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PELA 

• Language is still a contributory factor in 
many aircraft accidents 

• EUROCONTROL initiative - June 1988 
– 1st English Language Workshop 

• Workshop concluded that controllers 
–   should demonstrate listening, pronunciation 

and comprehension skills in English 
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PELA - the design 

• Reflects a range of ATC tasks 

• Focuses on language  

• Requires a level of general English 

• Is for student air traffic controllers 
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PELA - linguistic ability 

Did you get 
that? 
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PELA - linguistic ability 

• to produce messages in natural 
language: 
– in both usual & unusual situations 

• to give appropriate response to pilot 
messages 

continued... 
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PELA - linguistic ability 
 

• resolve misunderstanding due to: 
– limited language ability 

– noise and/or distraction 

– stress 

• maintain strict adherence to ICAO 
phraseology 
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PELA - Test Structure 

• General layout of the test 
– Paper 1 - Listening 

– Paper 2 - Oral Responses 

– Paper 3 - Oral Interaction, and  

– Paper 4 - Reading (optional) 
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PELA  
 Plain English + R/T 

• Candidates are expected to adhere 
strictly to published ICAO 
radiotelephony phraseology,  

 and where necessary, 

• demonstrate an ability to communicate 
effectively in natural English in non-
routine and emergency situations. 
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Paper 2 
Oral responses 

Paper 3 
Oral Interaction 

Paper 4 
Reading (optional) 

Version 1 ... Version 1 ... Version 1 ... Version 1  

80 items 30 (+2) items 

2 Phases 

80 items 

Paper 1 
Listening 

PELA TEST 

8 sections 
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PELA - Paper 1 Listening 

All versions have the same format and presentation 

 Existing test items retained but number increased 
from 68 to 80 

 Better balance of ATC functions (TWR, APP & ENR) 

 Improved layout – less distraction for candidates 

 Simplified tables with easier to read instructions 

 Pass mark increased from 50% to 70% (56/80) 
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PELA   
Paper 2 Oral Responses 

More versions of TWR, APP and ENR 

Revised charts 

Two practice items included 

Number of test items increased from 28 to 30 

•Pass marks for language performance & 
appropriacy both increased to 70% (21/30) 
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PELA - Paper 3  
Oral Interaction 

 

 New scenarios developed for tower and 
approach functions 

 Common PELA charts (same as for 
Paper 2) applied throughout 
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PELA - Paper 4 Reading 
 

• Format revised 

• One book includes texts and questions  
together 

•  Improved balance of item types 

•  Test items increased to 80 
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PELA - Rating Scales 
 

 Rating scales for Paper 2 and Paper 3 are 
aligned to the ICAO standard of language 
proficiency required for aeronautical 
communication (Level 4 operational) 

 Terminology standardised 
continued... 
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PELA - Rating Scales 

 Descriptors for features specific to PELA 
retained – phraseology, formulaic 
phraseology and the impact of appropriacy 
on safety 

• “Pronunciation” for PELA remains at a 
higher level than ICAO level 4 
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PELA - a test to satisfy 

• ICAO SARPS 

• ESARR 5 

• Common European Personnel Licence 
for air traffic controllers 

• ICAO language proficiency standard 

• ICAO published phraseology 
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PELA 
• PELA is fully compliant with ICAO 

language proficiency standard (Level 
4) for aeronautical communications 

 

• PELA = ICAO + RTF 
(for air traffic controllers, in English) 
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Current Development 

Web-based PELA 

• Paper 1 Listening 

• Paper 2 Oral Responses 

• More efficient administration 

• More appealing to candidates 
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PELA - Implementation 

• 20 EUROCONTROL and ECAC States 
– Belgium, Bulgaria, Czech Republic, Denmark, 

Estonia, Finland, France, FYROM, Hungary, 
Latvia, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Moldova, 
Poland, Portugal, Romania (ROMATSA & 
CAA), Slovakia, Sweden, Switzerland and 
Turkey. 
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It’s a good thing 
we have ATC, eh 
Cap’n. 
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The PELA Test 



































