FOREIGN LANGUAGE TESTS: AS A MEANS OF TESTING LANGUAGE PROFICIENCY OR SOCIAL EXCLUSION OF DIVERSE GROUPS?
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ABSTRACT

In recent years, one of the most significant and urgent issues that has been disputed heatedly by many countries and incumbent political parties is how to manage the naturalization and social inclusion of those who immigrate and wish to be the citizens of these countries. In this sense, migration has always been a bothersome challenge to most of national governments around the world. A particular issue that is the focus of these ongoing debates is the selection and admission of migrant masses or asylum seekers as citizens of their countries. Such debates have in turn made it clear that there is an urgent need to develop a migration management policy in order to support these countries in the way of finding permanent solutions to such a chronic problem. In this regard, most of the countries that have allowed immigration from different social groups or communities from past to present have set some compelling conditions such as high proficiency in a target language and cultural knowledge of that target country on the side of immigrants that are actually in need of solidarity and mutualisation from others. In line with this, it is aimed in this review article to examine the main purpose behind and misuse of some foreign language and citizenship tests imposed on different social groups by various countries, particularly some western countries, based on their immigration and integration policies. In addition, considering such concepts as social responsibility, cultural sensitivity, and international human rights, it is aimed through this study to shed some light on how immigrants or test-takers’ violated social rights in these tests can be legally reinstated in the whole process of foreign language tests.
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1. Introduction
For most countries facing immigration as an indomitable social phonomenon, learning a country's official or majority language is of,ten considered as a social, economic and civic necessity for immigrants or potential future citizens. They also see having the necessary language skills as a crucial factor for successful social interaction and adaptation. (Copeland, 1995). Therefore, it might seem to be inevitable to expect these countries to see knowledge of the majority language as some kind of gatekeeping for any immigrants whose ultimate goal is to become a citizen of a desired country. In other words, many countries overemphasize the importance of language by requiring various migrating groups to have some degree of proficiency in their own languages (Bashford, 2002; Saville, 2006). Given the aforementioned issue, an increasing number of countries around the world necessitate many groups of immigrants to pass certain language tests before being accepted to a target country. 

According to Blanchard and Muller (2015), these citizenship and language tests are seen by most of governments as a way to encourage immigrants to develop certain language competencies regarded as being essential for social integration process. In a similar vein, they tend to view these tests as a means for immigrants to demonstrate their willingness to be a part of the whole integration process. While it may seem to be so, in reality there is a wealth of evidence and concrete examples proving that these language tests are not intended to pave the way for migrant groups to be naturalized or recognized as citizens of the targeted countries (Brown, 2014).  Simply put, the language tests administered by many countries that allow immigration every year are actually used as a method of maintaining effective control of the migration flow and social exclusion of diverse immigrant groups, rather than testing the language proficiency of these indigenous groups (Carlsen & Rocca, 2021).  

2. Language and Citizenship Tests as a Means of Gatekeeping

It is quite obvious that different target countries can utilize language tests as a way of controlling the overwhelming immigration processes primarily induced by diverse migrating groups to these countries every year. Unfortunately, the language policies of some extremist countries in the European Union show how language tests can be employed to constrict potential immigration and naturalization of migrating groups (Starkey & Green, 2010). As in the study by Copeland (1995), some European countries such as Australia and France, Germany, Italy, the Netherlands have so far placed a huge linguistic burden on their prospective immigrants. For instance, they have required many immigrants to attend a long-term language program or pass a language proficiency test in order to be approved as citizens or obtain a permanent residence permit in a target country. The researcher also notes that, as in the case of the Netherlands, most prospective immigrants are to take and pass compulsory language tests, which cost several hundred euros or more. In case of any failure or unsatisfying scores in these tests, exam-takers may even have to pay a fine of up to 1000 Euros and their residence status may be temporarily or permanently denied by the authorities of the above-mentioned countries.

