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ANALYZING A TEST SECTION 
(Example) 

 
From California Achievement Tests, Form E, Level 14 

TEST 4: LANGUAGE MECHANICS, ITEMS 25 THROUGH 30 
 
 
Step One 
 
Considering the title, if any, the instructions, and the kinds of items found in the samples and/or in the 
section, what particular areas of knowledge and/or skill is this section evaluating? 
 
 
(Language Mechanics as used in this test really refers to mechanics of written language.  The test 
focuses on capitalization and punctuation.  In many cases these mirror pauses or voice inflections in 
spoken language.  There is, however, certainly no one-to-one relationship, and the rules and 
conventions covering them are applied strictly only in written English.) 
 
The instructions call upon the student to choose the best punctuation for a part of a sentence.  The use 
of the word "best" could mean that the student will have to choose among acceptable conventions such 
as the one comma or two comma conventions for a three item series.  There are, however, no such 
choices among the questions.  The use of "best" instead of "correct" must, therefore, recognize that 
there are other common conventions beside those used in most literature and taught in most schools.  
There are, for example, conventions used in advertising copy and conventions used in computer 
programming.  While these may be acceptable in their own context, they are not the "best". 
 
The competence being tested in this particular section, thus, is the ability to recognize examples of 
sentence punctuation which conform to the standard school and literary conventions of the time and/or 
to recognize examples which violate those conventions. 
 
 
Step Two 
 
Why is it important for students to have the knowledge and skills being tested in this section? 
 
When a reader encounters a capital or a punctuation mark s/he is encountering a signal which the 
writer put there to convey information about the meaning of a word, the beginning or end of a complete 
thought, or how the parts of a thought relate to each other.  In most cases, the writer has followed a 
commonly accepted convention in selecting the signal to use.  Unless the reader knows the same 
convention, s/he is likely to miss all or part of the writer's meaning. 
 
The mechanics included in the test items follow the conventions normally used in school texts, in most 
recent English literature, and in many sources of needed information found outside of school.  
Competence in recognizing correctly observed conventions, then, are important to acquiring intended 
meaning from written sources. 
 
Recognizing conformity to a convention is not enough, however.  The reader must understand the 
significance of the signal. 
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Step Three 
 
What specific kinds of knowledge do students need in order to be competent in this particular area? 
 
 Student Must Know When, Where, and 
 How Taught? 
 
 - that in a test such 
 as this "best" refers 
 to conformance to school 
 or standard convention 
 
 - the appearance of  all 
 standard punctuation 
 marks and the difference 
 in appearance between 
 capital and lower case 
 letters 
 
 - the nature of each word 
 in the sentence   (e.g. 
 which are nouns, 
 which are abbreviations) 
 
 - the standard conventions 
 for each use of punctuation 
 
  In addition, in order to 
 respond to the test items 
 the student must know: 
 
 - that while the standard 
 convention is sought 
 in the contents of the 
 section, it is not 
 necessarily used in the 
 format of the section 
 
 - the test maker's convention 
 for the fifth foil 
 
  It is intended to convey 
 a full thought with the 
 implied subject and predicate 
 "The sentence is." As a full 
 thought it should be a 
 sentence starting with 
 a capital (as it always does) 
 and ending with a period 
 (as it never does) 
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Step Four 
 
What specific skills do students need in order to be competent in this particular area? 
 
 Students Must Be Able To When, Where, and 
 How Taught 
 
 - read the sentence 
 
 - identify the focus 
 (problematical) section 
 and determine its 
 relationship to the 
 rest of the sentence 
 
 - note the characteristics, 
 including punctuation, 
 of that section 
 
 - identity the punctuation 
 issue or issues in 
 the focus section 
 
 - recall the standard 
 punctuation convention(s) 
 governing the issue(s) identified 
 
  envision what application 
 of the convention would 
 look like in the problematical 
 area 
 
 - compare characteristics 
 observed in the 
 problematical area with 
 the envisioned model results 
 
 - decide whether the written 
 results conform with the 
 standard questions in 
 the section 
 
 - read each foil 
 
 - compare the punctuation 
 in each with the 
 envisioned model 
 
 - correctly interpret the 
 fifth foil using 
 non-standard conventions 
 
 - conclude about which foil 
 gives or refers to the 
 best match with the model 
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