Nick Saville 

 

ALTE Code of Practice Working Group 

 
 
 

Ethics and Quality Control in Language Testing 
 

A Quality Management System for  

International Language Examination Providers 



Web-site: Alte.org 

Outline of presentation 

 Part 1 Introduction and background 

 Part 2 The ALTE QM System 

 Part 3 Self-evaluation and quality improvement 

 Part 4 Setting standards – issues of contextualisation 

 Part 5 Conclusions and Discussion 
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Part 1 – Background  

 The Association of Language Testers in Europe 

 How long has ALTE existed? 

 Members of ALTE 

 Aims of ALTE 
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Aims of ALTE 

 To establish common levels of proficiency in order to 

promote the transnational recognition of certification in Europe 

 To establish common standards for all stages of the 

language-testing process 

 To collaborate on joint projects and in the exchange of 

ideas and know-how 
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Background 

Summary quote: 

ALTE …. has developed, not only a Code of Practice, but a Framework 

of Levels which … has contributed to raising international debate about 

levels and standards. ALTE holds very useful conferences, encourages 

exchange of expertise among its members and has certainly raised the 

profile of language testing in Europe. 



Web-site: Alte.org 

 … common standards for all stages of the language-testing process 

1994 - ALTE published its first Code of Practice – SEE HANDOUT 

Initially drafted and discussed by ALTE members in 1991-93 

It drew on The Code of Fair Testing Practices in Education produced by the 
 Washington D.C. Joint Committee on Testing Practices (1988) 

It was a broad statement of what the users of the examinations should expect 

Focused on the roles and responsibilities of stakeholders in striving for fairness 

-    SEE HANDOUT 

Developing the ALTE Code of Practice 
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Striving for fairness for stakeholders of the examinations 

The Code of Practice identifies the roles of  three groups of 

stakeholder in the testing process:  

 the examination developers -  e.g. members of ALTE 

 the examination takers - primary users - who take the examinations by 

choice, direction or necessity 

 the examination users – secondary users - who require the examination 

for some decision-making or other purpose 

 

Developing the ALTE Code of Practice 
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 The Code of Practice lays down four broad areas of 

responsibility: 

 developing examinations 

 interpreting examination results 

 striving for fairness 

 informing examination takers  

 Striving for fairness is a shared responsibility involving all 

stakeholders 

Developing the ALTE Code of Practice 
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Considerations for ALTE Members 

 In developing the Code of Practice ALTE Members were asking 

themselves the following questions: 

 Are we doing the right things?  What 

 Are we doing them right?  How 

 Can we do things right every time?  How well 

 

 But the 18 statements in the COP provided little practical 

guidance on implementation and on setting standards …… 
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Considerations for ALTE Members  

Two aspects of quality needed to be considered:  

 Better understanding of Principles of Good Practice  - 

theoretical concerns and knowledge 

 The practical application of  the principles within each 

ALTE organisation 

 developing better systems  

 managing innovation and change 

 monitoring standards 
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A supplementary document Principles of Good Practice for ALTE 

Examinations was co-ordinated by Milanovic and Saville - 1991 and 1993 

Discussed at ALTE meetings between 1992 and 1994 

Re-drafted by ALTE COP working group – 2001 

This document sets out in more detail the principles which ALTE members 

should adopt in order to achieve high professional standards 

Council of Europe publication: Language Examining and Test Development 

    (Strasbourg, October 2002) 

ALTE Principles of Good Practice 
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The ALTE Principles of Good Practice 

Based on VRIP features 

  Validity 

 Reliability  

 Impact 

 Practicality 

 
Plus additional feature 
 
 Quality of service 
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Note on Practicality 

A practical examination is one that does not place an 
unreasonable demand on available resources (money, 
people, technology, organisational structures, time/space) 

If available resources are exceeded, then the examination is 
not practical.  In this case, the examination developer 
must : 

 modify the design of the examination 

 make a case for an increase or reallocation of resources 

 

If the former, is it still “useful”? 
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Practicality concerns at least the following: 

 Design features,  e.g. related to format and content of the four skills approach 

 Test production features, e.g. replicability of  tasks, availability of pre-test candidates 

 Availability of the examination (frequency, location etc.) 

