensions of tests. I find that year by year I am becoming less and less interested in the
field; when I compare my interest to the papers presented at AAAL, these are broader, deeper,
and have larger implications. I simply do not see an intellectual challenge and I find that our tests
are detached from people.
For example, very few people were interested in our own symposium at LTRC Denver last
year on language tests for citizenship, which are sweeping Europe. It seems to make them very
uncomfortable talking about these issues. They refuse to be critical—I think they want to do the
work of doing tests but refuse to look at consequences, somehow being afraid of them rather than
facing them. Like what if their tests lead to deportation of immigrants? I find that testers, still
today, would rather stop at the level of providing a test and not ask these hard questions, in a way
like how I provided the Ministry with the oral tests in the past. But the field has developed—at
that time we did not think that our tests had consequences but now we do, so can we treat tests in

6 The “Meitzav” exams, a Hebrew acronym for school growth and efficiency indicators, are standardized tests
that are given to pupils countrywide at the end of the each school year. They are meant to specify just how well
Israeli junior high and high school pupils are meeting the benchmarks and standards specified in school curriculums:
http://cms.education.gov.il/EducationCMS/Units/Mazkirut_Pedagogit/English/Meitzav_Info/Meitzav_Examinations.htm
7 Shohamy, E. (2001). The power of tests: A critical perspective on the uses of language tests. Singapore: Longman.
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the same way? Yet, I feel my work is appreciated, or why else did I get invited to Berlin,8 where
language tests for citizenship were discussed at the Goethe Institute? They knew very well what
I was going to say, that I would be against these tests, so why did it turn out that they published
my paper as one of the very few in the conference proceedings in a general publication? Possibly
it is because there are agencies and organizations that want to show that there are more voices
to be heard and that the field of language testing is democratic and inclusive and opposition is
welcome as well. Maybe it is because it is nice to have a critical voice as it transmits a message
that “We have morality, we have ethicality, we think about those things, about consequences and
people.” So I would say that whereas in the past, my work did not get any attention from testers
while it only received attention from applied linguists, nowadays I am very much included and
recognized and even encouraged to voice my views about opposition to certain types of tests that
have detrimental effects on people and are used as deportation tools.
But does it mean that there is anything different in terms of the use of tests? I am not sure—
maybe, maybe not. It may be good for governments to hear the opposition or talk to policymakers
about the negative ramifications of these tests; maybe they will use those tests but with more caution. But for me it is still encouraging to see that there is a critical mass in this field today who
pays attention to these topics, researches and writes about them, teaches critical testing topics in
their courses, and give[s] seminars to young students about them, so that now the various areas
within critical language testing are integral parts of the discipline. This is far more than what
we see in other testing and measurement groups, more than what we see in NCME,9 for example. I think that we have been influential as there is ample talk about consequences, washback,
morality, policies, codes of practice. Whether testing agencies are actually applying these concepts in test development and use is another question—that is, do they discard tests with negative
consequences? We do not have much information about that, and I wish we would have more
papers and research on that issue. Perhaps, I often think, other researchers need to do this kind
of research, to monitor testing agencies so the tests with negative consequences will not be used,
and to protect test-takers from such tests, by introducing issues of test-taker rights, which should
be part of civil and just societies.
For a long time and still today, tests have been used with no monitoring whatsoever and their
power is rarely challenged. Thus, those developing the language citizenship tests will not do
the research as they benefit economically from these tests, but more independent researchers at
universities who do not benefit financially from these tests should take responsibility for carrying
out such research and reporting the results in widely read publications. This is like what we do
with drugs and medications, imposing penalties on those who continue to use substances which
were documented to have negative consequences. I think our field must draw awareness and
attention to the power of tests, their dangers, and their problems. We certainly need to continue
with research along these lines, to examine test consequences, good and bad, and to interview
people who were victims of tests and then publicize these findings. I think that the special issue
of Language Assessment Quarterly10 was important, but it needs to reach a wider audience so the

8 Language and Integration Conference, Berlin, September 18–19, 2009.

9 National Council on Measurement in Education: http://www.ncme.org/

10 Shohamy, E., & McNamara, T. (Eds.). (2009). Language assessment for immigration, citizenship, and asylum
[Special issue]. Language Assessment Quarterly, 6(1).