In the case of Germany, France and Italy, the situation is not much different from the Netherlands. In other words, prospective citizens must inevitably pass a language test to demonstrate their proficiency in the target languages. On the one hand, those who take these language tests are necessarily required to understand the main ideas of highly complex texts on rather abstract topics. On the other hand, they are required to be able to interact and discuss some technical issues related to their profession with a certain fluency and accuracy with native speakers (Chapple, 2014; Christison & Murray, 2021). However, the point that is open to criticism is that immigrants are also required to have adequate cultural knowledge or sufficient information about the social life styles of these target countries. While in fact most of immigrants have little or no knowledge of such target languages,  using language tests as a kind of control mechanism or a prerequisite for cultural knowledge of a country cannot be seen as ethical or democratic. Once again, it seems that this requirement is not actually intended to create an opportunity for immigrants to obtain citizenship or residence permit in a target country (Hamid, Hoang & Kirkpatrick, 2019). 
3. Misuse of Language Tests as a Means of Social Exclusion 
Among the above-mentioned countries, Australia has perhaps set the most striking example with its language policy as a means of regulating migration throughout the country. In the early years of the 20th century, Australia used very stringent language proficiency requirements to impose the White Australia Policy on diverse social groups and foreign test-takers (McNamara & Ryan, 2011). In this sense, Australian governments have endorsed the systematic social exclusion of non-white immigrants or test-takers deemed undesirable in the eyes of the authorities of those years. One of the most striking examples of such language tests was the well-known Dictation Test (Chapple, 2014). As part of this test, immigrants wishing to enter the country were required to correctly write a passage that was read by an Australian official. What was even stranger in the administration of this test was that any officer tasked with administering this test had the right to require any immigrant to pass a test related with any European languages. This means that any immigrants could be tested in any language other than their own mother language, which is in fact highly unethical and undemocratic. The Dictation Test, as Copeland (1995) argues, enabled officials of the time to choose who could enter the country based on their ideology, race, socioeconomic status, or sociocultural backgrounds. The researcher further indicates that the Dictation Test served as a typical discrimination method rather than as a means of testing the language proficiency or skills of asylum seekers.

Although the Dictation Test was used with much enthusiasm to control immigration flows until the late 1950s, it is now seen by a vast majority of people as a disgraceful stain in the country's history (Ockey, Koyama & Setoguchi, 2013). However, the situation today is not much different from the first years of the exam mentioned above. Two good examples of this are the Professional English Tests (OETs) and Analysis for the Determination of Origin (LADO), which have been recently used by the Australian authorities as a type of pre-immigration language test. With the first one, it is aimed at selecting particularly highly skilled immigrants. However, as Mcnamara (2006) argues, this test is prone to abuse, even in screening out those with high language skills. This malpractice makes it clear that imposing more language requirements on immigrants is not only unethical but also unfair, as it is not in line with the original purpose of such testing. As Shohamy (2001) points out, the abuse of such internationally standardized tests clearly violates the basic human and personality rights of individuals in that they are not allowed to use their own language in these tests.

The second test, LADO, introduces an even more embarrassing situation (Roever & McNamara, 2006). The use of a test like LADO is an effective gatekeeping method for Australian authorities to accept only certain privileged groups while not allowing others undesirable to the country. Based on this, national officials who conduct this test try to determine whether the asylum seekers are originally from where they claim to be by analyzing the interviews they have with someone who speaks that language. While doing this, it is understood that the test is intended to be discriminatory rather than curative for such groups (Ross, 2008). The fact that the Australian authorities have the power to designate certain groups as disadvantaged proves that this test somehow exceeds its true purpose. This is actually an embarrasing situation that needs no further comment. In any case, this is typical of the social segregation and exclusion of immigrants, as some groups are considered more privileged by the authorities in power than some other disadvantaged groups (Shohamy & Menken, 2015).
At this point, McNamara and Shohamy (2009) state that they have long examined the language and citizenship tests in EU countries and the USA suggesting that such tests are not an ethical treatment or attitude towards different communities from diverse countries. They further suggest that expecting them to meet greater language requirements and have language competence is an indication of ignoring other minority groups’ own cultural, linguistic, and academic background or knowledge. Smith-Khan (2015) also indicates that language or citizenship tests should not be used to merely measure knowledge of a country's cultural or social life, rather than measuring the language proficiency of different groups. This is somewhat undemocratic because the authorities' demanding highly unreasonable conditions beyond expectations means excluding and marginalizing certain undesirable groups from the political naturalization process (Shohamy, 2020). 

4. Discussion and Conclusion 

As a result, it is clearly seen that migration is an undeniable fact of today's world. Immigration from one country to another can be grounded on many diverse internal and external factors, two of the most common being citizenship through naturalization and obtaining a permanent residence permit. To this end, the application of various language and citizenship tests is today seen by many countries as a prerequisite for deciding between many immigrant groups or asylum seekers year after year (Shohamy, 2007). Insofar, it may seem reasonable to use language tests only as a tool to understand the language proficiency of these migrating groups in the pre-migration process. However, this is in fact not the case. As stated in many examples above, such tests are actually used as a way of political exclusion of some undesirable groups or gatekeeping mechanisms before accepting certain test groups or test-takers into a target country. This political abuse of language tests undermines not only their validity but also the issue of fairness (Shohamy, 2001).
How, then, can the misuse of such testing be effectively prevented for the benefit of these disadvantaged groups belonging to various communities? The answer to this crucial question lies in the ethical proposition put forward by Shohamy (2001). She strongly emphasizes the need for Critical Language Testing (CLT) and a set of democratic principles, through which the social or individual rights of these different groups are taken into account as rigorously as possible. According to Saville (2006), these principles Shohamy proposes are undoubtedly a kind of guarantee to prevent the use of such tests as instruments of power in foreign language testing process.
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