
117

In Advanced L2 Reading Proficiency 
Assessments, Should the Question 
Language Be in the L1 or the L2?:  
Does It Make a Difference?

Troy L. Cox, Jennifer Bown, and Teresa R. Bell

Abstract When investigating foreign language (FL) proficiency in reading in 
higher education, one must first determine what proficient reading entails and how 
to operationalize it. The American Council on the Teaching of Foreign Languages 
(ACTFL) proficiency guidelines provide a starting point in this process, but they do 
not provide instructions for assessing reading. Clifford and Cox (Foreign Lang Ann 
46(1):45–61, 2013) define proficient reading as “the active, automatic, far-transfer 
process of using one’s internalized language and culture expectancy system to effi-
ciently comprehend an authentic text for the purpose for which it was written 
(p. 50).” According to this definition, reading is an asynchronous, written two-way 
interaction between author and reader, in which the reader’s primary task is to com-
prehend the author’s intent. However, since the cognitive processes involved in 
reading cannot be directly observed, researchers use observable tasks (e.g., answer-
ing questions, reading aloud, etc.) to make inferences about the FL learner’s reading 
proficiency. Shohamy (Lang Test 1(2):147–170, 1984) notes that this reliance on 
indirect methods of assessment places a “heavy burden on the testing method and 
therefore may create greater variations in scores obtained as a result of these meth-
ods” (p. 149). Thus, researching how test method affects test scores is paramount to 
ensure that any variance in scores is due to differences in proficiency rather than 
choice of test method. In designing tasks to assess reading comprehension, the issue 
of question language (QL) arises. That is, scholars must decide whether the QL 
should be in the same language as the reading passage—the learners’ second lan-
guage (L2) or in the native language (L1) of the learner. When the QL is in the L1, 
it is easier to infer what the reader has understood. When the QL is in the L2, the 
responses are dependent on the examinees’ comprehension of both the questions 
and the text. However, as L2 learners gain reading proficiency, they should also 
better be able to comprehend questions in the L2. The present study sought to fill 
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these gaps in the research literature by examining the effect of QL on the scores of 
advanced readers of Russian on a criterion-referenced test of reading proficiency. 
Understanding the effect of QL on readers with Advanced-level proficiency will 
allow practitioners to make more informed decisions about design of reading assess-
ments in general and of high-stakes, criterion-referenced tests of reading proficiency 
in particular.

Keywords Russian · Russian reading proficiency · Reading proficiency · Question 
language · Reading proficiency test · Learner perception

1  Introduction

When investigating foreign language (FL) proficiency in reading in higher educa-
tion, one must first determine what proficient reading entails and how to operation-
alize it. The American Council on the Teaching of Foreign Languages (ACTFL) 
proficiency guidelines provide a starting point in this process, but they do not pro-
vide instructions for assessing reading. Clifford and Cox (2013) define proficient 
reading as “the active, automatic, far-transfer process of using one’s internalized 
language and culture expectancy system to efficiently comprehend an authentic text 
for the purpose for which it was written” (p. 50). According to this definition, read-
ing is an asynchronous, written two-way interaction between author and reader, in 
which the reader’s primary task is to comprehend the author’s intent. However, 
since the cognitive processes involved in reading cannot be directly observed, 
researchers use observable tasks (e.g., answering questions, reading aloud, etc.) to 
make inferences about the FL learner’s reading proficiency. Shohamy (1984) notes 
that this reliance on indirect methods of assessment places a “heavy burden on the 
testing method and therefore may create greater variations in scores obtained as a 
result of these methods” (p. 149). Thus, researching how test method affects test 
scores is paramount to ensure that any variance in scores is due to differences in 
proficiency rather than choice of test method.

In designing tasks to assess reading comprehension, the issue of question lan-
guage (QL) arises. That is, scholars must decide whether the QL should be in the 
same language as the reading passage—the learners’ second language (L2) or in the 
native language (L1) of the learner. When the QL is in the L1, it is easier to infer 
what the reader has understood. When the QL is in the L2, the responses are depen-
dent on the examinees’ comprehension of both the questions and the text. However, 
as L2 learners gain reading proficiency, they should also better be able to compre-
hend questions in the L2.

The relationship between QL and reading comprehension scores was first stud-
ied by Shohamy in 1984. In her large-scale study involving 655 Israeli high school 
students learning English as an L2, Shohamy tested the effect of multiple choice 
questions in both L1 and L2 and open-ended questions in both L1 and L2 on learn-
ers’ scores. She found that in addition to test method (i.e., multiple-choice, written 
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recall, etc.), QL had a significant effect on students’ scores with students scoring 
lower on tests with questions in the L2. However, she noted that the effect on learn-
ers’ scores diminished as the learners’ skills increased, positing that the difference 
may be erased entirely for highly proficient L2 readers.