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public and various civil rights organizations are aware of these dilemmas and consequences; it is
our obligation to point these things out and act for changing injustices when they are detected.
A: In your dissertation, you quoted Spolsky, who in 1978 was talking about testing having a prescientific era, when it was just teachers doing tests. Then there was the psychometric
era, which to some extent still exists. And then, according to Spolsky, there was the integrative
sociolinguistic era. What era are we in now? And, by the way, who is “we”?
E: I think that we are now in an era of uncertainty. In the Encyclopedia of Language and
Education (Vol. 7)11 which I edited, I wrote that the concerns of language testers in the past
decade about the use of tests and their political, social, educational, and ethical dimensions have
made the field more complex and uncertain, meaning that new questions are being raised about
the meaning of language and the possibilities of measuring these complex and dynamic variables.
It is also an era of an ever more compelling need to ensure that tests are valid. But validity also
means the protection and guarding of the personal rights of test-takers as well as positive washback on learning by addressing the diverse communities in which the test are being used. Thus,
the emphasis is also on how these tests can ensure that we will be more inclusive, democratic,
just, open, fair and equal.
As to the “we”? I think there are a number of us in the profession who ascribe to such views
by addressing tests as tools; other use tests as targets and they are still seeking the perfect test.
But the perfect test psychometrically may not meet the other criteria that I just mentioned. For
me, I want to see how the tests we are developing are part of a social and economic structure, and
encompass language policy issues where tests are being used by governments, defining nations,
and selecting people. So I think for me, and for others working within this paradigm, tests are
weapons that need to be watched, followed and monitored.
A: But that was what people were thinking—tests as targets—that’s what you did.
E: I did do that in the past; I have no regrets, but things have changed, language and language
tests are complex now, more political, in a world with vast immigration and globalization, where
language tests are being used in ways we have not seen before. At the same time we are realizing
it is a more multilingual world, a place where nations attempt to control people but people refuse
to be controlled and they continue to use languages or live in their own way. I mentioned earlier
the research on the length of time it takes immigrants to acquire academic language and noted
that it takes about 10 years; given these findings, how can we give immigrant students tests after
they have been in a country for less than a few years? It is obvious that they will fail these tests
and will get stigmatized because of these results, even in their own eyes; should we not pose these
questions to Ministries of Education about the unjust policy of testing these students? Should we
not monitor these policies and fight against them to protect these students? In the same context,
take for example the CEFR, which focuses on one language only, a monolingual ideology of
“national” language. The CEFR overlooks the reality that immigrants develop a mixed bilingual
code that stays with them all their lives. It is as if tests try to educate people about how they
should use language rather than reflecting the kind of language and varieties they actually do
use. I object to tests as ideological tools when they attempt to change behaviors rather then
reflect it.

11 Shohamy, E., & Hornberger, N.H. (Eds.). (2008). Encyclopedia of language and education, Volume 7: Language
testing and assessment (2nd ed.). New York: Springer.
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A: I’m wondering how these ideas take shape in teaching about language assessment. For
your talk today, “Ideology, Practice, and Mechanisms in the Establishment of Just and Ethical
Language Policies,”12 I am requiring my ESL methods students to attend. I asked a colleague
whether students in language assessment classes would be required to attend, and this person
said, “No, it’s not a talk about language assessment.” What’s your reaction to that? Can you
describe a language assessment class you have recently taught?
