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Preface

Randall L. Jones and Bernard Spolsky

The 1974 Washington Language Testing Symposium was the natural
result of cooperation between two recently established groups whose
primary concern is language testing. The Testing Subcommittee of the
United States Government Interagency Language Roundtable was
organized in 1972. Its principal function is to coordinate research and
development of language tests among the various U.S. Government
language schools. The Commission on Language Tests and Testing was
formed at the Third International Congress of Applied Linguistics in
Copenhagen in August 1973 as part of the International Association
of Applied Linguistics. Among the tasks assigned to the Commission
was “'to organize specialized meetings on tests and testing at a time
other than the regular AILA Congress.” In filling this task, it attempted
to provide a continuation to a series of conferences on language test-
ing which had already taken place. including the 1967 ATESL Seminar
en Testing (Wigglesworth 1967), the 1967 Michigan conference (Upshur
and Fata 1968), and the 1968 conference at the University of Southern
California (Briére 1969). The first such meeting was organized in
conjunction with the 1973 TESOL Convention; some of the papers
presented there have just been published (Palmer and Spolsky 1975).
A second meeting was held in Hasselt, Belgium in September 1973.

The papers in this volume represent the third of these meetings.
The participants were language testing specialists from academic
institutions, research centers, and U.S. and other government agen-
cies. The primary focus of the symposium was language proficiency
testing, especially as it relates to the use of foreign languages on the
job This volume includes not only the papers that were presented,
but also much of the discussion that followed each paper. It thus
provides a useful picture of the state of language proficiency testing,
and illustrates as well the possibilities which emerge when prac-
titioners and theorists meet to discuss their common problems.

Many people contributed to the success of the conference. Special
thanks are due to the members of the Testing Subcommittee of the
U.S. Government Interagency Language Roundtable who contributed
financial support (the Foreign Service Institute of the Department of
State, the Defense Language Institute of the Department of Defense;
the Office of Education of the Department of Health, Education and
Welfare: the Central Intelligence Agency: and the National Security
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Agency]. to Georgetown University for hosting the conference, to the
Center for Applied Linguistics for their financial support as well as
their willingness to publish the proceedings, and to all the partici-
pants, many of whom came from great distances to be present. We are
most grateful to Allene Guss Grognet and Marcia E. Taylor of the
Center for Applied Linguistics for the great assistance they provided
in preparing this volume for publication.
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Testing Language Proficiency in the United States
Government

Randall L. Jones

Of the thousands of students enrolled in foreign language courses in
the United States, only a relatively small percentage are associated
with Government language training programs. Yet this minor segment
of the language learning population is unusual and potentially signifi-
cant for the language teaching profession as a whole. The students in
U.S. Government language schools are exclusively adults who are
learning a language because it is important for a position they are
either occupying or are about to be placed in. Many of them have al-
ready learned a second language and have used it in the country
where it is spoken. They are probably enrolled in full-time courses
which last for six to twelve months. And perhaps most important, the
majority of them will have occasion to use the language frequently
soon after the end of the training period. The conditions for language
leirning are close to ideal, and certainly useful for doing research and
experimentation,

Positions in federal agencies for which knowledge of a second lan-
guage is required are referred to as "language-essential.” Because the
degree of proficiency does not need to he the same for all positions, it
is necessary to define levels of proficiency and to state the minimum
level for any language-essential position. Such a system obviousiy
necessitates a testing program that can accurately assess the ability of
an individual to speak, understand, read or write a foreign tanguage,
and that can assign a proficiency score to that person which will indi-
cate whether he is qualified to assume a specified language-essential
position The outcome of such a test may well have a significant af-
fect on the career of the individual,

In 1968 an ad hoc interagency committee (with representatives from
the Foreign Service Institute {'SI]. the Defense Language Institute
[DLI}. the National Security Agency [NSA]. the Central Intelli-
gence Agency [CIA], and the Civil Service Commission 1CSCy)
met to discuss the standardization of language scores for government
agencies. The committee proposed a system which would provide for
the recording of language proficiency in four skills: speaking, listening
comprehension. reading and writing. It was decided that degrees of
proficiency in each of these skills could be represented on an eleven

O
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2 Testing Language Proficiency

point scale. from 0 to 3, with pluses for levels 0 through 4. A set of
definitions was prepared for the four skills at each of the principal
levels (1-3). (The definiuon for speaking is essentially che same as had
already been in use at FSI prior to 1968.)

The scale and definition proposed by the ad hoc committee have
been adopted by the members of the Interagency Language Round-
table of the United States Government for use in their respective
language training programs. However. a number of questions relating
to standards of testing, test development, test technique, test valida-
tion. etc. still remain to be answered. The Roundtable’s recently estab-
lished Subcommittee on Testing has been given the task of dealing
with these problems, many of which are certainly not peculiar to
government language programs and are, of course. not new to the
language teaching profession as a whole We felt that it was therefore
approprigte to convene a meeting of both government and non-govern-
ment language testing specialists to discuss them. The members of the
panel possess hroad and varied backgrounds in the field of language
testing. They represent government-affiliated language programs as
well as academic institutions in the United States, Canada and
Europe. Our fucus is narrow. We will not be discussing language test-
ing in all of its forms, but only the testing of language proficiency —
an individual's demonstrable competence to use a language skill of
one type or another, regardless of how he may have acquired it.

In planning for the symposium we had four objectives in mind:
(1} to determine the state of the art of language proficiency testing
within the U.S. Goveinment. (2} to discuss common problems relating
to language testing, (3) to explore new ideas and techniques for test-
ing. and (4) to establish a future direction for research and develop-
ment. We are not operating under the delusion that any of these ob-
jectives will be completely met. It simply will not be possible to sur-
face and discuss all of theproblems concerning language proficiency
testing, let alone find adequate solutions for them. Furthermore, we
realize that although we are dealing with an imperfect system, it may
not be possible to alter it a great deal under the circumstances. We will
simply have to learn to live with some of its imperfections. But we also
feel an obligation to review our program carefully and to attempt to
make improvements where it is possible to do so. We are optimistic
that new ideas will emerge from this forum which will aid all of us in
devising more accurate means of ‘esting language proficiency.

The three skills which are most oftentested at Government language
scheols are speaking. listening comprehension and reading. You will
recall that the scores on our proficiency tests are supposed to in some
way reflect language competence as described by the Civil Service
l(lehnili(ms. In order to clarify the criteria for evaluation we are deal-
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Testing L.anguage Proficiency in the United States Government 3

ing with. I will give the definitions for level 3, or the minimum pro-
fessional level. for each of the three skills:

The level 3" speaker should be:

Able to speak the language with sufficient structural accuracy
and vocabulary to participate effectively in most formal and
informal conversations on practical, social, and professional
topics. Can discuss particular interests and special fields of
competence with reasonable ease; comprehension is quite
complete for a normal rate of speech; vocabulary is broad
enough that he rarely has to grope for a word; accent may be
obviously foreign; control of grammar good: errors never in-
terfere with understanding and rarely disturb the native
speaker.

In terms of listening comprehension, the individual at level 3" is:

Able to understand the essentials of all speech in a standard
dialect. including technical discussions within a special
field. Has effective understanding of face-to-face speech,
delivered with normal clarity and speed in a standard dialect,
on general topics and areas of special interest, has broad
enough vocabulary that he rarely has io ask for paraphrasing
or explanation; can follow accurately the essentials of conver-
sations between educated native speakérs, reasonably clear
telephone calls. radio broadcasts, and public addresses on
non-technical subjects; can understand without difficulty all
forms of standard speech concerning a specicl professional
field.

Atthe “3" level for 1eading proficiency. a person is:

Able to read standard newspaper items addressed to the gen-
eral reader, routine correspondence, reports and technical
material in his special field. Can grasp the essentials of
articles of the above types without using a dictionary; for
accurate understanding moderately frequent use of a dic-
tionary is required. Has occasional difficulty with unusually
complex structures and low-freqquency idioms.

If these definitions are to be taken seriously, we must be satisfied
that anyone who is tested and assigned a proficiency rating can meet
the criteria for that level. One of the principal problems we are faced
with is the construction of proficiency tests which measure language
ability accurately enough to correspond to these definitions. At the
present time there are several kinds of language proficiency tests used
in the various agencies, i.e. different tests are used to measure the
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4 Testing Language Proficiency

same skill because of differing circumstances. In some cases we feel
confident that the correlation between the performance on the test and
the performance in a real-life situation is geod In other cases we are
less certain, mainly because no validation studies have been made
with the definitions as a basis.

