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ABSTRACT 

This study aims to explore the implementation of the learning domain, which is 

manifested in the level of thinking skills, namely HOTS and LOTS, and the 

concept of CLA in the English national exam. The research method used is the 

descriptive analysis by analyzing all the questions in the English national exam 

for SMK in 2014/2015. The results showed that all the questions in the English 

national exam for SMK 2014/2015 are directed to assess students' cognitive skill 

domains with different skill levels and thinking processes. The concept of HOTS, 

LOTS and CLA have been implemented and applied in the construction and 

design of this exam. In conclusion, the implementation of English national exam 

has implemented requirement of good language testing. 

 

Keywords: Communicative Language Ability, National Exam, Standardized Test, 

Thinking Skills  

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

The importance of language assessment has long been established and 

widely agreed. The practice of language assessment is inevitable in every teaching 

and learning context (Ozdemir-Yilmazer & Ozkan, 2017). In other words, 

language teachers will always involve their students in testing and assessment 

during the learning process. Moreover, Ahmed et al., (2019) mentions that 

assessment regardless of its form is central to a successful language program in 

terms of its effectiveness. Without the implementation of language assessment 

and testing, it is highly unlikely possible to know the progress of students’ 

learning. In this case, language assessment serves as the measurement to 
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determine students’ achievement in learning as well as teachers’ accomplishment 

in their teaching (Ridhwan, 2017).  

As language testing is important for both learning and teaching practice, a 

wide range of language test designs have been proposed and developed. One of 

the common language test designs widely used is standardized tests. As its name 

suggests, these tests apply a certain set of standard in their implementation. A 

standardized test is designed to create a valid measurement that can infer students’ 

skill and knowledge in a standardized manner (Cifuentes-Medina et al., 2019). In 

other words, the test takers will be tested against the similar criteria without any 

concern of their background and prior knowledge as well as experience.  

An example of a standardized test commonly implemented in Indonesia is 

Ujian Nasional or National exam. This standardized test is held every year with 

the aims measure students’ achievement in elementary and secondary levels of 

education in Indonesia (Firdaos & Ahmad, 2019; Ratnasari, 2018). The 

implementation of national exam is expected to be able to improve educational 

performance as well as to measure achievement of graduates' competency on 

certain subjects nationally (Rosidin et al., 2019). 

The current practice of national examination is administered under the 

implementation of K13 curriculum. Accordingly, the test items of national exam, 

in this case English, have to incorporated fundamental concept which becomes 

underlying principle of K13 itself. K 13 is developed to help learners to have a 

qualified human resource to compete in the era, which needs higher-order 

thinking skills including the ability to analyze, evaluate and create (Pratiwi & 

Mustadi, 2021). In order words, students are required to have ability beyond the 

understanding the material only (LOTS).  

Higher-order thinking skills are needed in every learning process to 

improve learners' qualities and education. Learners should reach the targeted 

competencies such as critical thinking, creative and innovative, communication, 

and collaborative skills. They also need to have high confidence in higher-order 

thinking skills. In addition, the practice of language teaching has now shifted into 

Communicative Language Ability (CLA). Unlike previous type of language 

testing which only focused on assessing students’ language competence without 

any concern of contextual use, CLA by Bachman & Palmer (1996) formulates 

language testing framework which does not only test language competence but 

also how they use such competence in communicative context. It provides a broad 

basis for both the development and use of language tests, which measure both 

knowledge or competence, and the capacity for impelementing or executing that 

competence in appropriate, contextualized communicative language use. 

With the purpose to assess students’ progress in national context to prepare 

them for international competition as the main goal of K13 curriculum, national 
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exam is ideally required to consider the aspect of the thinking skills process and 

communicative language ability in its test design. Besides, Zaim (2016) suggests 

that the concept of learning taxonomy and communicative language ability is 

really important and useful consideration in language test design and 

development. Therefore, in this present study, the researcher will explore how 

these concepts are implemented in English national exam 2015 for vocational 

high school level. 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

National Exam as Standardized Testing 

A good standardized test is the result of empirical research and 

development that may extend beyond simply the establishment of standards. In 

order to be classified as standardized test, such tests have to have four 

characteristics as proposed by Brown & Abeywirackma (2010). The first 

characteristic is standard-based. Standardized test is standard base in the fact that 

the application of these tests uses systematic procedure and administration. This 

test presupposes certain objective or performance levels that are held constant 

across one form a test to another. The second characteristic is that the test uses 

norm-referenced criteria. The goal of the test is to place test-takers on a 

continuum across a range of scores and to differentiate test-takers by their relative 

ranking. The third characteristic is product of research and development. As it was 

previously mentioned that standardized test design process is not only limited to 

defining test standards, it involves continuous ways of research and development 

for the revising and improvement of the current test. The last characteristic is 

systematic scoring and administration procedures.  