E: ((heavy sigh)) On the one hand, we learn how to design various assessment procedures; it is
not very technical though as we start with the big questions about the complexities of language,
about how people acquire language in different contexts, about how language varies from one
situation to another, and it is not uniform or homogenous. We learn that there is no one type
of language knowledge and what is good for one person may not be good for another, and that
language in today’s world is different than the closed system we used to think it was in the past.
We therefore operate under the assumptions that there are not homogenous answers to testing
and assessment, that there are serious consequences of tests, that they send strong messages to
students and to teachers. We have to develop a sense of responsibility about the procedure we are
learning about, as we are playing with fire. Yet, we do not work in a vacuum, and it is important
that while we are trying to change and improve and adjust our tests, we remember that we are
dealing with the real world in which our test-takers live, a world where teachers cannot ignore the
pressure they get from the outside world for their students to succeed on these big tests. But at the
same time my students as teachers have lots of areas they can challenge and protest and negotiate,
and they can become activists for changing realities, certainly in the classroom, but not only. They
also learn that every time you administer a test you should ask the “why” question: Why are these
tests being given? What are the intentions of policymakers when they introduce tests? The taking
of a testing course professionalizes them and grants them a voice so they will be listened to.
But it is strange that in the LTRC group these questions are often not posed. I remember
even in LTRC in Ottawa in 2005 we gave the final talk about the future of language testing and
afterwards someone came up to me asking, “Why do you hate us, Elana?” I often find that in
this profession you have to be patriotic and this often means not asking the hard questions. It is
the same as living in Israel, where people often interpret my political views with, “If you do not
agree with the national policies, why do you live here?” I think that working in an area such as
language testing and playing with such powerful tools as tests, and living in Israel, which is such
an ideological and contested place, you have to constantly ask the big questions.
A: I found this book of yours, A Practical Handbook in Language Testing for the Second
Language Teacher.13 It really is a practical book. Since the time that it was written, did you ever
think about publishing it?
E: Yeah, many times in fact. I tried Oxford and they thought it was not theoretical enough.
Every few years somebody comes up to me and says, “Let’s publish it in some way; I have been
using it for so many years, and it is so useful.” It is now 25 years old, and clearly major changes
have taken place in assessment design, so I wish someone else would write a book that is teacher
friendly, as most books are not like that. I think it is popular because it talks directly to and with
teachers. I think it is the kind of book that should be put on the Web for everyone to use and
12 Talk given at the University of Minnesota, September 24, 2009.

13 Shohamy, E. (1985). A practical handbook in language testing for the second language teacher. Ramat Aviv, Israel:
Shaked.
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teachers (and maybe even students) should add new items and tasks and ideas, kind of like a
testing Facebook.
A: What is your opinion about dynamic assessment?
E: In my view the principle is very right because it is blurring the “testing” and “teaching”
divide and puts the emphasis on real learning rather than on judgment. The research so far is
mostly pointing to specific cases where it works but I would like to see more large-scale studies.
I think the theory is very powerful, and therefore we need to find creative ways to use it more
widely. One of my doctoral students is currently writing her dissertation on the use of dynamic
assessment in the context of end of secondary school exit tests using speaking, as we just talked
about. If the results show that it is effective for introducing mediation as part of large-scale
assessment and that students actually show progress on their scores as a result, that will be an
indication that we can introduce it on large-scale oral language tests of English. Clearly doing
large-scale assessment that can incorporate learning is the ideal way. I think it is really powerful
when theories from language and learning enter the field of language testing, I wish we would
see more of these. It is also very important to mention the huge progress made in the past decade
in classroom assessment, or what Chris Davison and Constant Leung refer to at teacher-based
assessment.14 Their work along with Pauline Rea-Dickins and Liz Hamp-Lyons’s ideas about
developing practices, theory, and research in school and classroom assessment (some employing
dynamic assessment) are notable examples. I am very interested in ways of connecting largescale assessment with learning whereby it is not that large-scale assessment feeds into classroom
testing but the other way around.
