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Professor Barry O’Sullivan is currently working with the British Council in London as Head of Assessment Research
& Development. His recent work includes the design, development and validation of a placement test to be used by
the British Council in their centres across the world and the design, development and validation of a new business to
business language test called Aptis.

Barry is particularly interested in issues related to performance testing, test validation, test-data management and
analysis and scaling and calibration; he has conducted research into factors affecting spoken performance,
assessing rater behaviour, assessing speaking and writing, specific purpose assessment, benchmarking English
language tests to the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages and standard setting in
professional contexts.

Barry’s publications have appeared in a number of international journals and he has presented his work at
international conferences around the world. ‘Issues in Business English Testing’, was published by Cambridge
University Press in 2006; ‘Modelling Performance in Oral Language Testing’ was published by Peter Lang in 2008;
‘Language Testing: Theories and Practices’ was published by in 2011 and ‘The Cambridge Guide to Language
Assessment’ (with C. Coombe, P. Davidson, and S. Stoynoff, eds. ) was published by Cambridge University Press in
2012. He is currently working (with C. Weir) on a major project documenting a history of language testing within the
British Council.

In addition to his work in the area of language testing, Barry has taught in Ireland, England, Peru and Japan.
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A

Localisation refers to the work undertaken by a test developer to ensure that a test is appropriate for use with a

Adapting tests to the local context

specific population of users and which allows for specific claims to be made about these users' language ability
within a specific domain of use. Since it should be obvious that any definition of localisation must be made in terms
of validation, it will first turn to the underlying model of validation within which the definition offered here will sit.

The socio-cognitive approach to test validation was first mooted in my 2000 PhD thesis. However, at this point it was
not explored in any depth. That actually followed the next year when my colleague Cyril Weir and | first outlined a
validation framework for speaking. Over the next few years he broadened the scope of the work to cover the other
language skills, building a four detailed frameworks (Weir, 2005). In the meantime, | set about the task of applying
the approach in test development projects, most notably in Exaver (Mexico) and QALSPELL (Baltic States). Though
we moved apart in our interpretation of some aspects of the approach, by 2011 we had begun to come together
again and published an updated view of what we now referred to as the socio-cognitive model (O'Sullivan & Weir,
2011).

This work tied in with my explorations at the time of the importance of localisation in language tests and | began to
consider how a theoretical model of localisation might fit within the socio-cognitive approach. In the meantime, work
on the development of the British Council's Aptis language testing service again took the focus back to the
application of this emerging theory and has helped me to more fully understand the practical implications of

localisation. The paper presented here offers my current thinking on this matter.
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