Since Shohamy’s study, QL has received sparse treatment from researchers. 
While some research has examined the effect of QL on examinee scores on norm- 
referenced tests (Brantmeier, 2006; Godev, Martinez-Gibson, & Toris, 2002, Gordon 
& Hanauer, 1995; Lee, 1986; Poh & Hock, 1979; Shohamy, 1984), little attention 
has been given to the effects of QL on criterion-referenced proficiency tests. 
Proficiency exams are often high-stakes and summative in nature, thus it behooves 
researchers to understand how the QL can affect learners’ scores.

The few existing studies investigating the effect of QL on test scores have pri-
marily focused on students at the beginning levels of language learning (Godev 
et al., 2002; Lee, 1986; Nevo, 1989; Poh & Hock, 1979; Shohamy, 1984) largely 
ignoring advanced-level readers (but see Brantmeier, 2006) for whom the effect of 
the QL may be less significant. Furthermore, the research that has been conducted 
has focused on commonly-taught L2 s such as English, French, and Spanish.

The present study sought to fill these gaps in the research literature by examining 
the effect of QL on the scores of advanced readers of Russian on a criterion- 
referenced test of reading proficiency. Understanding the effect of QL on readers 
with Advanced-level proficiency will allow practitioners to make more informed 
decisions about design of reading assessments in general and of high-stakes, 
criterion- referenced tests of reading proficiency in particular. This study also con-
sidered students’ affective reactions to the QL.

1.1  Reading Comprehension and Question Language

As a receptive skill, reading comprehension is an internal process dependent on 
many internal and external factors. The purpose of reading, for instance, affects 
students’ internal processing (Linderholm & van den Broek, 2002; Lorch, Lorch, & 
Klusewitz, 1993). When readers read with different goals—such as for enjoyment, 
learning, to evaluation, etc.—they use different internal comprehension processes. 
In addition, studies have also shown that background knowledge affects learners’ 
reading processes (Anderson, 1991; Brantmeier, 2005; Bügel & Buunk, 1996; 
Shiotsu & Weir, 2007).

Assessing reading comprehension, whether in a learner’s L1 or L2, poses par-
ticular challenges. Because comprehension processes take place internally, research-
ers must infer reading ability through external measures. The difficulty for 
researchers is that “by attempting to observe the reader’s response, we are bound in 
some way to affect that response” (Harrison & Dolan, 1979, p. 13). For this reason, 
scholars have considered how different question types affect the comprehension 
process. In L2 testing, QL becomes another facet that can affect the test takers, their 
scores, and their attitudes.

In Advanced L2 Reading Proficiency Assessments, Should the Question Language…
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Reading Proficiency In 2012, ACTFL released its most recent Reading Proficiency 
Guidelines which describe five major levels of proficiency that represent a geomet-
ric progression of reading skills (e.g., Distinguished, Superior, Advanced, 
Intermediate, and Novice) (ACTFL, 2012).1 A study by Clifford and Cox (2013) 
validated these Guidelines, using a test design which aligned author purpose, reader 
purpose, and text characteristics. As the authors note, “the fact that a reader can get 
the main idea (an Intermediate-level task) of a text generated for an Advanced com-
munication purpose does not indicate Advanced reading ability” (p. 60). Instead, at 
the Advanced level, learners should be able to extract details from the text. Moreover, 
an Advanced-level text must exhibit characteristics of the Advanced level: the 
vocabulary must go beyond the high-frequency vocabulary of Intermediate-level 
texts, and the topics should be of broader interest than those at the Intermediate 
level.

As Table  1 demonstrates, at the Advanced level, readers can comprehend the 
details as well as the main ideas of texts, and at the Superior level, readers must be 
able to read between the lines, determining tone and stance. The range of vocabu-
lary required to perform at this level across a wide variety of topics is significant. As 
such, the vocabulary used in L2 questions, theoretically, should not pose difficulties 
for the Advanced- or Superior-level reader, though the vocabulary used in L2 ques-
tions quite likely might pose difficulties for Novice- and Intermediate-level 
learners.

Effects of Question Language on Test Scores Relatively little attention has been 
given to the effect of QL on reading test scores and even less has been given to the 
effect of QL on the test scores of advanced-level learners. Moreover, interpreting 
the results of the prior literature is complicated by the variety of design variables 
and instruments used in prior studies. See Table 2 for more detailed information on 
the participants and the types of questions examined. For example, some research-
ers have examined the effect of QL using multiple choice questions (Gordon & 
Hanauer, 1995; Nevo, 1989; Poh & Hock, 1979; Shohamy, 1984), while others have 
used open-ended questions (Godev, Martínez‐Gibson, & Toris, 2002; Gordon & 
Hanauer, 1995; Shohamy, 1984), written recall (Brantmeier, 2006; Lee, 1986), or 
think aloud protocols (Gordon & Hanauer, 1995). Findings suggest that the type of 
question affects the difficulty of the task as much as the QL.