A: That’s interesting. Can you say something more about assessment-for-learning?
E: I would say that it is a response to washback, because once we discovered that tests have
an effect on learning because of their power and their impact on decision making, we realized we
cannot separate assessment and learning anymore; they are connected. So one contribution of the
washback studies is that testing and learning are connected but in a negative way, as it was shown
as a one-way flow as to affect teaching, but what about the other direction, does teaching affect
testing? We are still giving too much power to the large-scale tests to affect learning. Except
now, in testing for learning we are demanding that we need to understand what tests actually
do and if they do not lead to learning, as we hope the dynamic tests do, then we should not
use them; this is a major challenge for language testers. I think it is very interesting to watch
the current debate about the NCLB as it is being reauthorized by the Obama administration
and find out that these penalties and sanctions do not work and that just making a decision
that on a specific date, say 2014, we will be able to “close the achievement gap,” just because
we are testing, and testing is an illusion, a false hope. Likewise to think that by imposing the
PISA test and teaching for that test we will be able to close the gap between rich and poor
countries is false as well; perhaps it reflects the ability of students to solve test questions, and
that is a very narrow criterion to judge achievement in this day and age. I think it also defies
the notion of classroom learning and introduces the homogenous definition of global or national
knowledge into the classroom while overlooking the diversity of society, towns, neighborhoods,
backgrounds, and contextualized knowledge.

14 Davison, C., & Leung, C. (2009). Teacher-based assessment: An international perspective on theory and practice
[Special topic issue]. TESOL Quarterly, 43(3).
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A: What you’ve said just now reminds me to ask: Are you a good testtaker?
E: ((laugh)) No, I’m not a good testtaker, I’m not a good language learner. This is why I identify with victims. I actually do not like tests at all; this is what gives me the ability to observe, to
gain insight into the testing process as I come to it from the perspective of the victim. Something
that occurred to me the other day—I was teaching my granddaughter, Alma, who is 4 and a half,
the concept of “riddles.” I would ask her a question and she needed to give the answer, like—I
would ask her—“What is outside green, inside red and has black seeds?”; simple right? I could
see how the question really annoyed her. I could see that she was thinking, “Why would she ask
me questions that she knows the answers to?” And then I thought, it annoys her because it’s like
a test. Here we are having nice conversations, I am explaining to her things about life, history,
geography, and in fact she keeps asking me questions, clarifications about what we talk about,
“why is this and why is that,” and then . . . I switch into a “testing mode” where I am asking
her to provide me answers for things I clearly know and she may not. At the end she may have
enjoyed the fun of it, the tricking, the game, but basically it’s not something that is very natural.
I hate it when very knowledgeable people, often men who are proficient in statistical facts, ask
difficult questions that expose the ignorance of those being asked in relation to them—like how
many people live in Antarctica. It is often very trivial information that could be found on the
Internet or in encyclopedia if you only bother to look. I always perceive it as a power game. With
my granddaughter I could see she felt uncomfortable about it. I think testing is an artificial type
of genre; performance is fine, projects, OK. So I wish we could get away from the classic testing
genre of the “knower” addressing the “non-knower” who has to prove he or she “knows” what
the “knower knows” via all kind of tricks, like choices, or distractors that only aim at even further
confusing the one who is being asked. I find it creates fear, anxiety, stress, and distrust and even
some type of indoctrination.
A: I’d like to switch gears here and ask you about something we’ve talked about in the past
and you alluded to earlier. What do you see as the gender gap in language testing? The consensus
seems to be that in language teaching in general, the academics are the men and the practitioners
are the women.