 Level of fees to be paid by test takers 

 Central Costs in terms of production, marking, scoring, validation 

 Local costs in relation to administration at centres  

 Central Administration  - entry procedures,  exchange of data with centres, collection of fees,  despatch of 
   materials, marking and grading procedures, issue of results 

 Local Administration at Centres 

 Security 

 Special circumstances (arrangements for candidates with special needs) 
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 Whenever a new or revised examination is to be developed, 

there should be procedures in place to address at least the 
following areas: 

 

 the management structure for the development project 

 a clear and integrated assignment of roles and responsibilities 

 a means of monitoring progress in terms of development schedules and 
resources 

 a methodology for managing the examination production process when 
the examination becomes operational: 

   item writing, vetting, moderation, pre-testing,  

   item banking, question paper construction 

Practicality 
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The Test Development Process 
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Linking Quality and Test Development 

Identifying stakeholders and their needs  

Linking these needs to the 

requirements of test usefulness 

(VRIP) 

- theoretical 

- practical 

Long term, Iterative Processes - 

a key feature of validation 
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Linking Quality and On-going improvements 

Test Development and 

routine production  

Administration & Logistics  

Marking Grading & Results  

Test analysis and Post-

examination Review  
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Part 2 - a Quality Management System 

2000 onwards – recent attempts at “putting the principles into 

practice” (COP Working Group – 5 members) 

 

2001  

- Revised documents – COP as self-evaluation checklist 

- Consideration of International QM Systems  

 The European Foundation for Quality Management EFQM 

 The EAQUALS Inspection Scheme 

 Also many schemes within national education systems 
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The Aim of a QM System? 

Aim =  To improve customer satisfaction  

In language testing, who are your customers? 
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Features of QM Systems 

 Effective initiatives for QMS usually involve: 

 A public statement – often in the form of a Code of Practice or Charter 

 A commitment to the change process typically involving the following steps: 

 Define your mission = role of institution, future ambitions/aims 

 Assess what you currently do 

 Identify areas in need of improvement 

 Decide on measures of improvement and the action plan  

 Carry out action to bring about improvement   

  Review progress and revise plan 
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QMS approach: 

Seek to understand the nature of your “organisation” and to 

involve all participants  (stakeholders) 

 

Applying an ALTE QMS 
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Applying an ALTE QMS 

A successful QMS requires behavioural and cultural change - 

and three components of your systems must be aligned: 

This relates to innovation and change management theories 
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BUT each ALTE organisation is different ! 
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 Establish desired outcomes and impacts within each member organisation  

Move towards good practice 

Aim at continuous improvement 

 Discuss and agree on minimum standards but establish “best practice” models 
as long-term target 

 Monitor quality through self-assessment   

 Seek confirmation that standards are being met  

e.g. through peer review within ALTE 

 

 

 

Applying an ALTE QMS 
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Adopt the QMS approach and the revised Code of Practice 

checklists 

Apply the checklists to the 4 aspects of the Test Development 

and Administration Cycle 

Test Design and Construction  

Administration   

Processing  - marking, grading, issue of results  

Analysis and Review 
 

(c.f. Model of Test Development noted above) 

Current phase: ALTE QMS 
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ALTE QA Checklists - Units 1 to 4 
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 Unit 1 - Test Construction 

A.  Conceptual phase 

A1.  Describe how and why the examination was developed. 

A2.  Describe what the examination assesses. 