In spite of the differences in design, prior research on QL generally suggests that 
questions in the L1, especially multiple choice questions, are easier to answer than 
are questions in the L2 (Gordon & Hanauer, 1995; Lee, 1986; Poh & Hock, 1979; 
Shohamy, 1984), and open-ended questions in the L2 are the most difficult to answer 
(Godev et al., 2002; Gordon & Hanauer, 1995; Lee, 1986; Shohamy, 1984). In the 
latter case, the difficulty of responding to open-ended questions in the L2 might be 
attributed to issues of production, rather than comprehension.

1 We use capital letters to refer to the ACTFL levels. Elsewhere, lowercase is used for generic labels 
of learners’ abilities.
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Table 2 Previous QL research

Authors, 
Year

Level of 
student L2 L1

Question 
types Participants

Poh and 
Hock (1979)

Post High 
School

English Bahasa 
Malay

MC Students described as post 
fifth form learners of English 
(n = 39) (fifth form is 
equivalent to senior year in 
high school). These students 
were entering the university.

Shohamy 
(1984)

Low, Int, and 
High (High 
School)

English Hebrew MC and Open 
ended

Students in 12th grade in a 
high school setting in Israel 
(n = 655), and they were 
divided into proficiency 
groups of low, intermediate, 
and high.

Lee (1986) Beg and Int 
(University)

Spanish English Written 
Recall

Students enrolled in four 
different semester level 
(n = 320; 80 participants per 
level). Spanish classes at 
Michigan State and 
University of Michigan for 
first and second years.

Nevo (1989) Intermediate 
(High School)

French Hebrew MC Students in tenth grade in 
High School in Israel 
(n = 42).

Gordon and 
Hanauer 
(1995)

10th Graders 
(High School)

English Hebrew Think-aloud 
protocols 
(MC and 
open ended)

Students in 10th grade 
(n = 28) studying English in 
Israel.

Godev et al., 
(2002)

Intermediate 
(University)

Spanish English Open 
ended- with 
different 
language for 
stem and 
answer

Students in third-semester 
(intermediate) of Spanish at a 
university (n = 28).

Brantmeier 
(2006)

Advanced 
(University)

Spanish English Written 
Recall

Students enrolled in an 
advanced-level Spanish 
grammar and composition 
course at a private university 
in the Midwest (n = 106).

The negative effect of QL on test scores may, however, be mitigated by higher 
reading proficiency. Shohamy (1984) found that the negative effects of L2 questions 
on test scores diminished as the students’ reading skills increased. She posited that 
advanced L2 learners have acquired a broad enough vocabulary that testing them in 
the L2 does not impede their performance. Similarly, Brantmeier (2006), in a study 
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of the effect of task language on the written recalls of 66 advanced-level learners of 
Spanish, found that QL accounted for only 3% of the variance in the performance 
of 66 advanced learners of Spanish on a written recall task. However, a sizable 28% 
of the variance in L2 written recall was attributed to learners with lower levels of 
reading proficiency, as measured by student scores on the “Romance Languages and 
Literatures Online Placement Exam.” Scholars suggest that the L1 plays a larger 
role in L2 reading for novice level readers (Corder, 1978; Upton, 1997; Upton & 
Thompson, 2001). As readers gain proficiency in the L2, they rely less on their L1 
to process texts. Thus Bernhardt (2005) asserts that, until readers reach the “highest 
L2 proficiency/fluency levels” (p.141), assessment should take place in the L1.

Impact of QL on Strategies and Affect Of further interest in testing language 
proficiency is ensuring that systematic score variance is not due to extraneous fac-
tors such as strategies or affect (e.g., confidence, motivation, etc.). In fact, a few 
studies suggest that the QL may affect the strategies that learners employ while 
reading and processing. For example, Gordon and Hanauer (1995) found that mul-
tiple choice questions offer information to the learners that they may rely on to 
respond to questions. Nevo (1989) noted that readers faced with multiple choice 
questions in the L2 were more likely to guess by attempting to match words and 
phrases from the text and from the questions.

The question of learners’ affective responses to QL in tests of reading compre-
hension has largely been ignored in the research. Shohamy (1984) suggests that test 
items in the L2 may increase learners’ anxiety levels, thus indirectly leading to 
lower scores, however, she did not empirically test this hypothesis. One study of 
learners’ attitudes towards QL in listening comprehension may provide some pre-
liminary insights. As part of a study to examine the difficulty of test questions in the 
L1 or the L2, Filipi (2012) also surveyed her participants to ascertain their attitudes 
towards the test questions. She found that a majority of beginning and intermediate 
students of French (N = 154) and Japanese (N = 194) preferred questions in the L1, 
generally finding the questions in the L1 to be harder. Whether this holds true in 
reading comprehension has yet to be seen.