Speaking proficiency is tested in a direct way a ¥SI and the CIA by
means of an Oral Interview Test. In spite of its draw b.cks, this method
probably provides the most valid measurement f{ general speaking
proficiency currently available. Research which is now in progress
indicates that the reliability of the oral interview test is also very good.
But it has certain disadvantages with respect to its administration. It
is expensive and limited in that trained testers must be present to ad-
minister it. There is often a nced to test large populations or to give a
test at a location to which it would not be economically feasible to
send a testing team. What are the alternatives? There are several tests
of speaking proficiency now available which are not limited by these
restrictions, but unfortunately they do not provide a sufficiently ade-
quate measurement for our purposes. For example, most structured
oral language tests use a text, pictures or a recording as the slimulus.
The response of the examinee is limited and often unnatural. There is
little possibility for variation. It is somewhat similar to doing archaeo-
logical field work by looking at black and white snapshots of the site.
You can get an idea, but you cannot explore. There is also the possi-
bility of inferring a speaking proficiency level on the basis of a listen-
ing comprehension test, but we do not yet have convincing data to
show that a high enough correlation exists between the two types of
tests. We are still looking —and should continue to look —for alternate
means of testing speaking proficiency.

Because the requirements for language use differ from agency to
agency, the relative importance of testing certain skills also differs.
The testing of listening comprehension provides a good example. With-
in the various language schools there are several kinds of listening
comprehension tests. including a number of standardized multiple-
choice tests of the type familiar to all of us. These tests provide the
desirable element of objectivity, but they are also open to some serious
questions. For example, is it really possible for a test with this format
to correspond in any way to the Civil Service definitions. which are
expressed in functional terms? A multiple-choice test can serve as an
indicator of proficiency, but until we can validate it against perform-
ance based on the definitions, we do not know how accurate the indi-
cator is. Multiple-choice listening comprehension tests also have cer-
tain inherent problems such as memory, distraction. double jeopardy
(if both the stimulus and alternatives are in the target language)
and mixed skills (i.e. the examinee may be able to understand the
Q
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Testing l.anguage Proficiency in the United States Government 5

stimulus, but may not be able to read the alternatives). It is possible
for an examinee to understand the target language quite well, yet
score low on a test because of other factors. There is, unfortunately,
no way to make a direct assessment of a person’s ability to compre-
hend a foreign language short of gaining access to his language per-
ception mechanism, whatever that is.

AUFSI there is no requirement to distinguish between speaking and
listening comprehension, thus the FSI S-rating is a combination of
both:; comprehension is one of the factors on which the S-rating is
based. At the CIA a distinction is made between an S-rating and a U-
rating (U = understanding). but a separate listening comprehension
test is not given. In most cases the judgment about an examinee’s com-
prehension ability is made on the basis of his performance on the oral
interview. Such a method is potentially problematic if an examinee's
skill in understanding the language greatly exceeds his ability to speak
it. The level of language difficulty in the interview is necessarily dic-
tated by the examinee’s speaking proficiency. thus his skill for under-
standing what the examiner says may not be sufficiently challenged.
To correct this deficiency the CIA Language Learning Center is pres-
ently experimenting with the use of taped passages as a part of the
oral interview. We have vet to overcome some problems in this regard,
not the least of which is the establishment of evaluation criteria.

All of the agencies have a requirement for testing reading profi-
ciency. At FSL and in some cases at the CIA, the last ten to fifteen
minutes of the oral interview are spent in an oral translation exercise.
An approximation of the examinee’s reading proficiency is made on
the basis of his speaking proficiency. He is then given a short passage
in the target language —often taken directly from a current newspaper
or magazine —which he reads and retells in English without the aid of
a dictionary. The passages are scaled according to the eleven levels of
proficiency, and the examinee must be able to give a good, accurate
rendering in order to receive the rating which corresponds to the level
of the passage. If the linguist feels that the passage was not appro-
priate for the examinee, he can choose a second one of greater or les-
ser difficulty. In a typical test three to four passages are read. This
method has the advantage of being casy to administer. It is also a rel-
atively simple matter to change the test by changing the passages,
provided they are properly scaled. Unfortunately, there has never
been a reliability study made of this tes:. Furthermore, in spite of the
directness of oral translation in comparison to a multivle-choice test,
it cannot yet be assumed that the examinee’s performance in trans-
lating correlates directly with his ability to read and comprehend
written material in the target language. Again, it will be necessary to
make an exhaustive validity study before we can be assured that it

12



6 Testing L.anguage Proficiency

does, in fact. provide an accurate measure of reading proficiency.

Multiple-choice reading proficiency tests are used on a regular basis
at DLI and the CIA Language Learning Center. The objectivity and re-
liability provided by these standardized tests is desirable indeed but
the disadvantages must also be acknowledged. In our case. we have
had only one form for each language for more than ten vears. Ob-
viously some employees have taken the test more than once. some-
times within a relatively short period of time. Validity in such cases
is, of course. questionable. For this reason we are in the process of
devising a new testing model which we feel is a more valid measure-
ment of reading proficiency, and for which we plan to make maltiple
forms.

It may sound like heresy to some ears, but in all agencies transla-
tion tests are used in certair. cases for <easuring reading proficiency.
However, we really have no empirica’ = idence about the validity, or
lack of it, of such tests. The main administrative problem with this
tvpe of test is scoring. It must be done manually, and with so many
possibilities for mistakes of differing magniiude it is difficult to devise
a reliable method of scoring. The use of translation as a testing device
should not, however, be discarded.

Within the Government language community the greatest amount of
research in the arca of reading proficiency testing has been done at
DLI's Systems Development Agency in Monterey, Califarnia. Here a
team «f linguists and psychometricians is working on many of the
prublems of testing, especially test validity. They are also charged
with the awesome responsibility of develeping listening comprehen-
sion and reading tests for more than fifty languages, so a practical bal-
ance between research and development bas to be maintained. Other
Defense Department language programs are also occupied with the
challenge of developing new kinds of reading tests and have dis-
covered some novel, interesting techniques of getting at the problem.

The Government Accounting Office (CAO) "Report to the Congress
on the Need to Improve Language Training Programs and Assignments
for U.S. Government Personnel Overseas” dis:usses some of the prob-
lems of testing language preficiency in U.S. Covernment agencies and
suggests that research and development of language tests be coor-
dinated among the agencies. We cannot know how effective our lan-
guage training programs are or how valid our mechanism for assigning
personnel to language-essential positions is unless we are confident
that our testing programs provide an accurate measurement of lan-
guage proficiency. We are reasonably satisfied that our present system
works; but we should not be completely content with it, as there is still
much to be done.

The U.S. Government language community has had vast experience

LRIC 13
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with language testing—each year more than seven thousand people
are tested in approximately sixty different languages. The range of
proficiency covers the entire spectrum; all the way from the beginner
to those who have a command of the language equivalent to that of an
educated native speaker. A large amount of data is thus generated
which can be of value not only for our purposes, but for ansone in-
terested in language testing. A cooperative effort on the part of Gov-
ernment and non-Government language interests would therefcre be
of great mutual benefit.

Since the Government has such a large stake in improved testing,
should we not dedicate a greater portion of our resources to research,
in order to learn more about the tests we are presently using, as well
as to experiment with new techiniques? Perhaps this symposium will
be the stimulus to initiate a comprehensive program of evaluation, re-
search and development in language proficiency testing.

DISCUSSION

Lado: I think the paper was very helpful in giving us a broad presentation of
many of the issues that interest us. I do not agree that the interview is more
natural than some of the other forms of tests. because if I'm being inter-
viewed and [ know that my salary and my promotion depend on it. no matter
how charming the interviewer and his assistants are, this couldn't be any
more unnatural. I v juld also argue against considering Civil Service defini-
tions as dogma. In my view they can be changed, and better definitions can be
found. One further point. “We shouldn't discard translation.” we were told
a couple of times. I would like to discard translation, especially as a test of
reading.

Jones: Any test is unnatural and is going to create anxiety, especially if one’s
salary or grade depends on it. As a matter of fact, just speaking a foreign lan-
guage in a real-life situation can cause anxiety. As to the Civil Service defini-
tions, they are not dogma, and they may well be changed. Finally, translation.
as is the case with all reading tests. is one indirect measure of a person’s
ability to understand written lunguage. It has its drawbacks, but it also has
its merils.

Nickel: There is certainly a revival —a renaissance —in the interest of transla-
tion now taking place 1n Europe. In some work we have done we seem to see
a certain correlation between a skill like speaking and translation, and I feel
that translation tests are useful for skills other than translating.

Davies: You mention speaking. listening and reading level 3. I'd like to
know whether level 3 for reading is supposed to be equivalent in some way
to level 3 for listening. It seems to me that as you read them through very
quickly, they mean very different things.

Jones: As far as the structure of the lenguage is concerned, they should. It
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should not be inferred that a level 3 understander {aural) is also a level 3
reader.

Davies: In talking about reading. vou said that. “the passages are scaled
according to the eleven leveis of proficiency.” How were they scaled?

Wilds: Perhaps | can ansuwer that question. although it began so long ago
that it'’s hard to say how they were scaled initially. Since the beginning. new
passages have been matched with old ones so that they are proven to be in
an order of difficults which seems to hold true for evervbody who takes the
test. A passage that is graded 3+. for example. will not be given that final
grade until it is shown by several dozen examinees to match the performance
on accepted 34 passages. | might say that there are no 0 or 04 passages as far
as [ know. so there are really only 9 levels. And in many languages where
there aren’t many tests. there are no plus ratings on the passages. You need
a great many examinees to make it finer than that in gradation,

Quinecres: I'd like to add that this decision was certainly not based on
the definitions. although. at least in our case. we looked at them when we
were scaling the passages. Also, we made an attempt to look at the passages
from the point of view of frequency of words and complexity of sentences.
But ultimately it was a subjective decision by the test cons!vuctors. and the
ultimate decision for keeping the passage was based on the experience of
using the passages and having people at different levels handling them.