The practice of establishing standard in test administration is also found in 

educational context of Indonesia. Irdiyansyah & Rizki (2018) mention that 

standardized test is widely used in education field including in Indonesia to 

measure students’ cognitively. This test has been applied for decades with several 

names such as Ujian Negara, Evaluasi Belajar Tahap Akhir Nasional dan Ujian 

Akhir Nasional. Ujian Nasional (abbreviated into UN) held annually throughout 

the country to measure students’ achievement at the end of a learning period in 

each level is the latest form of a school leaving examination in Indonesia starting 

from 2005 (Ahmad, 2016). However, national exam practice was ended in 2020, 

but students’ achievement in the final year of their learning is still assessed by 

educational institution through its own designed final test by paying attention to 

the formulated core competence and basic competence outlined in the curriculum 

(Menteri Pendidikan dan Kebudayaan, 2021).  
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Bloom’s Taxonomy and Thinking Skills 

Seen from its process, language learning will involve students to select 

their knowledge domains and thinking process. During the learning process, 

students are involved in three domains of learning known as cognitive, affective, 

and psychomotor (Hoque, 2017; Sari & Rahmah, 2019; Sönmez, 2017). Cognitive 

aspect is realized through the mastery of concept and factual information. It 

reflects scientific concept that students’ must learn during the learning process; 

affective includes attitude, motivation, value; and psychomotor is strongly related 

to physical movement and its underlying causes (Hoque, 2017).  

Essential to three learning domains, especially cognitive aspect, are the 

thinking processes through which these domains are tested. In light of this 

thinking process, the concept of bloom’s taxonomy is introduced. Bloom’s 

taxonomy is a system of classification proposed by Benjamin Bloom in 1956 and 

later revised by Anderson and Krathwohl (Panggabean & Asariski, 2021). 

According to Rahman & Manaf (2017) the aim of this taxonomy is to make 

students aware of what they were learning, hence striving to attain more 

sophisticated levels of learning with six cognitive-learning categories..  

The process of learning will involve students in a continuum of thinking 

process starting from remembering until creating. Abosalem (2018) proposes that 

there is tendency among learning theorists to divide the process of thinking skill 

into low order thinking skill (LOTS) and high order thinking skills (HOTS). The 

process of learning, however, is expected to achieve this HOTS. Related the six 

cognitive thinking categories, high order thinking skill (HOTS) is in the level of 

C4 to C6, which are analyzing, evaluating and creating. On the other hand, 

students with low order thinking skill (LOTS) are only in the level from C1 to C3, 

which are remembering, understanding, and applying (Kusuma et al., 2017). 

 

Communicative Language Ability 

Communicative Language Ability (CLA) provides a basis for both 

development and use of language tests. This language testing framework belongs 

to the communicative language testing approach, which indicates that language 

assessment should involve the notion of language use in its process (Amirian et 

al., 2017). CLA was proposed by Bachman & Palmer (1996) as the response to 

address the necessity to base language tests on language proficiency framework. 

In other words, the design of language assessment and testing should base itself 

on language proficiency rather than just on knowledge only. Ideally, language test 

should be used to measure language learners’ ability to use the target language in 

authentic situations (Morrow, 2018). 

The ability to use language in authentic education serves as the basic tenet 

of CLA framework. The language test, according to this framework, should 
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integrate both linguistic knowledge and communicative competence (Al-

Mekhlafi, 2019). In other words, when performing the test, students will utilize 

both their linguistic knowledge and communicative competence, which Bachman 

(2000) defines as the knowledge and the capacity to use such knowledge in 

appropriate contextual use of language. Moreover, Bachman & Palmer used the 

term language ability to refer to language users’ capacity to create and interpret 

discourse (Bachman & Palmer, 2010). 

Bachman & Palmer (1996) formulated CLA through three competences. 

The first is language competence which comprises a set of specific knowledge 

components that are utilized in communication via language. The second 

competence is strategic competence. It refers to the characterization of the mental 

capacity for implementing the components of language competence in 

contextualized communicative language use. The last is psychophysiological 

mechanisms which refer to the neurological and psychological processes involved 

in the actual execution of language as a physical phenomenon. 

 

RESEARCH METHOD  

This present article aims to analyze the levels of questions (HOTS or 

LOTS) based on Bloom Taxonomy across three learning domains and the concept 

of communicative language ability (CLA) as how they are implemented in 

national examination for English subject. have been applied in the National 

Examination. To that aim, document studies in the form of content analysis is 

conducted. Document used as the source of content analysis is the English test for 

Vocational High School (SMK) national exam 2014/2015. The unit of content to 

be analyze is the test items. Data analysis identifies and explores those items to 

see how they are related to HOTS or LOTS questions and CLA.  