This study sought to shed additional light on the issue of QL, by focusing on 
advanced-level learners of Russian, a less commonly taught language that has here-
tofore not been included in studies on QL. Not only does Russian use a non-Roman 
alphabet, but it is also typologically quite different from English (the L1 used in the 
majority of the QL studies) and thus may pose unique challenges to the L2 reader. 
Moreover, we sought to understand learners’ affective responses to the QL. The fol-
lowing questions guided our research:

• What effect does QL have on reading comprehension test scores among advanced 
learners of Russian?

• What are the attitudes of advanced learners of Russian toward QL?

In Advanced L2 Reading Proficiency Assessments, Should the Question Language…
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2  Methods

To explore the different effects of QL on reading comprehension scores of advanced 
learners of Russian and their attitudes, two instruments were created: a reading 
comprehension exam and an attitudinal survey. Participants were then recruited 
from upper division (third-year) Russian courses. A counter-balanced design was 
employed after which the resulting data were analyzed.

2.1  Reading Comprehension Exam

The reading comprehension exam used items that had been previously validated for 
ACTFL reading proficiency assessments (Clifford & Cox, 2013) in which each L2 
reading passage contained a single question (in English, the L1). The instrument 
consisted of four Advanced-level passages in which the author’s purpose was to 
inform and the readers’ task was to understand details, and sixteen Superior pas-
sages in which the authors’ purpose was to persuade and the readers’ task was to 
infer the authors’ argument. The existing multiple-choice questions were translated 
from English into Russian by university faculty (two native and one native speaker 
of English with Superior-level proficiency in Russian) in order to equalize the item 
difficulty.

Two forms of the test were created: one in which the examinees responded to the 
questions in Russian first and the other in which examinees saw the questions in 
English first. To control for the influence of ordering effects, the order of the 
questions was constant between the two test forms independent of the QL. The test 
consisted of two ten-question parts resulting in an exam that was 20 questions. The 
structure of each part started with one Advanced question followed by eight Superior 
and ended with another Advanced. This attempted to mimic the structure of an 
ACTFL Oral Proficiency Interview (OPI) in which examinees warm up and cool 
down with easier items and attempt the more difficult items in the middle. Once the 
test was created and the item ordering fixed, two test forms were created using a 
counterbalanced design. Form A had part 1 with the QL in Russian and part 2 
with the QL in English. Form B had part 1 with the QL in English and part 2 with 
the QL in Russian.

2.2  Attitudinal Survey

To measure participant attitudes two steps were involved. First, after every question, 
participants were asked to use a 100-point slider scale to rate their confidence in 
answering the item correctly (very unconfident to very confident) and their anxiety 
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level with the question (very low to very high). Following the reading test, the par-
ticipants were asked to complete a post-test survey. This survey was created for this 
study and consisted of both Likert-scale and open-ended questions. Only the open-
ended questions that asked for opinions on the QL were used for this study.

2.3  Participants

The participants were 64 male (N = 51) and female (N = 13) students who were 
enrolled in a third year Russian language course. The average age of the participants 
was 21.74 (SD = 1.11) and they had all previously lived in a Russian-speaking coun-
try for an average of 22.6 months (SD = 2.92). While this group of students did not 
take an external proficiency test, prior OPI testing of students in this population has 
revealed an average speaking proficiency of Advanced-mid. Moreover, the students 
in the course read a great deal of material at the Advanced level. Thus, it was 
assumed that they were at least Advanced-level readers. All participants were given 
$20 for participating, and in order to incentivize the participants to do their best on 
the exam, an additional $5 compensation was offered for scoring in the Superior 
range.

2.4  Counterbalanced Design

Participants were randomly placed into two groups based on their arrival to the test-
ing site in order to use a counterbalanced design. Counterbalancing occurs when 
two or more groups receive the same treatment. To avoid confounding due to order-
ing effects, the first group took form A with part 1 in English and part 2 in Russian, 
and the second group took form B with part 1  in Russian and part 2  in English. 
Without counterbalancing, some might argue that the differences in performance 
were confounded by the passages that were used instead of the QL. Counterbalanced 
designs use a repeated measures ANOVA with one between group variable (e.g., 
group membership) and one within-subject variable (e.g., QL). To answer the first 
research question, the aforementioned ANOVA was used on the test scores with the 
dependent varaiable as the test score on each part (correct out of 10 possible points), 
the within subjects independent variable as the QL of the part of the test and the 
between subjects variable as the group the participants were randomly assigned. To 
answer the second research question, another two repeated measures ANOVA were 
conducted employing the same independent variables. Confidence and anxiety were 
calculated by averaging the participants’ responses on each post-question survey 
(see Fig. 1) for the two parts of the test. The open-ended responses on the post exam 
survey were also analyzed for possible trends.
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Fig. 1 Screenshot—passage and questions

3  Results

The participants scored substantially higher on items in which the QL was English 
rather than Russian (see Table 3). A repeated measures ANOVA found that while 
group 1 performed better than group 2 [F(1, 62) = 451.88, p < .001] with a large 
effect size (partial η2 = .88), but more importantly, there was no interaction with the 
between subject variable of group [F(1, 62) = .22, p = .75] (see Fig. 2) and QL. Thus 
it did not matter whether participants saw the English questions in part 1 or part 2. 
Regardless of the actual reading passage, when the QL was in English participants 
scored higher [F(1, 62) = 21.47, p < .001,] with a large effect size (partial η2 = .26).