Sako: In your presentation you mentioned that the CIA was experimenting
with taped passages. How far along are yvou on this experiment. and do you
foresee an instrument that is as reliable and valid as the one you are now
using? And if so. do vou think there will be a substantial savings in rating
people?

Jones: Our primary concern with giving a rating for listening comprehension
on the basis of the oral interview is that if the person tested is able to under-
stand the language very well. but for snme reason is deflicient in speaking. it
is very likely that he wll get a low ratng for listening comprehension. There
is no way for him to demonstrate that his ability to understand exceeds—in
some cases by as much as two levels —his ability to speak. So our experimen-
tation in this respect is primarily to find out whether. on the basis of the taped
rassages. a person might be able to understand better than is evident from the
interview. We have a fairly good idea of his minimal level. the taped passages
we hope will bring out anything that exceed that. Our primary problem is.
orce again. trying to line the passages up with our levels.

Hindmarsh: Is there a definition of writing proficiency?

Jones: Yes. there is. We rarely test writing. however. and our research and
development projects are not currently concerned with any type of writing
proficiency test.

Frey: ['d like to ask about the expense involved in oral testing. We found. of
course. that it's very expensive. [ wonder how long vour tests take. and how
expensive they are?

ERIC
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Jomes: I couldn’t really quote a dollar figure. but Jim Frith quotes a figure of
$35 00 for a test of speaking and reading. It's a very expensive type of test
because we have two testers with the examinee for a period of anywhere
from 15 minutes to more than a half hour, depending on the level. A person
who comes in with a 0+ level doesn’t take long to test. However. if a person
is up in the 4 or 4 + range. we have 10 take a lot more time 10 explore and
find out where the border really js. We feel, however. that whatever the ex-
pense is. it's worth it. \We have to have this kind of a test to be able to find out
what a person’s ability to speak really is. \Vhile it would be possible to use
taped tests. if you have to take time to listen to the tape anvway. why not do
it face to face in the first place?




E

Theoretical and Technical Considerations in Oral
Proficiency Testing

John L. D. Clark

The intent of this paper is to identify and discuss some of the major
theoretical and practical considerations in the development and use
of oral proficiency tests. A few definitions are required in order to
identify and delineate the area of discussion. A proficiency test is
considered as any measurement procedure aimed at determining the
examinee’s ability to receive or transmit information in the test lan-
guage for some pragmatically useful purpose within a real-life setting.
For example. a test of the student’s ability to comprehend various
tywpes of radio broadcasts or to understand the dialogue of a foreign
language film would be considered a proficiency test in listening com-
prehension. A proficiency test in the area of written production
would involve measuring the student’s ability to produce such written
documents as notes to the plumber, informal letters to acquaintances.
and various types of business correspondence. In all cases. the em-
phasis in proficiency testing is on determining the student’s ability to
operate efectively in real-life language use situations,

In the testing of oral proficiency. possible real-life contexts include
such activities as reading aloud {as in giving a prepared speech] dic-
tating into a tape recorder, talking on the telephone, and conversing
face-to-face with one or more interlocutors. In terms of the relative
frequency of these speaking activiiies, face-to-face conversation is
defimtely the most highly preponderant, and with some justification.
the term “oral proficiency™ is usually thought of in terms of a con-
versational situation.

A further distinction is necessary between two major subcategories
of proficiency testing. direct and indirect. In direct proficiency test-
ing. the testing format and procedure attempts to duplicate as closely
as possible the setting anda operation of the reallife situations in
which the proficiency 1s normally demonstrated. For example, a
direct proficiency test of listening comprehension might involve the
presentation of taped radio broadcasts, complete with the static and
somewhat limited frequency range typical of actual radio reception.
A direct proficiency test of reading comprehension would ipvolve the
use of verbatim magazine articles. newspaper reports. and other texts
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Theoretical and Technical Considerations in Oral Proficiency Testing 11

actually encountered in real-life reading situations. A direct test of
oral proficiency. in the face-to-face communication sense, would in-
volve a test setting in which the eixaminee and one or more human
interlocutors do, 1n fact, engage in communicative dialogue. A major
requirement of direct proficiency tests is that they must provide a
very close facsimile or “work sample” of the real-life language situa-
tions in question, with respect to both the setting and operation of
the tests and the linguistic areas and content which they embody.

Indirect proficiency tests. on the other hand. do not require the
establishment of a highly face-valid and representative testing situa-
tion. In some cases. of course, an indirect test mayv involve certain
quasi-realistic activities on the student’s part. For example, in the
speaking area, a test which is defined here as indirect may require the
student to describe printed pictures aloud or in some other way pro-
duce intelligible spoken responses. However, since such testing pro-
cedures are not truly reflective of a real-life dialogue situation,
they are considered indirect rather than direct measures of oral
proficiency.

Other indirect techniques may have virtualls no formal corre-
spondence 1o real-life language activities. One example is the so-
called “cloze™ technique, in which the examinee is asked to resup-
ply letters or words that have been systematically deleted from a
continuous text. This specific behavior would rarely if ever be called
for in real-life situations.

The validity of these and other indirect procedures as measures of
real-life proficiency is established through statistical —specifically.
correlational —means. If and when a given indirect test is found to
correlate highly and consistently with more direct tests of the profi-
ciency in question, it becomes useful as a surrogate measure of that
proficiency . in the sense that it permits reasonably accurate predic-
tions of the level of performance that the student would demonstrate
if he were to undergo the more direct test. This type of correlational
validity is usually referred to as congruent or concurrent validity.

In addition to being either face. content-valid or concurrently-valid,
as requured. direct and indirect proficiency tests must also be reliable,
i the sense that they must provide consistent, replicable information
about student performance. If no intervening learning has taken
place. a given student would Le expected to receive approximately
the same score on a number of different administrations of the same
lest or alternate forms thereof. If, however. test scores are found to
vary appreciably through influences other than changes in student
ability, test unreliability is indicated, and the measure accordingly
becomes liss appropriate as a true measure of student performance.

o Finally, both direct and indirect proficiency tests must have a
ERIC
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12 Testing Language Proficiency

satisfactory degree of practicality. No matter how highly valid and
reliable a particular testing method may be, it cannot be serviceable
for “real-world™ applications unless it falls within acceptable limits
of cost. manpower requirements, and time constraints for adminis-
tration and scoring. To overlook or minimize these aspects when plan-
ning and developing testing procedures is to court serious disillusion-
ment when the procedures go through the trial-by-fire of operational
use.

We have so far defined the area of “oral proficiency testing”; iden-
tified direct and indirect techniques within .ms area; and cutlined the
three major considerations of validity. rel +".."ty, and practicality as
touchstones for a more detailed analysis ot Lpecific testing proce-
dures. In conducting this analysis, it will also b ! 2lpful to present a
brief taxonomy of theoretically possible testing procedures and
identify the possible procedures which must adequately fulfill the
validity, reliability. and practicality criteria that have been discussed.

Two major components of any testing prn.edure are administra-
tion and scoring. Administration is the process by which test stimuli
are presented to the examinee. “Mechanical” administration refers to
procedures in which test booklets, tape recorders, videotapes, -or
other inanimate devices are for all practical purposes entirely respon-
sible for test administration. Any input by a “live” examiner is re-
stricted to peripheral matters such as giving general directions and
handing out test materials. “Human” administration, on the other
hand. requires the presence of a live examiner who is actively and
continuously involved in the testing process: reading test questions
aloud. conversing with the student in an interview situation, and so
forth. :
Test scoring is the process by which the student’s responses to the
test stimuli are converted to numerical data or numerically codeable
data such as the scoring levels of the FSI-type interview. The scoring
process can also be either "mechanical” or “human.” In “mechanical”
scoring, student respo’nses are converted automatically, i.e. without
any thought or judgment on the part of a human rater, to the appro-
priate score. This would include the scoring of multiple-choice re-
sponses, either by machine or by a human performing the same
mechanical chore. and also the automatic evaluation of spoken re-
sponses through voice recognition devices or similar electronic
means. [n “kuman” scoring. one or more persons must actually listen
to the responses of the examinee and exercise a certain degree of
thought or judgment in arriving at a rating of the examinee's per-
formance.

Test scoring, both mechanical and human, can be further divided
into “simultaneous”™ scoring and “delaved” scoring. Simultaneous

ERIC
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Theoretical and Technical Considerations in Oral Proficiency Testing 13

scoring is carried out on the spot, either during or immediately fol-
lowing the test itself, and there is no need to tape record or in any
other way preserve the examinee's responses. In delayved scoring, the
test responses of the examinee are recorded for evaluation at a later
time.

Table 1 below summarizes possible combinations of administration
technique (mechanical/human), scoring technique (mechanical/
human), and time of scoring (simultaneous/delayed)., and .gives
examples of aztual tests or theoretically possible tests based on these
combinations.