A3.  Describe what the examination should be used for. 

A4.  Describe the population for which the examination is appropriate. 
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Unit 1 - Test Construction 

A.  Conceptual phase 

B.  Test development, test construct & context  

B1.  Explain how the content and skills to be tested are selected (for each component of the examination). 

B2.  Describe the routine procedures used to ensure the appropriateness of the examination for the intended candidates. 

B3.  Describe how examination tasks are reviewed and revised to avoid potentially insensitive content or language. 

B4.  Describe procedures that help to ensure that differences in performance are related to the skills under assessment 

rather than irrelevant factors. 

B5.  Describe the process of examination development. 

B6.  Describe procedures to determine reliability.  For example: by skill/paper, overall for the whole examination. 

B7.  Describe procedures to determine validity.  For example: Construct validity, Content validity, Criterion-related validity. 
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 Unit 1 - Test  Construction  

A.  Conceptual phase 

B.  Test development, test construct & context  

C.  Communication with External Stakeholders  

C1.  Describe how you provide examination users and takers with information to help them judge whether a particular 

examination should be taken. 

C2.  Describe how you make such information equally available to all candidates. 

C3.  Describe how you provide candidates with information they need in order to be familiar with coverage of the 

examination, the type of task formats, the rubrics and other instructions and appropriate examination-taking strategies. 

C4.  Describe which samples or complete copies  of relevant documents  you provide.  
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Example from the Conceptual Phase 

This question relates 

to the construct 

validity of the test 
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 Example from the Development Phase 

This question also relates to 

various aspects of validity:  

 

Construct-related 

Criterion-related 

Content-related 
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Example from the Communication Phase 

This question relates to 

“informing test takers” and thus 

to the impact of the test 

(consequential validity) 
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Unit 2 - Administration/logistics 

This question relates to the important area of setting test performance 

conditions – as changes in conditions can affect performance this can be 

seen as a validity/reliability issue  
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Unit 3 - Marking, Grading, Results 

This question relates to the establishment of procedures to 

ensure rater reliability 

Examiner recruitment & training 

documents/regulations 
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Unit 4 - Test analysis and post-exam review 

This question relates to the 

estimation of test bias – a validity 

issue 
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BUT each ALTE organisation is different ! 
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 Identify within each organisation: 

Current strengths 

 Areas in need of immediate improvement 

 Areas for long-term development 

 

Jointly agree on activities to support ALTE Members in raising 
standards: 

 e.g. workshops, sub-groups projects etc.  

 

 

Current phase: ALTE QMS 
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Part 3  

 Self-evaluation and quality improvement 
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Self-evaluation and quality improvement 
 

Timescale: 

 2000 develop QMS 

 2001-2 revise COP as checklists and conduct piloting 

 2002-3 use checklists for self-assessment, revise checklists, begin 

  peer monitoring and peer support  

 2004    set up formal monitoring systems   
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Summary of progress so far 
 

 2000/1 develop QMS, set up COP Working Group 

 2001/2 revise COP as checklists and conduct piloting 

 

 2002 use checklists for self-assessment                                          

 revise checklists – put into Excel format                                         
 add glossary and examples               
 focus on test analysis (item-based tests) 
 present work at conferences 

 2003 extend use of checklists, establish examples of good practice,  

  extend peer monitoring and peer support  

 2004    set up formalised monitoring systems   
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Self-evaluation and quality improvement 
 

Latest results of the exercise: 

 Trend analysis 

 Use of Code of Practice checklists for determining 
future activities 

 Data gathering and analysis 
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Self-evaluation and quality improvement 
 

Trends so far: 

Test Design and Construction  

Administration   

Processing  - marking, grading, issue of results  

Analysis and Review 
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Self-evaluation and quality improvement 
 

 Deciding on future activities: 

 Routine procedures for data gathering and analysis 

 Responsibilities of test providers for the social effects 
of their tests 

 Dealing with candidates under special circumstances 
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Part 4 

 QMS and the setting of minimum standards:  

 issues of contextualisation and variation between the testing 

bodies 
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QMS and the setting of minimum standards 

 Power mechanisms in the setting of standards part one:  

imposing norms versus norm negotiation 

 Power mechanisms in the setting of standards part two:  

the attraction of those who have the most (symbolic) power and the 

most prestige 
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How to set ALTE Quality Standards?   
 