Participants were also more confident in answering the question correctly and 
less anxious when the QL was English rather than Russian with a mean difference 
of 4.30 in their confidence level and a mean difference of 3.75 in terms of anxiety 
(Tables 4 and 5).

Intriguingly, the relationship between confidence and actual reading comprehen-
sion was stronger when students responded to the questions in Russian (r =  .53, 
p < .001) as opposed to responding in English (r = .28, p = .027). In both cases, 
learners were overconfident in their ability. That is that they assumed they answered 
the question correctly when they did not. However, they were even more overconfi-
dent when the QL was English.

Attitudinal Survey A repeated measures ANOVA found that in the between sub-
jects variable of group, there were no significant differences with either confidence 
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Table 3 Descriptive statistics of ability level by QL

English Russian
Group 1 Group 2 Total Group 1 Group 2 Total

Mean 5.83 5.26 5.53 4.73 4.00 4.34
N 30 34 64 30 34 64
95% Confidence Mean (Min) 4.93 4.51 4.96 4.05 3.29 3.85
   Interval for (Max) 6.73 6.02 6.10 5.42 4.71 4.84
Median 6.00 5.00 5.50 5.00 4.00 4.00
Std. Deviation 2.41 2.17 2.28 1.84 2.04 1.97
Minimum 1.00 0.00 0.00 1.00 0.00 0.00
Maximum 10.00 9.00 10.00 8.00 8.00 8.00

Fig. 2 Estimated marginal means of reading ability by group and QL

(F(1,62) = .002, p = .96, η2 = .000) and anxiety (F(1,62) = .568, p = .45, η2 = .009). 
We found no interaction with the between subject variable of group and QL 
(F(1,62) = .26, p = .61, η2 = .004) in terms of confidence. When the QL was English, 
participants were more confident (the within-subject variable) in answering the 
question correctly (F(1, 62) = 16.33 p < .001, η2 = .26).
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Table 4 Descriptive statistics of ability level by confidence by QL

English Russian
Group 1 Group 2 Total Group 1 Group 2 Total

Mean 61.29 60.50 60.87 55.68 56.14 55.93
N 56.17 56.06 57.60 48.93 50.95 51.85
95% Confidence Mean (Min) 66.42 64.94 64.14 62.44 61.32 60.00
   Interval for (Max) 60.92 60.28 60.58 55.85 56.19 56.03
Median 59.60 58.45 59.15 51.90 54.95 52.80
Std. Deviation 13.73 12.72 13.10 18.08 14.86 16.32
Minimum 31.20 38.90 31.20 7.40 24.30 7.40
Maximum 98.70 87.30 98.70 97.30 86.70 97.30

Table 5 Descriptive statistics of ability level by anxiety by QL

English Russian
Group 1 Group 2 Total Group 1 Group 2 Total

Mean 43.02 38.13 40.42 44.60 44.16 44.36
N 37.86 32.77 36.74 39.26 39.22 40.84
95% Confidence Mean (Min) 48.17 43.49 44.11 49.94 49.10 47.89
   Interval for (Max) 47.80 44.70 47.45 49.25 48.40 49.25
Median 13.81 15.37 14.75 14.30 14.16 14.11
Std. Deviation 0.00 1.80 0.00 0.00 5.20 0.00
Minimum 60.90 60.00 60.90 63.10 68.40 68.40
Maximum 43.02 38.13 40.42 44.60 44.16 44.36

However, we did find an interaction (F(1,62) = 8.11, p = .006, η2 = .116) between 
group and QL in terms of anxiety. The group that saw the English QLs first had a 
slightly higher level of anxiety when they subsequently encountered the Russian 
QL, but the group that saw the Russian QLs first reported much less anxiety when 
the QL switched to English. Perhaps this indicates a sense of a relief in better com-
prehending what was being asked of them. With both groups, though, the QL in 
English resulted in less anxiety (F(1, 62) = 23.75 p < .001, η2 = .28). (see Fig. 3).

Prior to answering the open-ended questions, students were asked to respond to 
the following statement “I prefer having the questions in Russian.” Their average on 
a seven-point Likert scale was 3.46 (sd = 1.18, 95%CI [3.17, 3.75]) indicating no 
strong preference for QL. Thirty-one students responded to the optional open-ended 
questions for a response rate of 50%. These responses shed some light on learners’ 
preferences with regards to QL.