E. Certainly, it’s a boys club; I noticed it from day one. In most cases women do the teaching, but it also depends on the field and it is fast changing; in Israel most school principals are
now women, for example. I think that in spite of major gains for women, some areas are still
dominated by men as women are in the process of moving in. In language testing, still the “old”
guard of my generation, the majority are men. But the younger generation consists of a growing number of women, and I am just amazed how in my years in the profession, things have
changed so fast, as I clearly remember being one of the few women around, along with Liz and
Frances Hinofotis, in the early days in the field. Maybe we should do a paper on that at LTRC
about the history of LTRC from a gender perspective. I think men just do not understand what
women were going through being so marginalized. I certainly wish that women in language
testing would become more active, as we were too silent and complied too much. I often felt
it was not the right place to be, and I would go to other tangential areas in applied linguistics;
possibly the move to the critical dimensions may have been part of it. I feel closer in the past
couple of years, especially working on the encyclopedia and realizing that the work is more
appreciated.
A: You’ve done quite a bit of productive work with Bernard Spolsky. When did you first meet
him?
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E: I never studied with Bernard, but we have been working together a lot and keep continuous contact, almost daily. I clearly remember when I was deliberating whether to go back to
Israel in 1981, and it was very motivating to know that someone like Bernard, whose work I so
much appreciated, had moved to live in Israel. Andrew Cohen was there too, and Bob Cooper,
so that affected my decision. But with Bernard it is a special relationship. I certainly respect
his wisdom, his insights, and views although they are often different than mine; and I find that
this is mutual. So we often disagree; we talk about how we always start our conversations from
disagreements, and then within a few minutes of conversation we find ourselves in a different
place and arriving at some consensus which is anchored in a renewed perspective, so we learn
a lot from one another and certainly listen to one another. So basically we have very good discussions and conversations and by now it is not a question of agreeing, but of learning, updating
one another. I am often surprised about this close relationship, because we have very different
personalities, beliefs, and personal lives and come from very different worlds and function in
different contexts. Bernard is practicing religion and resides in a community in Jerusalem; I live
at the center of Tel Aviv and am very urban and Jerusalem and Tel Aviv are worlds apart, but
these things are irrelevant in relation to our professional connections about “language” and language testing and language policy. I really cherish this relationship and am sure that my years
in Israel would have been much different had Bernard not been living there. And an important point to mention is that in difficult times in life, he was there as a supporter and as a real
“mensch.”
But this relationship is interesting also from a gendered point of view, because sometimes,
younger women view it as subversive and unequal. Even when I say, “I learn from him, I respect
his wisdom,” I hear women say, “What is it that a woman is always learning from a man?” So
it is true that has been the norm—a younger woman learns from an older man, although I am
sure that Bernard would also say that he respects me and my work; so I think perhaps it does
defy the stereotype. I often think that my motivation to argue with him and disagree actually was
instrumental in creating this relationship. I find that often women are not courageous enough and
do not take the risk of disagreeing and expressing independent voices; this also happens because
of the academic hierarchy, as in most cases the careers of women are so closely dependent on
men’s support. My daughter is also in academia, but I can see how women of her generation
construct themselves differently. They are very concerned about their own position and are aware
of their rights as women; they voice their views, they are more confident and do not hesitate to
demand what they think they deserve. You know, it is very interesting for me that you even asked
the question about Bernard Spolsky, I wonder what motivated it.
A: Well, he seems to have been very fundamental for your thinking. And he’s made you think
in ways that you might not have. You’re willing to listen to him.