Quality standards 

Quality Standard

In need of improvement

Satisfactory

“Best Practice Models”

Good practice
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QMS and the setting of minimum standards 

 Quality management within ALTE: a step wise process 

to set MINIMUM standards 

 Setting standards: taking the dynamics of cultural and 

social diversity and variation into consideration 
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Each organisation is different …….  
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Conclusions 

The world of testing is more than concepts: it is above all about 

people 

But, as testing is also about power and politics, we have to be 

aware of the power mechanisms that are in play ... 
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Contacts: 

ALTE COP WG Members 

Piet van Avermaet - CNaVT (KU Leuven,  Belgium) 

Henk Kuijper  - CITO Groep (Netherlands) 

Ramon Parrondo - Instituto Cervantes  

Nick Saville - Cambridge ESOL Examinations  

Peter Villads Vedel - Danish Ministry of Education 

 
Acknowledgement : several  slides were based on a presentation for ALTE members made 

by Dr Barry O’Sullivan, Reading University 
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Competencies (J Mell) 1 

Pilot and controller skills and 

competencies 

 

Dr Jeremy Mell 

ENAC, Toulouse 

jeremy.mell@enac.fr 
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Competencies (J Mell) 2 

What we are looking for... 

• For setting test objectives:  

– break up the complex system of language and skills of communication 

into manageable bits for learning and testing 

• For writing test items/learning materials: 

– means to contextualise language in meaningful ways 

• First steps: 

– Choose amidst the cacaphony of terms: … requirements, competence, 

competencies, skills, functions, topics, roles, objectives, elements, 

conditions, tasks, content, knowledge… 

– Focus on practical abilities as opposed to theoretical knowledge 
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Competencies (J Mell) 3 

The bigger picture... 

• Pilot/controller competencies 

– ICAO: annexe 1 (Personnel Licensing) 

– Eurocontrol: Common Core Content & Training Objectives (ATC) 

– Australian National Training Authority: Competency Standards (PIL) 

– ... 

• Human factors competencies 

– ICAO Human Factors Training Manual, (Doc 9683-AN/950) 

– SHEL model (F Hawkins) 

– … 

• Language competencies for task of radiotelephony communication 

– language content 

– language skills 
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Competencies (J Mell) 4 

Language content: overview 

– words and phrases 

– grammatical stuctures 

– prosodic patterns 

– phonology 
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Competencies (J Mell) 5 

What ICAO tells us (annex 1)…. 

• Words and phrases 

– « common, concrete and work-related topics » 

• Grammatical structures 

– « relevant grammatical structures and sentence patterns 

are determined by language functions appropriate to the 

task » 

• Phonology 

– « accent which is intelligible to the aeronautical 

community » 
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Competencies (J Mell) 6 

Content selection 

• Language items are exponents of semantic 

and discourse values: 

– words/phrases are exponents of concepts within 

certain domains/topics 

– grammatical structures and prosodic patterns 

are exponents communicative functions related 

to a given task 

• Exponents in aviation radiotelephony may 

be standard phraseology OR plain language 
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Competencies (J Mell) 7 

Topics: aviation 

• Domains 

– … 

– aerodrome 

– aircraft 

– approach 

– ATC automation 

– ATC staff 

– cartography 

– goods 
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Competencies (J Mell) 8 

Topics: non-aviation 

• Domains 

– communication 

– geography 

– goods 

– human behaviour 

– laws 

– malfunctions 

– … 

 

• Sub-domains (goods) 