Table 1
An Inventary of Passible Administratioan and Scaring Mades
far Oral Praficiency Testing

Administratian  Scaring  Time of Scaring Examples

1 Mechanical Mechanical Simul. Speech Auto-Instructianal Device
. - (Buiten and Lane 1965); SCOPE
Speech Interpreter (Pulliam 1969).

2. Mechanical Mechanical Delayed As in (1), using previously recarded
respanses.
3. Mechanical Human Simul. Test administratian via tape recarder

and/ar visual stimuli; human scarer
evaluates respanses an-the-spat.

4. Mechanical Human Delayed Tape recarded speaking tests in
typical achievement batteries (MLA-
Caoaperative Tests, MLA Proficiency
Tests for Teachers and Advanced

Students).

5. Human Mechanical Simul. Unlikely pracedure.

6. Human Mechanical Delayed Unlikely pracedure.

7. Human Human Simul. Face-to-face interviews (FSI; Peace
Corps/ETS).

8. Human Human Delayed As in (7), using previausly recarded
respanses.

To discuss first the area of direct oral proficiency tests, the possible
combinations of administration and scoring procedures are highly
restricted by the need to provide a valid facsimile of the actual com-
municative situations. Since the instantaneous modification of topical
content characteristic of real-life conversational situations cannot be
duplicated through tape records or other mechanical means, “*human”
administration is required. This restricts the available possibilities

X to categories 5 through 8 in Table 1. Of these, human administration
<
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and mechanical scoring (categories 5 and 6) would involve the use of
some type of device capable of analvzing complex conversational
speech. At the present time, no such device is available.

The remaining categories are 7 and 8. Category 7—human adminis-
tration and simultaneous human scoring—is exemplified by the face-
to-face interview of the FSI type' in which one or more trained indi-
viduals administer the test stimuli (in the sense of holding a guided
conversation with the examinee) and also evaluate the student’s per-
formance on a real-time basis. Category 8 —human administration and
delayed human scoring—would also involve a face-to-face conversa-
tion, but the scoring would be carried out at a later time using a tape
recording of the interview or a videotape with a sound track.

From the standpoint of validity, tests in categories 7 and 8 approach
real-life communication about as closely as is possible in the test
situation. Face-to-face conversation between examiner and examinee
on a variety of topics does, of course, differ to some extent from the
contexts in which these communications take place in real life, and
the psychological and affective components of the formal interview
also differ somewhat from those of the real-life setting. As Perren
points out: "... both participants know perfectly well that it is a test
and not a tea-party, and both are subject to psychological tensions,
and what is more important, to linguistic constraints of style and reg-
ister thought appropriate to the occasion by both participants.”?
However, except, for such exotic and ultimately impractical tech-
niques as surreptitiously observing the examinee in real-life linguistic
setlings—ordering meals, talking with friends, communicating on the
job, and so forth—it is difficult to identify an oral proficiency meas-
urement technique with a usefully higher level of face validity.

With respect to the reliability of the interview procedure, it can be
asked whether simultaneous or delayed evaluation of the interview
permits more reliable scoring. In connection with an interviewer
training project which Educational Testing Service has been conduct-
ing with ACTION/Peace Corps, 80 FSI-type interviews in French were
independently scored by two raters simultaneously present at the
interview, and their ratings agreed as to basic score level (0, 1, 2, 3, 4,
5) in 95 percent of the cases. Scoring of tape recorded interviews by
two or more independent raters (i.e. the “delayed” technique} has
informally been observed to attain about the same levels of reliabil-
ity, but much more detailed scoring reliability studies would be
desirable for both modes of scoring.

Certain attributes of the simultaneous scoring procedure could be

'Rice 1959; Foreign Service Institute 1963.
®erren 1967, p. 286.
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Theoretical and Technical Considerations in Oral Proficiency Testing 15

viewed as more favorable to high scoring reliability than the delayed
procedure. First, all relevant communicative stimuli are available to
the scorer. including the examinee’s facial expressions, gestures, lip
movements, and so forth. Unless a video recording of the interview
is made (rather than an ordinary tape recording), these components
would be lost to the rater in the delayed scoring situation. Second,
simultaneous scoring may benefit from a “recency of exposure™
factor in that the rater has the conversation more clearly and more
thoroughly in mind than he or any other scorer could have at a later
time. Third, when the test administrator and scorer are present simul-
taneously {or when a single interviewer fills both roles), the interview
can be lengthened or modified in certain ways which the scorer con-
siders important to a comprehensive assessment of the candidate’s
performance. In delayed scoring, the rater must base his judgment on
whatever is recorded on the tape, and he has no corrective recourse
if the interview happens to be too brief or otherwise unsatisfactory
for effective scoring. Finally, when the interview is scored on the
spot, there 1s no possibility of encountering technical difficulties such
as poorly recorded or otherwise distorted tapes that might hinder
accurate scoring in the delayed situation.

On the other hand, there are a number of features of the delayed
scoring arrangement that might be considered to enhance scoring
reliability. First, there would be no opportunity for variables such as
the interviewee’s mannerisms or personal attractiveness to affect the
scoring process. Second, there could be a better control on the scor-
ing conditions, in that the interview tapes could be more effectively
randomized, intermingled with tapes from other sources, and so
forth than is usually the case when live examinees must be scheduled
at a given testing site. Third. delayed scoring would allow for repeti-
tive playback of all or selected portions of the interview to resolve
points of doubt in the sco.er's mind—~a possibility which is not
available in the simultaneous scoring situation.

In view of these and other conflicting interpretations of the poten-
tial reliabilities of simultaneous and delayed techniques, a compre-
hensive experimental study comparing these two procedures would
seem very much in order.

With respect to the practicality of interview testing of the FSI type,
an obvious concern is the need to invulve expensive humans in both
the test administration and scoring process. Since there appears to be
no alternative to such an approach—at least within the context of
direct proficiency testing—the question is reduced to that of making
the most effective use of the human input required.

The manpower requirements can be reduced to a considerable ex-

Jent by decreasing the total testing time per examinee. Interview tests
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of the FSI type typically require approximately 15 to 30 minutes,

with somewhat shorter or longer testing times for very limited or
extremely proficient examinees. respectively. Evaluation of the stu-

dent’s performance and assignment of a score level would usually re-

quire an additional 2 to 3 minutes beyond the running time of the |
interview itselt. When interviewing on a group basis, it is difficult for |
a single tester or team of testers to administer more than about 15
interviews per day.

Since test administration time and the associated manpower ex-
pense is probably the largest single drawback to widespread use of
the full-scale interview procedure, there would be considerable
interest in determining the extent to which a face-to-face interview
could be abbreviated without seriously affecting either the validity
of the test or its scoring reliability. Considerable informal experience
in connection with the Peace Corps testing project suggests that the
examinee’s basic score level (i.e. his assignment to one of the six
verbally-defined score levels] can be fairly accurately established
within the first 5 minutes of conversation. If evaluation at this level of
specificity is considered acceptable—as distinguished from the de-
tailed diagnostic information and assignment of applicable “plus”
levels obtained in a full-length interview —test administration and
scoring expense would be reduced by a factor ¢f three or four.

Although shorter interview times do reduce the number of topical
areas and styvles of discourse that can be sampled. the effect on
scoring reliability may not be so great as has commonly been as-
sumed. In any event. the matter of optimum interview length is a
strictly empirical question which should be thoroughly explored in
a controlled experimental setting. An appropriate technique would
be to have a large number of trained raters present at a given inter-
view. At the end of fixed time intervals (such as every 5 minutes),
subgroups of these raters would leave the interview room and assign
ratings on the basis of the interview performance up to that time.
These ratings would be checked for reliability against the ratings
derived from partial interviews of other lengths and from the full-
length “criterion’ interview.

A second major component of interview practicality is the question
of using 1 or 2 interviewzrs. The traditional FSI technique has been
to use 2 trained interviewers wherever possible. One interviewer
takes primary respounsibility for leading the conversation, and the
other carefully listens for and makes notes of areas of strength and
weakness in the examinee's performance. The second interviewer
may also intervene from time to time to steer the conversation into
areas which the first interviewer mayv have overlooked. At the con-
clusion of the interview, both examiners discuss the student's per-

16 Testing Language Proficiency .
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Theoretical and Technical Considerations in Oral Proficiency Testing 17

formance and mutually determine the score level to be assigned. The
chief disadvantage of the two-examiner technique is the increased
manpower cost. which is effectively double that of the single-exami-
ner procedure. Again, detaiied comparative studies would be neces-
sary to determine whether the participation of a second interviewer
results in a substantial and economically-justifiable increase in
scoring reliability.

[n analyzing simultaneous and delayed interview scoring tech-
niques from the standpoint of practicality, the simultaneous proce-
dure appears clearly preferable. Indeed, simultaneous scoring can be
considered almost “free of charge™ in the sense that the examiner(s) -
already necessarily on hand to administer the interview —require
only a few additional moments to determine the appropriate score
level. By contrast. delayed scoring requires the complete “replaying”
ot the interview. and although certain procedures such as time com-
pression of the tape recording (Cartier 1968) or preliminary editing
of several interviews into a single continuous tape (Rude 1967) might
decrease the scering time somewhat, it is doubtful that delaved scor-
ing could ever be made as economical as simultaneous scoring carried
out by the test administrators themselves. A further disadvantage of
the delayed scoring technique is the appreciably longer turnaround
time for score reports to students and instructors.