E: I am not sure this is in fact so; even positioning your question as “he’s made you think
in ways that you might not have,” assumes some kind of fatherly, mentor–protégé relationship
and that is not very accurate. Yes, he is older, yes, he has been in the profession longer, yes, he
probably wrote a letter for my promotion, but the work I have done comes from me; of course we
were both influential on one another. He was influenced by me and I was influenced by him; we
both made the other think about issues of assessment in different ways. But it was certainly not a
one-way direction, and I wish we would distance ourselves from defining relationships as man–
woman, older–younger, and senior–junior—we tend to simplify and categorize relationships in
academia and overlook the mutuality of relationships. Mostly both of our views were shaped
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in our ACROLT15 meetings, the Academic Committee for Research on Language Testing in
Israel, which we created together along with Andrew Cohen in the ’80s. We had lots of time for
discussions in these conferences, unlike the LTRC, and we would always bring up issues about
the unintended consequences of tests. David Nevo, my colleague, was there too, and it helped that
he did not come from language so we could see it all from a larger perspective of measurement
and program evaluation. We could examine issues of ethicality, consequences, and responsibility,
as these were always on the table to be discussed. Since Israel is a small country and many people
know each other, we could see these things very clearly. You see how the Minister of Education
operates and how decisions are being made and how these affect teachers and students. People
would visit these conferences from Europe and participate in the discussions on consequences
and washback of these tests on their educational systems.
Perhaps this is the moment to express my appreciation to the language testing group and how
as a profession, along with my criticism, it had served such an important role in shaping us. For
me the language testing profession is a lively and caring community; it is like a close family,
and often more than that; in the worst times of my life I was lucky to know these people. The
important thing is how people in this field with which you spent 30 years arguing, disagreeing, discussing, loving, and critiquing serve as such an important role in one’s life. We should
not forget that within these contestations and arguments there is great value in spending a professional career with people who live in different places in the world but still keep in contact.
In this very group where we have disagreements and different directions we also have many
meaningful connections that are a treasure; in a way we can afford to critique because we feel
close.
A: Would you agree with this statement? You have been courageous in being nonconventional.
E: ((laugh)) Courageous, maybe, if it means saying what I think; that is probably true.
Sometimes I just say it and have no control of my words. They just come out when you have
passion about a field and you focus more on the consequences and effect of the words. So, is this
what you mean by being courageous? Then yes, I say what I think just because I strongly believe
the words may have an impact; when I see injustices I must react, I feel I cannot be silent. This
is probably what leads my life and it is grounded in growing up in a very political family with a
strong awareness of justice, or what they thought was justice, because justice has many faces as
well. So when someone gives a paper and it is offensive to the community, I cannot just sit there
and not react. I also very often react to express what I think others would have liked to say but
they are not as courageous as me, as not everyone is in a privileged position as I am, especially
minority students, so I often think it is my duty to react.
A: You’ve explained in detail how you’ve gotten from your 1978 dissertation on the cloze and
FSI to where you are now. What is the link between what you did in 1978 and your talk tomorrow
on Linguistic Landscape?
E: I would say it is more a development that occurred without much explicit planning; in fact
nothing in my life is driven by conscious feeling but by curiosity and passion. So my interest
in language policy certainly emerged from language testing as I realized how language tests are
being used as policy tools. So once I realized that, I got interested in other mechanisms that serve
the regime, the system to promote ideological agendas of those who have strong ideological
15 Academic Committee for Research on Language Testing: http://info.smkb.ac.il/home/home.exe/11571
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beliefs about language and nationalism. In my 2006 book Language Policy16 I examined a number of policy tools I called “mechanisms,” which implicitly affect and create de facto policies.
Linguistic landscape—language in public space—is clearly used as a tool that is instrumental
in creating such policies and it is used by central systems to determine power. My interest in
linguistic landscape is related to my interest in the environment, the ecology, beyond what people use and say to how they represent themselves in space, which is somewhat different than
how they represent themselves in casual conversations, or in writing letters or texts. This is also
related to my deep interest into the new literacies, the expansion of the notion of language and the
use of “languaging” to express the multiple ways we communicate, through signs, and images,
and sounds, and cyberspace. I am obviously also attracted to multilingualism and to the contact
of different languages which exist in the public space, far more than to speech. You can see
signs that are store names, announcements, and instructions that represent different languages
embedded in one another—something you will never see on tests, which are still so monolingual
and rarely include pictures or images. So linguistic landscape provides legitimacy to expanded
varieties of languages, with fewer boundaries, in more open ways; perhaps it is the total antithesis of the languages of tests. These phenomena are mostly taking place in the public space, an
area that has been mostly ignored in the past and is still more free. We can see how it is fine
to be multilingual in public spaces, but not in the speech; that would be called code-switching.