– load fixing 

– load distribution 

– loading/unloading 

– packaging 

– substances 

– types of cargo 



ICAEA, Luxembourg, 

Sept 2003 

Competencies (J Mell) 9 

Language functions - overview 

• speaker’s intention in producing a given 

utterance (speech act) 

• 4 major groups in aeronautical R/T:- 

– 1. Triggering actions 

– 2. Sharing information 

– 3. Managing the relationship 

– 4. Managing the dialogue 
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Competencies (J Mell) 10 

Language functions - groups 1-2 

• 1. Triggering actions 

– orders 

– requests and offers to act 

– advice 

– permission/approval 

– undertakings 

– ... 

• 2. Sharing information 

– present states/actions/events 

– future states/actions/events 

– immediate/recent past 

states/actions/events 

– past states/actions/events 

– necessity 

– feasability/capacity 

– ... 
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Competencies (J Mell) 11 

Language functions - orders 

• controller 
– give an order 

– give an amended order 

– give a negative order 

– give alternative orders 

– give a sequence of orders 

– cancel an order 

• pilot 
– announce compliance 

– announce non-compliance 
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Competencies (J Mell) 12 

Language functions - exponents 

• phraseology (ICAO) 

– TURN LEFT 

• plain language (eg. assistance to an 

inexperienced pilot) 

– I WANT YOU TO TURN LEFT BY...  

– NOW YOU MUST TURN LEFT… 

– …. 
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Competencies (J Mell) 13 

Language functions - groups 3-4 

• 3. Managing the 

relationship 

– greetings 

– thanks 

– satisfaction/complaint 

– reprimand 

– concern/reassurance 

– apologies 

– ... 

• 4. Managing the dialogue 

– opening/closing 

– (self-)correction 

– readback/acknowledge 

– checking 

– repetition 

– (dis-)confirmation 

– clarification 

– relaying 

– ... 
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Language functions - marking 

• politeness 

• directness 

• subjectivity 

• probability 

• certainty 

 

• formality 

• assertiveness 

• insistence 

• …. 
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Phonology - the problem 

• Phonology is a crucial parameter 

– sound channel imperfections + absence of visual channel 

– NNS greater reliance on acoustic input  

– least described + least susceptible to conscious control 

• Impacts of L1 phonological transfer and regional accents 

on hearing and speaking (scale of difficulty) 

– NS - NS  

– NNS - NNS (same L1) 

– NS - NNS 

– NNS - NNS (different L1) 
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Phonology - some solutions 

• follow ICAO recommendations 

– alphabet, numbers 

– use a dialect/accent which is intelligible to the aeronuatical community 

• work towards intelligibility of plain English  

– renounce any NS target for pronunciations 

– define core phonology , eg. Lingua Franca Core (LFC), Jenkins, 2000 

– foster principle of accommodation 

• replacement of ‘ high-risk ’ L1 features to increase communicative efficiency  

• a natural inclination if intelligibility is a salient feature of the interaction 
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Language skills 

• cogniton 

– short-term memorisation, rapid response, multi-tasking... 

• reception (listening) 

– low acoustic quality, regional varieties, no visual channel, 

unexpectedness, « hearback »,... 

• expression (speaking) 

– reconcile concision/non-ambiguity, clear enunciation, alternate use of 

phraseology and plain language, alternate use of mother tongue and 

English... 

• relation 

– co-operation (pooling information, collaborative problem solving…) 

– conflict (negotiation, authority) 
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What more….where to find it? 

• Inventories of topics/functions for pilots and controllers for each phase 

of flight, which are attested in corpora of appropriate authentic 

communication (needs analaysis) 

– existing inventories (see bibliography) 

– recordings transcribed and analysed 

– subject-matter experts 

• Phonology of EIL 

– ongoing research (Jenkins,…) 

– SIGs, journals 

• Skills 

– human factors studies 

– training manuals 