 

FINDING 

After analyzing the document of the national exam for English subject, the 

researcher found that the concept of HOTS and LOTS as well as CLA have been 

implemented and applied in the construct and design of this test. From the 

analysis, it is found that questions assessing students Low Order Thinking Skills 

(LOTS) range from C1 and C2, remembering and understanding while questions 

assessing High Order Thinking Skills (HOTS) is only C4, analyzing.  

The thinking process of C3, C5, and C6 (applying, evaluating, and 

creating) are not assessed in this test. Seen from their proportion, Low Order 

Thinking Skills (LOTS) is more dominant than High Order Thinking Skills 

(LOTS), 23 questions (46%) and 27 questions (46%) conversely. As for Low 

Order Thinking Skills (LOTS) questions, the questions with remembering (C1) is 

11 questions (48%) and the questions with understanding is 12 questions (52%). 
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As for High Order Thinking Skills (HOTS), all of questions i.e 23 assesses 

students’ ability in analyzing.  

The questions of remembering are found in both listening and reading 

section of the test. In the listening section, such questions ask students to select 

the best option as the correct choice to the question based on the utterance given. 

They must find information in the options suitable to the questions by simply 

remembering the information directly stated in the recording. Hence, it tests 

cognitive domains specifically remembering. Similarly, in the reading question 

such questions ask students to select the best option as the correct choice to the 

question based on the text given. They must find information in the options 

suitable to the questions by simply remembering the information directly stated in 

the text. In conclusion, C1 (remembering) questions are given in the form of 

finding directly stated information which does not require complex thinking 

process.  

The questions of understanding (C2) are found in both listening and 

reading section of the test. In listening questions, such questions ask students to 

select the best option describing the picture given. Hence, test takers are tested to 

draw conclusion from the visual information, so it tests cognitive domains 

specifically understanding with the process of interpreting information and 

drawing its conclusion. In the both section, such questions ask students to select 

the best option as the correct choice to the word definition based on the text and 

utterance given. They must find information in the options suitable to the 

questions by interpreting or defining the meaning of the words. In addition, the 

question of understanding (C4) also assesses students’ cognitive process in 

inferring information. Such questions ask students to find the best option 

describing the main point of the text. To find the answer, they must infer the text 

to find its main point. Therefore, it tests students’ cognitive domains specifically 

understanding with the process of inferring information to find main idea. In 

short, the questions of understanding (C2) found tests students’ thinking process 

in interpreting and inferring.  

The questions of C4 (analyzing) are also found in both listening and 

reading. In listening section, such questions ask students to select the best option 

as the spoken response to the utterance given. To select the suitable answer, they 

must differentiate the nuance of meaning among the three responses. Therefore it 

tests cognitive domains with the thinking process of differentiating. In addition, in 

the reading section, such questions ask students to analyze the sentence containing 

grammatical error. It tests cognitive domains with the process of recognizing 

error. Finally, still in the reading questions, such questions also ask students to 

select the best option to complete the dialogue given. To select the answer, the 

must differentiate the nuance of meaning among the four responses given to select 
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the one suitable to complete the dialogue. Therefore, it tests cognitive domains 

specifically analyzing with the process of differentiating. In short, analyzing (C4) 

questions test students’ ability in the cognitive process of differentiating and 

recognizing error.  

Regarding the concept of communicative language ability, the analysis 

reveals that national exam especially for English subject has applied the concept 

of CLA i.e language competence, strategic competence, and physchophysiological 

mechanism. Language competence tested is both organizational competence and 

pragmatic competence. The component of strategic competence and 

physchophysiological mechanism are indirectly tested in the test. In other word, 

there are no questions specifically designed in the test to assess this. As strategic 

competence is the characterization of the mental capacity for implementing the 

components of language competence in contextualized communicative language 

use, this competence is realized through students’ process of understanding the 

language components such as words, sentences etc. in the test in their attempt to 

find the answer. In other words, students who can answer most of the questions 

given can be said to have used their strategic competence maximally and properly 

in this language test.  

Similarly, the component of physchophysiological mechanism is also 

indirectly tested. In other word, there are no questions specifically designed in the 

test to assess this component. As psychophysiological mechanisms refers to the 

neurological and psychological processes involved in the actual execution of 

language as a physical phenomenon, this process involves through students’ 

activity in absorbing the test material given. In listening section, 

psychophysiological mechanisms occur in students’ ear listening to the utterance 

and through their mind processing the meaning. Similarly, in reading section 

psychophysiological mechanisms occur in students’ eyes viewing and reading the 

text and through their mind processing the meaning. 

As for language competence, some competences are directly tested and 

others are indirectly tested. The competence directly tested is organizational 

competence i.e grammatical competence encompassing words and grammar. 