So linguistic landscape breaks the monolingual ideology and different theories explain it. I wish
our tests would reflect that too as well as the rich languages one can find in the public space.
I think about my granddaughter, little Alma, where does she get so much textual information?
Sure, from books, but also from her surroundings, from signs in the public space; this is how she
is learning to read. She’s looking around, she’s seeing signs—the city itself is a textbook. People
are talking a lot now about using linguistic landscape for educational purposes. I believe it is a
powerful method for language learning.
A: I looked at your book Linguistic Landscape,17 and it was very interesting to see the kinds of
phenomena the authors were writing about—it is applied linguistics, but the first thing I thought
about was semiotics, but it’s more than that because you come from it from language. There’s a
different starting point.
E: It begins with language, but you cannot just stay there; doing language alone is not enough,
so we are expanding the definition of language. But students love it: You go outdoors, you
document language in the ecology, you see that language exists everywhere, not just in textbooks, and you become more aware of the environment and you are active, you take pictures,
you analyze, you conclude, you understand new phenomena, you critique. You also learn how to
react, protest, and guard the ecology as it belongs to all. It is a free space and people should be
able to use it as well, not only big corporations or governments that create monuments where they
are trying to market ideologies. Or if they do, let’s learn how to read these ideologies and understand how they are trying to manipulate the ecology, so we become sophisticated consumers of
the ecology and also active agents who want to protect and change it.
A: On a more personal note, what are your hobbies?

16 Shohamy, E. (2006). Language policy: Hidden agendas and new approaches. New York: Routledge.

17 Shohamy, E., & Gortner, D. (Eds.). (2008). Linguistic landscape: Expanding the scenery. New York: Routledge.
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E: ((laugh)) I just work all the time! No time for hobbies, work is my hobby. But there
are at least two things I like to do in particular—one, which is directly related to the work on
linguistic landscape, is photography, taking pictures of people especially when they interact and
use languages, and the other is cycling.
A: With your fold-up bike.
E: Yeah, with my two Bromptons, the blue or the yellow, depending on my mood; I don’t
know why we call things hobbies, you just do these in a more natural way; you ride your bike
to work and like doing it, does it mean it is “a hobby”? But the thing I like most is what I am
doing right now with you, talking with people. Whether it is on the plane or on park benches
in Tel Aviv, or in Singapore or in tapas bars in Barcelona, I just love talking to people, and
almost always about language experiences. So my current research is “experiencing” language
policy. In most multilingual countries, every person has a language story, and these stories are
just fascinating and deep and each one different than the other. I talk mostly to older people who
share with me their language experiences especially of learning Hebrew, and the cost of having
to switch languages in the middle of their lives—what did they lose, what did they gain, how
did the language change affect their lives and functioning and of course how did they learn the
language.
A. Nick told me you have a fascination with pens. Is that true?
E: Pens, computers, cameras, gadgets. Here are some pens.
A: Do you use all of them?
E: I use of all of them, but I go through periods. Now I’m into this one. Now I’m into green
ink, then black. I think a lot of it is psychological—I am always worried that I won’t be able to
write, so having pens gives me the illusion and maybe the hope that it will also generate ideas;
getting a new laptop is also useful for that purpose.
A: Elana, to wrap up this interview, can you tell me about language testing conferences you
particularly like?