The preceding discussion of direct proficiency measurement tech-
riques may be summarized as follows. The need to provide a face-
valid communicative setting restricts test administration possibilities
to the face-to-face interaction of a human tester and examinee. Be-
cause mechanical devices capable of evaluating speech in a conversa-
tional situation are not a viable possibility at the present time. the
scoring of the test must also involve trained human participation.
Within these constraints, the possibilities of selection among the eight
testing categories shown are reduced to a choice between simulta-
neous and delayed scoring. The relative levels of reliability obtain-
able through simultaneous and delayed scoring have not been estab-
lished on any rigorous basis, and logical arguments can be advanced
in favor of both techniques. Considerations of practicality point to
simultancous scoring of the proficiency interview as an appreciably
more efficient and economical technique.

Turning now to indirect measures of oral proficiency, the testing
possibilities are expanded in that there is no longer a requirement
for a face-valid (i.e. human-administered, conversational) administra-
tion setting. and mechanical administration techniques can be con-
sidered. With reference to Table 1. the first two categories of
mechanical administration and mechanical scoring would involve
such techniques as the student’s imitation of isolated sounds or short
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18 Testing Language Proficiency

phrases in the test language. with the responses evaluated by com-
puter-based speech recognition devices. Buiten and Lane {1963) devel-
oped a Speech Auto-Instructional Device capable of extracting pitch,
loudness, and rhythm parametets from short spoken phrases and
compatmg these to internally-stored criteria of accuracy. Pulliam
{1969} has described the development of an experimental speech
interpreter, also computer-based, which can evaluate the examinee's
pronunciation of specific short utterances. Drawbacks to the use of
these devices include eyuipment cost and complexity and also the
extremely limited repertoire of sounds or phrases that can be eval-
uated with a single programming of the machines. It is also quite
doubtful that even the very precise measurement of the sludent's
pronunciation aceuracy that might be afforded by these devices
would show a high correlation with general proficiency. in view of
the many other variables which are involved in the latter per-
formance.

Category 3 -mechanical test administration and simultaneous hu-
man scoring — dues not appear to be productive. One possible applica-
tion would be the tape recerded presentation of questions or other
stimuli to which the examinee would respond. with on the spot evalu-
ation by a human rater. Such a technique would, however, afford no
saving in manpower over a regular face-to-face interview, and there
would seem to be no practical reason to prefer it over the fatter, more
direct. technique as a means of overall proficiency testing.

Category 4~ mechanical administration and delayed human scoring
—uffers considerably greater testing possibilities. Included in this
category are the speaking tests in large-scale standardized batteries
such as the MLA Foreign Language Proficiency Tests for Teachers and
Advanced Students (Starr 1962); the MLA-Cooperative Foreign Lan-
guage Tests (Educational Testing Service 1963); and the Pimsleur Pro-
fictency Tests (Pimsleur 1967). The general technique in these and
similar tesls is to coordinate a master tape recording and student
booklet in such a wayv that both aural stimuli {such as short phrases
to be mimicked. questions to which the student responds) and visual
stimuli {printed tests to be read aloud. pictures to be described, etc.)
can bt presented. The master tape also gives the test instructions and
paces the student through the various parts of the test.

It is fairly well established that the types of speaking tasks pre-
sented in a standardized speaking test cannot be considered highly
face-valid measures of the student’'s communicative proficiency. As
previously indicated. the most serious drawback in this respect is that
it is not possible to engineer a mechanically-administered test in such
a way that the stimulus questions can be changed or modified on a
real-ime basis to correspond to the give-and-take of real-life com-
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munication. In addition to this basic difficulty, a substantial propor-
tion of the specific testing formats used in these tests —mimicry of
heard phrases, descriptions of pictures or series of pictures, reading
aloud from a printed text—are at least some steps removed from the
face-to-face conversational interaction implicit in the concept of oral
proficiency. For these reasons, it appears more appropriate and more
productive to classify and interpret the MLA Proficiency Tests, the
MLA-Cooperative Tests, and similar instruments as indirect meas-
ures of oral proficiency which reveal their appropriateness as profi-
ciency measures not through the observed validity of their setting,
content, and operation but through the degree to which they may be
found to correlate on a concurrent basis with direct measures of
oral proficiency.

Unfortunately, the detailed correlational studies needed to estab-
lish the concurrent validity of these indirect measures vis-g-vis direct
proficiency tests are for the most part lacking. In connection with a
large-scale survey of the foreign language proficiency of graduating
college language majors, Carroll (1967) administered hoth the speak-
ing test from the MLA Proficiency Battery and the FSI interview test
to small samples of students of French, German, Russian, and Span-
ish. Correlations ranging from .66 to .82 were obtained, representing
moderate to good predictive accuracy. To the extent that scoring of
the indirect speaking tests is itself an unreliable process, the observed
correlations between these tests and the FSI interview or similar
direct procedures would be attenuated.

It is interesting to note that standardized speaking tests of the MLA
tvpe are generally considered to have higher scoring reliabilities than
the freer and less structured interview techniques. This opinion may
be attributable in part to the impressive technical accouterments of
the standardized tests, including the language laboratory administra-
tion setting and the accompanying master ‘est tapes, student booklets,
and response tapes. However, evidenwe available to date does not
support a high level of scoring reliability for tests of this type.

Starr {1962) has discussed some of the difficulties encountered in
the scoring of the MLA Proficiency Speaking Tests, including a *“halo
effect” when a single rater was required to score all sections of a
given test tape and the gradual shifting of scoring standards in the
course of the grading process. Scoring reliability of the MLA-Co-
eperative Speaking Tests was examined in a study of the two-rater
scoring of 100 Fench test tapes (Educational Testing Service 1965).
Among the different test sections, scoring reliability ranged from .78
(for the picture description section) to a low of .31 (mimicry of short
phrases). The inter-rater reliability for the entire test was only .51.
Scoring reliability for the Pimsleur speaking tests was not reported
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in the test manual. and Pimslenr indicated that “because of the nawure
of the test,” the speaking test scores should be interpreted with
caution.?

" These results raise an interesting question - specifically, whether
carefully designed direct proficiency interviews might not exceed in
scoring reliability the levels so far observed for the more indirect
standardized tests. Additional studies of the scoring reliabilities of
both types of test would seem very much in order.

In regard to the question of practicality, mechanically-administered
speaking tests do save administration time in that a number of stu-
dents can be tested simultaneously in a language laboratory setting.
However, during the scoring process each student response tape must
still be evalnated individually by human listeners, and to the extent
that the scoring time for the indirect recorded test approaches the
combined administration/scoring time of the direct proficiency inter-
view, any manpower advantage of the tape recorded procedure is
lost.

With regard to typical scoring times for tape recorded tests, it is
interesting to note that scorers evaluating the MLA Proficiency Test
tapes on a volume basis were typically able to score approximately
15 tapes per day. It bears emphasizing that this rate is not appreciably
differrnt from the number of face-to-face interviews of the FSI type
that a single individual can conveniently administer and score in a
working day.

Widely varying scoring rates have been reported for other types of
tape recorded speaking tests. These range from a maximum of about
1 hour per student to a minimum of about 5 minutes. The one-hour
figure is reported by Davison and Geake (1970). who evaluated each
student’s responses according to a number of detailed criteria. The
procedure also included frequent reference to external comparison
tapes and considerable replaying of the student tapes. The five-minute
scoring was aceomplished by Beardsmor and Renkin (1971}, vsiag a
shorter initial test and a tape recording technique which deleted from
the student tapes all material other than the active responses.

Generally speaking, the scoring time for tape recorded tests is af-
fected by a great number of factors, including the absolute length of
the student’s responses, the presence or absence of "dead” spaces in
which test directions or stimuli are being heard instead of student re-
sponses, the frequency with which portions of the test must be re-
played during scoring, the complexity of the scoring procedure itself,
the amount of time required to mark down partial scores and calcu-
late a total score, and even the rewind speed of the machines on

1 Pimsleur 1967, p. 15
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Theoretical und Technical Considerations in Oral Proficiency Testing 21

which the test tapes are played back. In the ideal situation, a combina-
tion of carefully planned test formats, technological aids such as
voice-activated relayvs to operate the student recorders only during
active responding, and concise and easily-applied scoring standards
v ild reduce test scoring time considerably while providing for a
vfficiently broad sampling of the student’s speaking performance.
On the other hand, lack of care in developing the test formats, admin-
istration procedures, and scoring techniques may well result in an
indirect test of oral proficiency which is appreciably less cost-effec-
tive in terms of administration and scoring manpower than the direct
proficiency interview itself.