Preferring Questions in Russian Eighteen of the 31 comments were from those 
that preferred questions in L2. Responses of participants who preferred the  questions 
in Russian seemed to fall into three major categories: (1) naturalness, (2) vocabulary 
strategies, and (3) motivation.
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Fig. 3 Estimated marginal means of confidence and anxiety level by group and QL

Naturalness. Three of the 18 comments made reference to questions in L2 seem-
ing more natural. One of the higher performing students who preferred questions in 
Russian commented that “[i]t’s more natural to discuss Russian passages in 
Russian.” The naturalness of an L2 activity is certainly a reflection of an advanced 
language learner’s mindset. Research has shown that advanced language learners 
begin to think more and more in the L2, making tasks in the L2 more “natural.” By 
contrast, beginning learners are less likely to consider activities in the L2 as natural 
when they are grappling with all of the newness of learning a language. This com-
ment echoes Upton’s (1997) and Upton and Thompson’s (2001) findings indicating 
that students rely less on L1  in reading comprehension as they progress toward 
advanced levels. Interestingly, this student who appreciates the naturalness of the 
Russian questions scored the exact same in both languages. Two other comments 
echoed this sentiment: “Russian answers seem a bit easier since the text was in 
Russian” and “it was easier for me to just answer in Russian, largely because I just 
had to think in one language instead of switching between two.”

The act of switching, perhaps, relates to the perceived naturalness of the test 
instrument. In addition to being less natural, switching between languages may be 
cumbersome, potentially violating the terms of a good test question as defined by 
Shohamy. A good test, she says, is one where “the method has very little effect on 
the trait,” and a bad test is one where the method “has a strong effect on the trait 
being measured and consequently on the test takers’ scores on such tests” (p. 147). 
If code-switching is perceived to place additional strain on test takers, L1 questions 
might invalidate the assessment instrument. Curiously, this student who did not like 
“switching” back and forth actually scored higher when questions were in English.

Strategies involving vocabulary. Several strategies surfaced as explanation for 
preferring questions in L2. One student noted that “[Russian questions] helped with 
words that I wasn’t sure about in the text although it took me longer to figure it [the 
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answer] out.” This statement suggests that multiple choice questions in the L2 facili-
tated use of problem-solving strategies. Gordon and Hanauer (1995) similarly sug-
gested that students might learn from multiple choice questions, since they offer the 
most information to the test taker and serve as a rich source of information in help-
ing the test taker answer questions. Nevo (1989) noted a similar pattern, finding that 
L2 questions led to more guessing or matching of similar words and phrases among 
a group of intermediate students of French. However, intuition suggests that match-
ing may be more of a concern with Novice- and Intermediate-level learners, whose 
comprehension skills are not fully developed. Though one student in this study 
reported “matching” as a strategy, noting that “it is easier to match vocabulary from 
the question to the passage than to make good guesses using the English words,” the 
student in question scored lower on the assessment with questions in the L2 than in 
the L1. If question items are well-designed, “matching” may become less viable as 
a test taking strategy.

Motivation. Some students who preferred the questions in Russian cited motiva-
tion as a factor in their choice. As one student explained, “if it’s a Russian exam, I 
would like to answer the questions in Russian. It gives me an incentive to want to 
learn more vocabulary if I am going to take an exam as a Russian would.” This state-
ment implies that question items in the L2 may enjoy greater face validity among 
Advanced-level speakers than questions in the L1. Moreover, the assessment instru-
ment itself apparently served as a purpose-driven and meaningful experience for 
this language learner, further motivating the student to improve vocabulary and 
reading skills.

Preferring Questions in English Though students on the whole scored lower 
when questions were posed in L2, the prior section illustrates that questions in the 
L2 posed some benefits to the students in the form of naturalness, strategies, and 
motivation. However, some students preferred questions in their L1. In analyzing 
their responses, two major themes emerged—strategies involving vocabulary and 
general difficulty of the question.

Strategies involving vocabulary. In regards to the vocabulary of the questions one 
student responded, “I mean, I know if I had a wider vocabulary, it (Russian ques-
tions) would not be a problem, so up to a point yes (I would prefer questions in 
Russian).” Another student stated that “at…times the English was good if I didn’t 
know an important word.” This statement supports Shohamy’s (1984) and 
Bernhardt’s (2005) concerns about testing L2 reading in the context of learners’ 
“impoverished second language skills.” (p 141). In fact, Shohamy (1984) asserts 
that for novice and intermediate learners, “presenting the questions in L1 may be 
considered more ethical, since the decision maker obtains information on the test 
taker’s ability to understand the L2 text, without a carry-over from the language of 
the questions” (p. 158).

Whereas learners’ inability to comprehend the question items in the L2 may have 
negatively affected their reading test scores, L1 question items may have offered test 
takers clues as to the general meaning of the text, as Shohamy (1984) posits. One 
student reported, “if there is a word you don’t know in the passage, an English ques-
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tion could help you figure it out.” This strategy appears similar to the L2 vocabulary 
matching, cited above. However, the strategies used to puzzle out new vocabulary 
may have been quite different when the questions were posed in the L1. Matching 
of L2 words may involve less comprehension than matching of L1 words to L2 
words. Moreover, Godev et  al. (2002) found that cognates, quasi-cognates, false 
cognates, and quasi-false cognates can either aid or lead the test taker astray when 
questions are in the L1. Overall, the student responses indicate that carefully con-
structed test items are important to ensure that questions do not provide too much 
information that can lead to strategic guessing.

