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CHAPTER 4

TEACHERS’ TASK DEMANDS,
STUDENTS’ TEST EXPECTATIONS,
AND ACTUAL TEST CONTENT

Abstract
Previous studies on instructional importance show that individual students and their teachers differ in the
topics that they consider important in the context of an upcoming teacher-made test. This study aimed to
examine whether such differences between students’ test expectations and teachers’ intended task de-
mands can be explained by the actual test content.

Participants were history teachers (N = 19) and their 11th-grade students (N = 388). Teachers and
students rated the importance of text sections that would be tested in the near future. By means of multi-
level analysis, ratings were compared with the occurrence of sections in the tests.

Although teachers considered a majority of sections as important and tested only a minority of the
sections, their tests still included sections rated as unimportant. The number of such discrepancies, how-
ever, was relatively small. Sections the teachers rated important had a much higher probability of being
included in the test than sections rated unimportant. For students, a similar but lower degree of corre-
spondence between ratings and test content was found. Interestingly, for sections that teachers considered
important, students more often gave a higher rating when these sections appeared in the test than when
they did not. The same holds for sections that teachers considered unimportant.

We conclude that both teachers and students there is a limited correspondence between perceived
task demands and test content. Furthermore, students’ perceptions of task demands show a compensation
for some of the differences between their teachers” intended task demands and the test demands.

I INTRODUCTION

When students have clear and realistic expectations about the test, they know the
goals and criteria towards which they should direct their studying. They have, in
other words, an accurate perception of the requirements of the study task. In class-
rooms, it is generally the teacher who is responsible for defining the task demands,
and how these demands are tested. Because teachers will differ in their task de-
mands, students try to attune to the task and test demands that their teacher sets (cf.
Doyle, 1983; Nolen & Haladyna, 1990; Ramsden, 1988: Simpson & Nist, 1997:
Thomas & Rohwer, 1986: Van Etten, Freebern, & Pressley, 1997; Winne & Hadwin,
1998). The present study focuses on a specific kind of demand that concerns the
“instructional importance” of textual topics in the context of an upcoming test (cf.
Alexander & Jetton, 1996). A clear perception of this kind of demand may help stu-
dents to focus their attention especially on important text parts and as a consequence

" Broekkamp, H., Van Hout-Wolters, B. H. A. M., Van den Bergh, H., & Rijlaarsdam. G.
(submitted). Teachers’ task demands, students’ test expectations and actual test content.
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to increase their learning performance (Anderson & Armbruster, 1984; Reynolds,
1992).

Several studies have examined the instructional importance that students and
teachers assign to textual topics when a test has been set (Alexander, Jetton, Kuliko-
wich, & Woehler, 1994; Broekkamp, Van Hout-Wolters, Rijlaarsdam, & Van den
Bergh, 2002; Jetton & Alexander, 1997; Schellings & Van Hout-Wolters, 1994,
1995; Van Hout-Wolters, 1990a, 1990b/1997). In these studies, a limited correspon-
dence was found between teachers, between students, and/or between teachers and
their students with respect to their importance assignment. These findings were ob-
tained for different text levels (sentence, paragraph, section), different measures
(rating, question writing, underlining, note-taking), different subjects (science, biol-
ogy, language arts, history) and different correspondence measures, including multi-
level estimates. Furthermore, the student-teacher correspondence varied between
teachers, students and textual topics. These studies suggest the following conclu-
sions: (a) teachers differ in the task demands they set, (b) teachers differ in the way
they convey task demands to their students, (c) students, generally, do not have a
very accurate perception of their teachers’ task demands, (d) some students have a
more accurate perception of the task demands than other students'.

Jetton and Alexander (1997) analysed the tests teachers constructed and gave to
their students. Students’ importance assignments showed only a limited correspon-
dence with the required contents of the test. For instance, some topics that students
considered relatively unimportant were addressed by more than one test item while
topics that they considered relatively important were not addressed at all. Even more
interestingly, such discrepancies also existed for the teachers’ ratings, with two of
the three participating teachers clearly showing a higher correspondence with their
own test questions than the other teacher did. The qualitative character of the study
does not allow for generalisations. Nonetheless, the findings suggest that differences
exist between teachers’ (intended) task demands (the demands towards which stu-
dents should direct their learning when preparing for the test) and the actual resr de-
mands (the contents required by the test items).

When students study in preparation for a test, the test demands at best represent a
sample of teachers’ task demands. That is, the test generally cannot cover all infor-
mation that students are required to learn. Depending on the number of topics that
have to be studied, available testing time, the kinds of test questions or arbitrary fac-

"It should be noted that the perspective by which participants assigned importance to the text units
showed differences among the studies. For instance, in the study by Broekkamp, Van Hout-Wolters, Ri-
Jlaarsdam & Van den Bergh, 2002, students’ importance ratings expressed both the emphasis of topics in
the class and the likelihood that these topics would appear in the test. The rating task in the study of
Jetton and Alexander (1997) was also followed by a test, but students received the more general instruc-
tion to indicate content they deemed important to know. In the study of Schellings and Van Hout-Wolters
(1995) students were asked to pretend study for a regular test given by their teacher and to underline text
units that were likely to be asked in such a test. In this study, no actual test was given to the students.
Despite such differences, it can be argued that in all of the studies that we mention, the — actual or imagi-
nary — upcoming test exerted influence on the assignment of importance. For this reason we allow our-
selves to describe the findings in terms of task demands for all of these studies. In doing so, we deviate
from Alexander and associates, who did not use the term task demands overtly and used the more general
term of instructional importance to describe their findings.














