E: One conference I really liked was the Cambridge ALTE in 2008, because it addressed
issues of social responsibility and 600 people attended, mostly teachers who discussed their
experiences in classroom assessment as part of their teaching. One reason why some conferences
are not so satisfying is that the testing organizations, with all due respect to Cambridge ESOL
and ETS, are often not such a good influence. Can you see a conference in medicine where
you have people who are developing drugs presenting papers? So I am always suspicious when
testing organizations present papers, although I must say the testing organizations can often play
an important role in encouraging and promoting important themes such as professionalizing
the field, educating teachers about assessment, raising awareness about creating good tests and
especially about social concerns or the consequences of language citizenship tests. So I am often
torn about these issues as well and try to believe that these organizations are doing good.
A: Are there important moments, books, papers, or presentations in language testing that have
stayed with you over the years?
E: I think Spolsky’s Measured Words18 was very influential. I was very impressed by Samuel
Messick’s work; it was an inspiration for me. I did not meet him personally, but I read his things
18 Spolsky, B. (1995). Measured words: The development of objective language testing. Oxford, UK: Oxford
University Press.
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long ago and then heard him talk at AERA. I respected his ideas about test consequences so
much, because I’d been thinking about these topics for a long time so it was very meaningful
to hear and read his papers. George Madaus, Pierre Bourdieu, and Michel Foucault have also
been influential; they provided legitimacy for my thoughts. It is meaningful when you read
that such prominent scholars and philosophers think about things that you had in mind but
were hesitant to express. Claire Kramsch and Merrill Swain are inspirational models of independent women with very sophisticated and deep insights. My good friend Alastair Pennycook
with his critical views about language and about everything in fact; and Tim McNamara, his
thinking, his views, his writings, and his activism have been very inspiring and embedded in
a most meaningful friendship. I am indebted to them and to Bernard Spolsky, whom I already
discussed. Another person I do not know personally but whose writings have been influential
for my thinking is Louis Moll; he is not in language testing but he introduced the notion of
“funds of knowledge,” the appreciation of the knowledge that most people have but is not appreciated in the educational world, especially not in testing. Testers, via the tests, “sell” the ideology
of what people should know, rather than building on what they do know. And as to influence,
the most important funds of knowledge have come from my own wonderful daughters, Daphna
and Orlee, who taught me so much about so many things, testing and language and life and
justice and caring; this interview cannot suffice in describing all I have learned and are learning from them. And little Alma, it is not about me asking her questions but it’s about Alma
telling me about what she knows, what she thinks, and she knows so much; she is constantly
asking me deeper questions to learn more and more. So often “I” do not have the answers to
her sophisticated questions as I flunk these tests . . . perhaps children should test adults and not
the other way around, if it will force adults to learn new things that are relevant in the current
world.
A: Do you have a book or publication that you are most proud of?
E: Probably the Power of Tests. I felt good about it because I was writing about a phenomenon
that was such a central part of testing but that somehow was overlooked, so I felt I was doing
something new then. I am especially happy that I had the opportunity to read the acknowledgement, which shows how my daughters contributed to the shaping of my ideas, to Orlee, a week
before the terrible accident. I like Language Policy in a very different way because it was after
Orlee died and it brings her into the book in many ways, in the introduction about “Languaging
with Orlee,” how we continue to create Orlee’s life in her death through languaging in multiple
forms. She is included in the main theme of the book where I quote lines from her diary in reference to language and life; these are two entities that cannot be controlled whereas there are
always those who try to control them, via language policies and tests; but language and life have
their own energy and dynamics and refuse to be controlled, not by policies, nor by tests as they
have their own dynamics, pace and energy. So being able to share and connect the personal with
the professional in this book and erasing the artificial boundaries of work and life, is a major
agenda, as they are all one.
A: Elana, you were awarded the ILTA Lifetime Achievement Award recently. Your reaction?
E: I clearly appreciate the recognition, but would I like to end with a quote from one of
my closest friends who wrote: . . . “I’m so glad for you that this has been acknowledged. It
matters. And if they hope that by stressing the lifetime achievement bit (you’re done all you
can), they’re hoping you may retire or be nice to them for a change, we know that’s not going to
happen.”
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