General difficulty of the questions. Some comments spoke to the difficulty of the 
questions: “It was harder in Russian,” and “honestly, the questions in Russian were 
easy, but the answers in Russian were difficult.” The latter comment may initially 
seem like commentary on the construction of the multiple choice items from the 
exam or even multiple choice items in general. However, this seems unlikely in light 
of the fact that no such comment was made in reference to the questions in English 
which had been formerly arbitrated by experts and rated at comparable difficulty to 
the questions in Russian. This leaves aspects that are specific to QL as a basis for 
establishing personal preference.

4  Conclusion

This research study investigated the effect QL has on reading comprehension test 
scores among advanced learners of Russian as well as learners’ preferences regard-
ing QL. Our findings corroborate previous research indicating that questions in the 
L1 are easier for students. Shohamy (1984) and Bernhardt (2005) hypothesized that 
questions in the L2 are appropriate at the advanced levels of reading proficiency, 
however implicit in this assumption is that the passage, question, and examinee 
proficiency levels are aligned. Our data suggest that L1 questions are easier even for 
advanced-level learners, when responding to texts and questions that may be beyond 
their actual proficiency level. It may be that the QL has less of an impact when the 
learners’ reading proficiency matches that of the intended passage and question 
difficulty.

We also examined students’ preferences for QL in the L1 or L2. In this study, 
unlike in Filipi’s (2012) study with lower-level learners, participants reported no 
strong preference for QL, in spite of the fact that questions in the L2 proved more 
difficult. This ambivalence towards QL suggests that questions in the L2 may enjoy 
greater face validity than questions in the L1 for advanced-level speakers. Face 
validity is defined as an individual’s subjective view of the validity of an assess-
ment, or in other words, the test taker’s belief about whether or not the assessment 
is a fair measure of knowledge or ability (Holden, 2010). The students’ lack of a 
strong preference may indicate their beliefs that, as advanced speakers, they should 
be able to handle questions in the L2. In fact, at least one student indicated that 
questions in the L2 appeared more authentic and therefore more motivating.
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Even though students expressed no strong preference for QL, their confidence 
levels in answering correctly were generally higher when responding to questions in 
English than in Russian. However, that confidence was frequently misplaced with 
students being generally overconfident in their abilities, but tending to be more so 
when the QL was English. Even for Advanced-level learners, questions in the L1 
may serve as a “security blanket,” making them overconfident in their 
comprehension.

These findings are intriguing in light of Shohamy’s study, suggesting that more 
advanced readers were “hardly affected” (p. 157) by the QL, leading Shohamy to 
conclude that “high and low-level” students may process L2 data differently. 
Drawing on Corder (1978), she suggested that learners rely more on the L1 in the 
beginning phases of language learning. In fact, she posits that “[i]n the beginning 
phases, the native language is the only linguistic system from which the learner can 
draw” (p. 158). Nevertheless, even advanced learners appear to feel more confident, 
even if over confident, in their comprehension when questions are posed in the L1.

At least one of the comments in our qualitative study discussed the difficulty 
associated with switching between the L1 and the L2. If, as Shohamy (1984) and 
Corder (1978) posit, advanced level learners draw primarily from the L2 linguistic 
system, switching between languages may cause psychological strain. Even if this 
strain does not adversely affect performance on an assessment instrument, learners 
may believe that code switching does. Such a belief would challenge the face valid-
ity of the instrument.

In developing criterion-referenced tests, it is important to consider QL and cut 
scores. Advanced- and Superior-level readers are expected to have a much broader 
base of vocabulary, allowing them to more easily comprehend questions in the L2. 
If test designers insist on presenting questions in the L1, cut scores may need to be 
higher to certify Advanced- and Superior-level proficiency, since it appears that 
questions in the L1 are easier even for advanced-level readers.

4.1  Limitations and Suggestions for Future Research

The primary limitations of this study involve a possible mismatch between the 
learners’ reading proficiency levels and the test items. The research instrument pre-
dominately comprised Superior-level items, whereas the learners may have been at 
the Advanced level, or possibly below. Participants were invited to take part in the 
study based on their enrollment in an advanced-level course in Russian cultural his-
tory and their extended time abroad in Russian-speaking countries. In the end, how-
ever, the overall scores on the reading comprehension exam were unexpectedly low, 
suggesting that the multiple choice items may have been above most students’ pro-
ficiency level (overall mean = 49.35%). Since the test items had been empirically 
validated for the Superior level, the learners’ performance may be evidence that 
they were not actually Superior-level readers.
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To better understand the effect of QL on Advanced- and Superior-level readers, 
researchers should first establish the proficiency level of the learners, using a 
criterion- referenced test and then match the instrument to the learners’ level. The 
study would have benefitted from dividing participants into groups of high and low 
ability based on prior proficiency measures in order to better interpret the results. In 
cases where some students preferred L1 and some students preferred the L2, it 
would have been illuminating to know find out if there was a correlation between 
previously determined proficiency level and scores on the reading comprehension 
exam and preference for either QL. Future research could also investigate the effect 
of QL for items below, at, and above the learners’ established proficiency levels.