All of the indirect tests discussed so far require active speech pro-
duction on the student’s part. even though the speaking tasks involved
are not closely parallel to real-life communication activities. Although
such tests mayv be felt to have a certain degree of face veiidity in the
sense that the student is actually required to speak in a variety of
stimulus situations, their true value as effective measures of com-
municative proficiency is more appropriately established on a con-
current validity basis, i.e. through statistical correlation with an FSI-
type interview or other criterion test that is in itself highly face-valid.
There is a second category of indirect tests in which the student is
not even required to speak. Tests of this type must depend even more
highly on correlational relationships with direct criterion tests to
establish their validity as measures of oral proficiency.

Among these "non-speaking’ speaking tests, the "reduced redun-
dancy” technique developed by Bernard Spolsky is discussed at
length elsewhere in this volume. Briefly, the reduced redundancy
procedure involves giving the student @ number of sentences in the
target language which have been distorted by the introduction of
white noise at various signal/noise levels. The student attempts to
write out each sentence as it is heard. On the assumption that stu-
dents who have a high degree of overall proficiency in the language
can continue to understand the recorded sentences even when many
of the redundant linguistic cues available in the undistorted sentence
have been obliterated, the student’s score on the test is consider-:d
indicative of his general level of language proficiency.

The Spolsky test has been validated against various listening com-
prehension, reading, and writing tests (Spolsky et al 1968: Spolsky
1971). with concurrent validity correlations ranging between .36 and
.66. The reduced redundancy technique has not to the writer's knowl-
edge been validated against the FSI interview or other tests requiring
actual speech production on the student’s part. and the extent of cor-
relation of reduced redundancy tests with direct measures of speak-
ing proficiency remains to be determined.
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The “cloze™ test is another indirect procedure which recently has
received considerable attention. This technique, originated by W. L.
Taylor (1953) in the context of native-language testing. involves the
systematic deletion of letters o1 words from a continuous printed
text. which the student is asked to resupply on the basis of con-
textual clues available in the remaining portion of the text. Nu-
merous experimental studies of the cloze procedure have been car-
ried out over the past several vears (Carroll, Carton, and Wilds 1959;
Oller and Conrad 1971). including investigations of the deletion of
only certain categories of words such as prepositions (Oller and Inal
1971); computer-based scoring using a “clozentropy™ formula based
on information theory (Darnell 1968); and human scoring in which
any contextually-acceptable response is considered correct, not
necessarily the originally deleted word (Oller 1972).

Very satisfactory concurrent validity coefficients have been found
for the cloze tests, using as criteria various other presumably more
direct mcasures of overall language proficiency. Darnell (1968) re-
ported a correlation of .84 between a 200-item cloze test and the total
score on the Test of English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL). Oller
{1972) obtained a correlation of .83 between a cloze test scored on a
contextually-acceptable basis and the UCLA placement examination,
consisting of vocabulary. grammar, reading, and dictation sections.

As is the case with reduced redundancy testing, there appears to be
no experimental information currently available on the extent of
correlation between cloze-type measures and direct tests of oral
proficiency per se; such studies would be very useful in determiring
the extent to which tests based on the cloze procedure might be used
as surrogates for direct oral proficiency testing.

In terms of practicality. both redu.ed redundancy tests and cioze
procedures offer considerable advantages. Test administration can
be carried out on a mechanical basis, using a test tape and student
response booklet for the reduced redundancy test and a test booklet
alone for the cloze procedure.

Scoring complexity and time required to score cloze tests depend
on the particular grading system used. A major drawback of the Dar-
nell clozentropy system 1s the need for computer-based computation
in the course of the scoring process; this limits use of the clozentropy
technique to schools or institutions having the necessary technical
facilities. Human scoring of regular cloze tests is rapid and highly
objective. especially when exact replacement of the original word is
the scoring criterion. Multiple-choice versions of the cloze test are
also possible, further speeding and objectifving the scoring process.

Despite the potentially high level of practicality of reduced re-
ldunddn(:_\ and cloze techniques, the ultimate usefulness of these and
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other indirect techniques as measures of oral proficiency will rest on
the magnitude of the correlations that can be developed between
them and the more direct measures. correlations based on the simulta-
neous administration of both kinds of tests to examinee groups similar
in personal characteristics and language learning history to those
students who would eventually be taking only the indirect test. It
should also be noted that tests which do not actually require the
student to speak would probably not have as much motivational im-
pact towards speaking practice and improvement as tests requiring
oral production, especially the direct conversational interview. It
may thus be desirable for pedagogical reasons to favor the direct
testing of proficiency wherever possible.

This discussion may be concluded with a few summary remarks.
If oral proficiency is defined as the student’s ability to communicate
accurately and effectively in real-life language-use contexts, especial-
Iv in the face-to-face conversations typical of the great majority of
real-world speech activities, considerations of face validity appear to
require human administration of a conversation-based test, which
must also be evaluated by human raters. For this reason, direct inter-
view techniques deserve continuing close attention and experimental
study aimed at improving both the test administration and scoring
procedures. The latter must be continuously reviewed to insure that
they call for examiner judgments of the student’s communicative
ability and effectiveness, rather than kis command of specific linguis-
tic features.* "To permit practical and economical administration in
the school setting. interview-based tests must also be designed to
reach acceptable reliability levels within relatively short testing times.

Proponents of direct proficiency testing can be encouraged by the
limited but tantalizing data which suggest that these techniques are
competitive with current standardized speaking tests in terms of both
scoring reliability and overall cost. The higher level of face validity
of the direct proficiency techniques, together with the considerable
motivational value inherent in work-sample tests of communicative
ability, would commend these techniques to langusge teachers and
testers alike for continuing investigation and increased practical use.

*On this pont. see Clark 1972, pp. 121-129.
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DISCUSSION

Spolsky: There's one thing that might be worth thinking about that I think
vou excluded. and that is that the oral interview and so on comes out to be

U""ﬂpl_v a conversation. There is also the possibility of considering the com-
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munication task as a test. the kind of situation where the examinee sits in a
room, the telephone rings. he picks it up. somebody starts speaking to him in
another language. and he has a choice of either using that language ortryingto
avoid using it. The other person is trying to get directions, and either he does
get to the place he's supposed to or he doesn’t. You can say at the end of the
test that either he was capable of communicating or not. This kind of com-
munication task test is one in which the judgment of its effectiveness is
whether or not the speaker communicates with the listener. It would be the-
oretically possible to set this up in such a way that you have a mechanical
rather than a human judgment. The problem of deciding what the qualities of
the listening person need to be is one thing 1o be taken into account. But a
person could be given mechanically a certain piece of information to com-
municate to a second person. the second person performs the task. and if he
performs it successfully. then mechanically this could be scored in such a
way. From the results of previous experiments. there appears 1o be a way of
_testing communication ability, which is the speaking side, that has absolutely
no correlation with uther indirect measures of language ability. 1 wonder if
vou'd perhaps like to comment on that?

Clark: I'm fairly familiar with that and similar techniques. I'd say certainly
any and all testing techniques we can devise or think of merit consideration.
The question would be whether we'd be willing to call this kind of thing a
face valid direct test of proficiency. My own inclination would be to stick
with the real conversational situation as the criterion test. and then hope that
we could develop a correlation of .99 or thereabouts between the face-to-face
interview and some other kind of measure.

Lado: 1 don't think there is any meri* in face validity; face validity means the
appearance of validity. I think that there are questions concerning the inter-
view from the point of view of sample. and I think that the interview is a poor
sample. For example. most interviews don’t give the subject a chance to ask
questions. He gets asked questions, but he doesn’t ask them. And it seems to
me that asking questions is a very important element of communication.
Second. the interview will usually go on to some limited number of topics.
Who is able to produce 100 different original topics of conversation with 100
different subjects? Therefore. it may not even be a very good sample of situa-
tions. So I think that the question of the validity of the sample itself isn't
proven. Then. it's been mentioned by everybody that the interview is highly
subjective. There is what can be termed a “'halo effect.” I'd hate to be inter-
viewed after somebody who's terrific. because no matter what [ am. I'm going
to be cut down. I'd like to come after somebody who got a rating of 64. then
my chances of showing up are better. There's the personality of the inter-
viewer and interviewee. There’s also the fact of accents. Sociolinguistics has
shown that we react differently to different accents. For example, the Spanish
accent in an English-speaking test will tend to rate lower than a French or a
German accent. or some other accent like that. There is also the problem of
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keeping the level of scoring more or less even. It's true that you can record
these interviews and go back to them, but 1t's more likely that there will be
sume dnfting away or raising of standards as vou go I think the scoring of
nine or ten or eleven points 1s coarse 11's a mixed bag, and it's all right per-
haps for certain purposes. but if we have to use this interview six years in a
row in a language sequence. we would find that a lot of students would re-
main at 1 for five years. \We might conclude that they haven't learned any-
thing, but I think there might be finer ways of finding out if they have learned
something, if in fact they have. I think that the interview is a poor test of
listening And I certainly go along with the CIA on this —they have a separate
listening test tHow many questions do you ask an interviewee? I'm sure the
reliability of the listening part would be very poor. Finally, I think the inter-
view mixes skills with proficiency, and I think Clark is on the right track in
his book when he savs vou can't do both of them in one interview. You're
either after proficiency, and don't get down to the specifics. or vou get down
to the competence. and there are better ways to do this than the interview. |
am in disagreement witn Clark’s pejorative intimation concerning indirect
techniques. and his favorable “"halo” toward direct techniques.
Clark: Let’s discuss that later.
Anon.: How long does it take to train a tester?
Clark: Our Peace Corps experience might be helfpul in answering that ques-
tion. We think that we're able to train a tester in 2 days of face-to-face work
and discussion, preceded by a couple of days of homework on his part—
reading an instruchonal manual. listening to sample tapes and so forth. I'd
suggest that this kind of time requirement is prettv much in line with the
amount of time it takes to train someone to score the MLA COOP tests, for
example. So I think we can be cost-effective in terms of the training time of
the interviewer.
Anon.: As | understood the FSI technique, 95 percent ¢f the raters agreed in
the rating that was given. Is that correct?
Clark: First let me say that it was a fairly small-scaled study. Some 80 inter-
views were examined. We need a much more comprehensive study of this.
But of those 80 interviews. two raters were simultaneously present during the
interview. Then at the end of the interview they independently rated on the
basis of 1 2 3 45, not 1+ vs. 2, for example. But within the categories 1 2345,
95 percent of their ratings were identical.
Anon.: Isn’t it odd that there were correlations of .31 in the other types of tests
that were given?
Clark: Yes, I think that's very interesting. | hoped that that would come
across.
Scott: I question whether a one-shot test is really adequate.
Clark: If you are talking about determining a student’s proficiency at a
specific point in time, rather than determining any sort of growth that he
dn.lkes. I would say that a one-shot test is sufficient. provided that the test is
ERIC
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a valid and reliable representation of his alnlity. If we find that within the
space of 2 or 3 dayvs he's admnistered the test five times and he gets widely
varving scores. then our test is in trouble. But if we have a test which can
reliably evaluate on a single shot™ basis, all the better.