Some test items requires students’ to find the meaning of the words and also find 

the sentences with correct grammatical. However, these competences are also 

indirectly tested. Some questions asking for the content of utterance and the test 

indirectly assess students grammatical competence because they must utilize their 

grammatical competence in understanding the text. Textual competence as part of 

organizational competence is also tested. This competence is realized through 

questions required students to identify how information is arranged in the text, 

such as important information or less important information.  
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Finally, pragmatic competence is tested through involving students to 

select the best response to the utterance spoken or dialogue written (completion 

task). In this set of test items, students are given three in listening and four in 

reading responses as the possible match to the utterance or missing dialogue. 

These options are highly distracted since students have to find nuances of 

meaning suitable to the utterance or dialogue. To do this, they need to apply 

pragmatic competence recognizing the context of utterance and dialogue so they 

can be properly matched.  

 

DISCUSSION 

The data analysis indicates that the national test questions have 

incorporated students’ cognitive learning domains both LOTS and HOTS. 

However, the other two domains as suggested by Zaim (2016), affective and 

psychomotor, are not assessed in this exam. In other words, this test focuses on 

assessing students’ cognitive. Irdiyansyah & Rizki (2018) suggest that 

standardized tests such as national exam are intended to measure students’ 

cognitive competence. The main purpose of the test is to know students 

achievement on the mastering the factual concept and information they have 

learned in English subject during their three year study.  

The absence of affective and psychomotor domains is probably due to the 

nature of national exam, which does not fit the assessment criteria for affective 

and psychomotor domains. All of questions is national exam only tests students’ 

knowledge and mastery over the concept of the subject matter. There is no 

question designed to assess students’ motivation or attitude in such tests. 

Similarly, there is no question to assess students’ psychomotor either.  

Regarding the level of thinking skills, HOTS or LOTS, this study indicates 

that the questions found in the national exam for English subject has incorporated 

these thinking skills. Seen from the proportion, questions that require students 

high order thinking skills is less dominant than those for low order thinking skills, 

46 % to 54 %. By incorporating HOTS questions, this has been designed to meet 

the requirement the latest curriculum which expects students to utilize their high 

order thinking skills more (Sitorus et al., 2021). In fact, in 2013 curriculum, the 

government makes an attempt to promote students’ critical and creative thinking 

by involving them in HOTS-based teaching and learning experience (Utami et al., 

2019).  

Unlike this study, which indicates the small different proportion of LOTS 

and HOTS questions, the study from Ahmad (2016) on English national exams in 

2013 revealed that LOTS questions are much more dominant with the comparison 

of 87.4 % to 10.6%. It is probably due to the fact the aforementioned study was 

conducted during the implementation of school-based curriculum or the transition 
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to 2013 curriculum. Again, the national exam question analyzed in this study has 

shown a significant improvement from the previous one. However, there seems to 

be insignificant difference found in terms of the LOTS and HOTS question 

subcategories found in both tests. The prevalence of LOTS questions in English 

national exam after the implementation of 2013 curriculum is also evident in Putra 

& Abdullah (2019). Their study on English national exam from 2013 until 2018 

revealed that 157 items in English national exam from these periods was 

categorized into LOTS questions and only 53 items into HOTS questions. In other 

words, there seems to be consistent LOTS questions in English national exam 

although it was implemented during 2013 curriculum era, even after its revision in 

2017. 

English national exam questions in 2019, the last implementation of 

national exam, still employed more LOTS questions that HOTS one even though 

the difference was not that significant. Ilham, et.al (2020) found in their study that 

out of 35 questions in the test, 15 of them (42%) of them assessed students HOTS 

and 20 of them (48%) assessed students LOTS. This proportion seems to be 

consistent with the findings of the study 46 % to 54 %. Similarly, the domain of 

HOTS questions found in all of the previous studies as well as this is mostly on 

analyzing level (C4) (Ahmad, 2016; Ilham et al., 2020; Putra & Abdullah, 2019). 

In addition to HOTS and LOTS questions, English national exam has also 

incorporated the notion of communicative language ability (CLA) consisting of 

language competence, strategic competence, and psychophysiological 

mechanisms. These competences are tested directly and indirectly. Language 

competence is directly tested while psychophysiological competence and strategic 

competence are indirectly tested. In other words, besides the fulfillment of 

cognitive domain, the test has also made an attempt to incorporate another 

important element in language testing process as proposed by Bachman and 

Palmer (Bachman & Palmer, 1996).  

 

CONCLUSION 

The implementation of English national exam has implemented 

requirement of good language testing. It has implemented various levels of 

cognitive domains, thinking skills, HOTS and LOTS. Even though LOTS 

questions is more dominant than HOTS one, the proportion difference between 

the two is not that significant. In addition, this test has also attempted the concept 

of communicative language ability. In other words, in this test, the students are 

not only tested about the factual information only but are also involved in various 

thinking skills as well as tested in terms of communicative language ability.  
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