Additionally, future research that investigates question-related variables, such as 
vocabulary, strategies, motivation, and naturalness, would contribute to an under-
standing learner attitudes toward QL. These areas could be examined in terms of 
preference, difficulty, and validity. The present study only addressed QL preference 
and found that preference and difficulty regarding QL do not necessarily correlate. 
More research is needed to understand what factors contribute to the “difficulty” of 
a passage and item.

Student comments about the difficulty of items in the L1 or L2 only hinted at 
their processing and test-taking strategies. Multiple choice questions on reading 
comprehension exams contain a great deal of information and thus may help the test 
taker to answer questions correctly (Godev et al., 2002). The information contained 
in the questions in the present study invited participants to implement the strategy 
of comparing the question information with the passage information in order to 
learn more information. From the survey comments it is apparent that the strategy 
of using questions in L1 as well as L2 to learn information was employed at least to 
some degree. Whether that information actually helped in answering the questions 
correctly was undetermined.

In the present study, we considered students’ preferences for QL as well as their 
confidence in responding to questions posed in the L1 or the L2. However, Shohamy 
(1984) has hypothesized that L2 questions may cause anxiety, particularly for low- 
level learners. What impact anxiety might have for learners of any level remains to 
be determined. Other affective variables, such as confidence and self-efficacy, along 
with their relationship with QL may also prove to be useful areas of research.

More research is needed in this area with larger sample sizes and with a wider 
variety of L2  s. The QL research to date has focused on French, Spanish, and 
English, and while Shohamy examined QLs in Hebrew with English passages, this 
is the first known study to examine a less commonly taught language with a differ-
ent orthographic system. As FL research suggests, each language has a unique inter-
action and relationship with the L1, and the effect of different writing systems such 
as Arabic, Chinese, Japanese, Korean, etc. should be explored. Moreover, the nature 
of QL research may be such that outcomes among other language pairs may lead to 
substantially different results than those previously found, and the interpretation of 
QL research should be considered in this light.
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4.2  Implications for Testing and Teaching

What language should be used when testing L2 reading comprehension? 
Unfortunately, the answer is not entirely clear-cut and is likely dependent on the 
testing situation and population as well as on practical considerations. Though it 
may appear that the QL should be in the L2 for Advanced- and Superior-level items, 
there are situations in which the L1 may be preferable. For example, certain profes-
sions, particularly in government work, require a high degree of bilingual fluency. 
Many language professionals are required to read in the L2 and report on that read-
ing in the L1. In such cases, requiring learners to switch languages during an assess-
ment instrument is a valid means of assessing their ability to perform their jobs. 
Additionally, in the design of reading assessments for less commonly taught lan-
guages, finding testing experts with enough expertise to ensure the quality of test 
items may be difficult, if not impossible. In such situations, passages can be trans-
lated into a common L1, and the questions can be evaluated in that L1. On the other 
hand, heritage speakers of a language or students who do not speak the L1 of the 
dominant population may be at a disadvantage when asked to respond to questions 
in a third language. In order to make reading proficiency tests available to anyone 
regardless of L1, the instruments cannot be dependent on bilingualism.

In the end, the issue of QL remains unsolved. However this study does yield 
some implications for testing. First, it is important to establish the reading profi-
ciency of learners first with criterion-referenced testing before testing items in L1 
and L2. Doing so will eliminate the question of whether the test items might be too 
difficult for learners. Second, test designers should construct items with test tasking 
strategies in mind. Well-constructed items to avoid matching or giving away infor-
mation and are designed with test-taking strategies in mind. And third, the type of 
task required to answer a test item may have an effect on outcomes. Multiple choice 
may be useful for large scale norm- or criterion-referenced tests, but may not always 
be appropriate for classroom assessment.

This study represents a first attempt to investigate the effect of QL on the scores 
of Advanced-level readers of Russian. Although we were unable to definitively 
answer the question about which language should be used in assessing reading com-
prehension at the Advanced and Superior levels, this study has nonetheless contrib-
uted to our understanding in this area. Advanced-level readers of Russian generally 
reported that questions in the L2 were more difficult to answer leading to increased 
anxiety and decreased confidence than were questions in the L1. However, our 
study finds that the level of the learners may not be as important as the alignment of 
the learners’ proficiency level and the difficulty of the reading passages and subse-
quent tasks. Decisions about QL should be made deliberately, taking into 
 consideration the level of the participants and the level of the tasks that they are 
expected to perform.
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