Spolsky: May 1 just make one brief comment on that? As I remember we
talked about this problem a couple of vears ago. that's the problem that
proficiency tests are also used as predictors of how people will perform when
put into a new language environment. The yueston was raised then that,
while you may have two people at exactly the same point on the proficiency
scale. you do want to know which of them. when thrown completely into the
language speaking situation, will learn faster, and I think that's a fairly strong
argument for a two-shot test or a hind of test that will also find out at what
point on the language learmng continuum the learner happens to be.

Oller: I'd like to make three yuick comments. I want to agree very strongly
with what John Clark said about the oral interview and the reasons why he
thinks that’s o realistic kind of thing to demand of people. Unfortunately.
natural situations sumetimes generate tension. and I don't think that's an
dargument against the vral interview. The second comment is that it seems to
me that there's another kind of vahdity that correlational validity is in evi-
dence for And [ would suggest o term something like psycholinguistic valid-
ity It's something that has to do with what is, in fact. in a person’s brain that
enables him to operate with language. And if we're tapping into that funda-
mental mechamsm, then I think we have a deeper kind of validity than face
validity or correlational vahidity or some of the others. Correlational validity
is. I think. evidence of that kind of deeper validity. The third comment is
that. in reference to the low correlation on the mimicry test. [ think that that's
very pussibly due to the fact that short phrases were used. If longer phrases
were used that challenged the short-term memory of the person being inter-
vicwed and forced him to operate on the basis of his deep. underlying system
or grammar. I think the test would yield much higher validity.

Clark: Perhaps the 31 correlation for mimicry could be increased. as you
suggest. by having lunger sentences or something similar. But 1 think the
general point is still vahd that. if you look at the test manuals or handbooks
for these tests—the Pimsleur Test manual, for example —you'll find no relia-
bility figures for the scoring of the speaking test, and you'll find a caution to
the effect that the score ranges must be interpreted very carefully. or words to
this effect. If vou look at the MLA COOP handbook. vou will find reasonably
low correlation figures and also cautions against misinterpretation and so
forth. So I think that, as a general principle. the “high correlations™ of tape
recorded speaking tests are more [iction than fact.

Davies: Can | make two or three quick comments? First of all. following up
some of the points made about validity, Mr. Clark distinguishes face validity
and concurrent validity and relates these to his indirect and direct methods.
I'd like to see content validity mentioned as well. 1 think in a way this is
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what is behind some of Professor Lado’s remarks. If content validity 1s ysed,
would jou then be engaged in direct or indirect testing? And, would the
psicholinguistic thing we just mentioned be considered construct validity?
Finally. I'd like to comment on the guestion about the one-shot proficiency
testing. It seems to me to be a function of the reliability of the test.

Clark: To take the last comment first, I think we are together on the ques-
tion of the one-shot test. I said if the test is a rcliable indication of ability in
the sense that it can be repeated with the same score, why give all the differ-
ent tests rather than the one? I think the guestion of construct validity or
psycholinguistic validity. however we want to talk about it. will be coming
up again Regarding the first question, content validity vs. face validity, I may
have given a slightly wrong impression about what I think face validity
involves Face validity for me would be careful examination by people who
know their swff. language people and language testers look at the test, at
what it's got in 1t, at the way 1it's administered, at the way it's scored, in other
words they look at the whole business of it, and this is face validity in my
sense, as oppused to a statistical correlation validity. True, we don't want to
rule out very close scrutiny of the test, and I think we'll keep that under the
term face vahdity.

O
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The Oral Interview Test

Claudia P. Wilds

Sir..e 1956 the Foreign Service Institute of the Department of State has
been rating Government emplovees on a simple numerical scale
which succinctly describes speaking proficiency in a foreign language.
This scale has become so widely known and well understood that a
reference tu a point on the scale is immediately and accurately intelli-
gible to most people concerned with personnel assignments in the
numerous Government foreign affairs agencies who now use the FSI
rating system.

The usefulness of the system is based on careful and detailed defi-
nution. in both lingwistic and functional terms, of each point on the
scale.

This paper 15 concerned, first, with a description of the testing pro-
cedures and evaluation techniques whereby the rating system is
currently applied at the Foreign Service Institute and the Central In-
telligence Agency and, second, with the problems that seem to be in-
herentin the svstem.

BACKGROUND

Prior to 1932 there was no inventory of the language skills of Foreign
Service Officers and, indeed. no device for assessing such skills. In
that vear. however. a new awareness of the need for such information
led to preliminary descriptions of levels of proficiency and experi-
mental rating procedures. By 1956 the present rating system and test-
ing methods had been developed to a practicable degree.

Both the scope and the restrictions of the testing situation provided
problems and requirements previously unknown in language testing.
The range of these unique features is indicated below:

® The need to assess both speaking and reading proficiency within
a half-hour to an hour. The requirement was imposed principally by
the limited time available in the examinee's crowded schedule.

¢ The need to measure the complete range of language competence,
from the skill acquired in 100 hours of training or a month of experi-
ence abroad to the native facility of someone who received his entire
education through the foreign language.

o A population consisting of all the kinds of Americans serving the
United States overseas. diplomats at all stages of their careers, secre-
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taries. agricultural specalists, Peace Corps volunteers. soldiers. tax
experts. and many others. They might have learned their language
skills at home. on the job. or through formal training. in any combina-
tion and to any degree. Generally no biographical information was
available beforehand.

® The necessity for a rating system applicable to any language: easy
to interpret by examiners. examinees, and supervisors: and imme-
diately useful in decisions about assignmenis. promotions, and job re-
quirements.

¢ The need for unquestioned face validity and reputation of high
reliability among those who take the test and those who use the re-
sults,

With these restrictions there was. from the beginning, very little
choice in the kind of test that could be given. A structured interview
custom-built to fit each examinee’s experience and capabilities 1.: the
language promised to use the time allowed for the test with maximum
efficiency . A rating scale. with units gross enough to ensure reasonable
reliability. was developed on the basis of both linguistic and functional
andlyses. The definitions. which appear at the end of this article, are a
modified version worked out by representatives of FSI, the CIA, and
the Defense Language Institute in 1968 to fit the characteristics of as
broad a population of Government employ ees as possible.

PROCEDURE

The testing team at FSI consists of a native speaker of the language
being tested and a certified language examiner who may be either an
experienced native-speaking language instructor or a linguist thor-
oughly familiar with the language. At the CIA two native speakers
who are language instructors conduct the test.

The usual speaking test at FSI is conducted by the junior member of
the testing team, who is always a native speaker. The senior member.
who normally has native or near-native Enghsh, observes and takes
notes. To the greatest extent possible the interview appears as a re-
laxed. normal conversation in which the senior tester is a mostly si-
lent but interested participant. At the CIA the two interviewers take
turns participating and ohserving, The procedures to be described here
are primarily those which are used at FSI, which can normally take
advantage of having one examiner who is a native spedker of English.

The test begins with simple socal formulae in the language being
tested. introductions, comments on the weather. questions like, “Have
vou just come back from overseas?”. or “'Is this the first time vou've
taken atest here?”

The examinee’s suceess in responding to these opening remarks will
determine the course of the rest of the test. If he fails to understand
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some of them, even with repetition and rephrasing. or does not answer
easily, at least « preliminary ceiling is put on the level of guestions to
be asked. He will be ashed as simply as possible to talk about himself.
his family. and his work, he may be ashed to give street directions, to
play a role {e.g. renting a house}, or to act as interpreter for the senior
tester on a tourist level. Rarely, he may handle these kinds of prob-
lems well enough to be led on to discussions of current events or of de-
tailed aspects of his job. Usually he is clearly pegged at some point be-
low the 8-2 rating.

The examinee who copes adequately with the preliminaries gen-
erally is led into natural conversation on autobiographical and profes-
sional topics. The experienced interviewer will simultaneously at-
tempt to elicit the grammatical features that need to be checked. As
the questions increase in complexity and detail. the examinee’s limita-
tions in vocabulary, structure, and comprehension normally become
apparent quite rapidly. (A competent team usually can narrow the ex-
aminee’s grade to one of two ratiziigs within the first five or ten min-
utes: they spend the rest of the interview collecting data to verify their
preliminary conclusions and to make a final decision.)

If the examinee successfully avoids certain grammatical features, if
the opportunity for him to use them does not arise, or if his compre-
hension or flueney is difficult to assess. the examiners may use an in-
formal interpreting situation appropriate to the examinee’s apparent
level of proficiency. If the situation is brief and plausible and the in-
terchange yvields a sufficient amount of linguistic information, this
technique is a valuable supplement,

A third element of the speaking test, again an optional one, involves
instructions or messages which are written in English and given to
the examinee to be conveyed to the native speaker (e.g. "Tell vour
landlord that the ceiling in the living room is cracked and leaking and
the sofa and rug are ruined.”) This kind of task is particularly useful
for examinees who are highly proficient on more formal topics or who
indicate a linguistic self-confidence that needs to be challenged.

In all aspects of the interview an attempt is made to probe the ex-
aminee’s funetional competence in the language and to make him
aware of both his capacities and limitations.

The speaking test ends when both examiners are satisfied that they
have pinpointed the appropriate S-rating, usually within a half hour or
less.

EVALUATION

When the interview is over, the examiners at FSI independently fill
out the “Checklist of Performance Factors™ with which they are pro-
vided. This checklist, reproduced at the end of this article. records a
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profile of the examinee's relative strengths and weaknesses, but was
designed principally to force each examiner to consider the five ele-
ments involved.

A weighted scoring system for the checklist has been derived from a
multiple correlation with the overall S-rating assigned (R=.95).
The weights are basically these: Accent 0, Grammar 3, Vocabulary 2,
Fluency 1. Comprehension 2. Partly because the original data came
mainly from tests in Indo-European languases and partly because of a
widespread initial suspicion of statistics among the staff, use of the
scoring system has never been made compulsory or even urged,
though the examiners are required to complete the checklist. The re-
sult has been that most examiners compute the checklist score only in
cases of doubt or disagreement. Nevertheless, the occasional verifica-
tions of the checklist profiles seem to keep examiners in all languages
in line with each cther (in the sense that an 8-2 in Japanese will have
much the same profile as an §-2 in Swahili): and those who once dis-
trusted the system now have faith in it

To the trained examiner each blank on each scale indicates a quite
specific pattern of behavior. The [irst two scales, Aecent and Gram-
mar. obviously indicate features that can be described most concretely
for each langucge. The last three refer to features that are easy o
equate from langnage to language but difficult to describe except in
functional terms and probably dangerous to meosure from so small
a sample of speech on a scale more refined than these six-point ones.

The checklist does not apply to S-0s or S-5s and thus reflects the
nine ratings from $-04 to S-4+. Since each of the checklist factors is
represented on a scale with only six segments, a check placed on a
particular scale indicates a degree of competence not necessarily tied
to a specific S-rating. The mark for Grammar for an S-3, for example,
may fall anywhere from the third to the fifth segment, while an S-3's
comprehension is typically in the fifth or sixth segment. In any case.
the examiner is prevented from putting down an unconsidered column
of checks to denote a single S-rating.

The rating each examiner gives is normally not based on the check-
list, however. but on a careful interpretation of the amplified defini-
tions of the S-ratings. It might be said here that successful interpreta-
tion depends not only on the perceptiveness of the examiner but at
least as much on the thoroughness of his training and the degree to’
which he accepts the traditional meaning of every part of each defi-
nition.

The actual determination of the S-rating is handled differently from
tea.n to team at FSL In some cases the two examiners vote on paper.
in others one suggests a grade and the other agrees or disagrees and
é’i\'es his reasons for dissent. In some a preliminary vote is taken, and
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disagreement leads to further oral testing until accord is reached. If a
half-point discrepancy eannot be resolved by discussion or averaging
of the computed scores from the checklist. the general rule followed
at FSH is that the lewer rating is given. (The rationale for this rule is
that the rating is a promise of performanae made by FSI to assignment
officers and future supervisors. The consequences of overrating are
more serious than the consequences of underrating, however dis-
appomting the marginal decision may be to the examinee himself.)

At the CLA each examiner. without discussion. independently makes
a mark on a segmented five-inch line whose polar points are 0 and 5.
The distance from 0 to the mark is later measured with a ruler and
the two lengths are averaged for the final rating. CIA testers tend less
to analy ze the examinee’s performance in detail; functional effective-
ness is the overriding criterion.

PROBLEMS

To those who have little or no familiarity with the rating system
just described, thete may be a dozen reasons that come to mind why
it should not work well enough to be a practical and equitable proce-
dure. Most of the troublesome elements have by now been removed
or made tolerable by the necessity for facing them repeatedly. The
articulate anger of a Foreign Service Officer who feels his career
threatened by a low rating is enough to make those who give such a
tating avware that they must be able to defend it, and the occasional but
vigorous complaints, especially in the early years, have done much to
shape and refine the procedures.

One 1ssue, for example, which has been resolved at the cost of many
challenges is the question. of acceptance by the examiners of social
dialects which are not accepted by most educated native speakers of
the language. Although many employees of the foreign aid program
and perhaps a majority of Peace Corps volunteers work with illiterate
and semi-literate people, it was decided that making non-standard
speech and standard speech equally aceeptable would make a sham-
bles of the system, in large part because foreign speakers™ errors are
often identical with the patterns of uneducated native speakers. By
msisting on the criteria desveloped for the speech of Foreign Serviee
Officers. who ubviously must speak the standard dialect, we avoided
having to evolve several sets of rating definitions for other Gavern-
ment agencies.

The probiems that are inherent in the system do not include reli-
ability among raters of the same performance. Independent judg-
ments on taped tests rarely vary more than a half-point (that is, a
plus) from the assigned rating. A more serious issue is the stability of
performance with different sets of interviewers. Because this kind of
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testing is so expensive, immediate retesting is not permitted. aspe-
cially if it is only for research purposes. Consequently, there are two
legitimate and interesting questions that FSI cannot answer: (1) Does
the proficiency of the speaker of a foreign language fluctuate measur-
ably from day to day? (2) Does his performance vary with the com-
petence and efficiency of the examiners?

Individualizing the content of each interview has always seemed
the best way to make optimum use of the time available. But this free-
dom that the interviewers have allows for the develepment of several
kinds of inefficiency. The most common is the failure to push the more
proficient examinee to the limits of his linguistic competence. so that
data are lacking to make a reasonable decision between two grades,
Often the intellectual ability to discuss a difficult topic may be con-
fused with linguistic ability, although the structures and vocabulary
used may be relatively simple ones. Another danger is the possibility,
especially when both interviewers are native speakers of the language
heing tested. that both will participate so actively in the conversation
that, for one thing, the examinee gets little chance to talk, and, for
another, neither examiner keeps track of the kinds of errors being
made or the types of structures that have not been elicited. The inter-
view is designed to be as painless as possible. but it is not a social
occasion, and the rating assigned can only be defended if it is based
on a detailed analysis of the examinee’s performance as well as on a
general impression. For this same reason one examiner testing alone is
likely to lose both his skills as an interviewer and his perceiveness
as an ohserver to a degree that cannot be justified on the : ,unds of
economy,

There is thus a continuing possibility that the examinee may not be
given the opportunity to provide a fully adequate sample of his
speech and that the sample he does provide is not inspected with ade-
quate attention. The obvious way to minimize the chances of this hap-
pening is through a rigoreus training period for new examiners; inter-
mi'tent programs of restandardizing: and. where possible, shuffling
members of a testing team with great frequency.

The training of testers at FSI has improved greatly in recent years,
largely because of the task that the staff had for several years of test-
ing vast numbers of Peace Corps volunteers and then teaching others
how to do so. In languages which are tested often there are good
libraries of tapes of tests at all levels which the new interviewer can
use to learn first the rating system and then the testing techniques
before he puts them into practice in the testing room. There is also
a substantial amount of written material aimed at clarifying standards
and suggesting appropriate techniques. as well as a staff that now has
* ears of experience in guiding others in testing competence.
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Difficulties arise chiefly in langaages that are tested so rarely that
it is hard for ilie interviewers to internalize standards or to develop
facility in conducting interviews at levels appropriate to different de-
grees of proficiency. In a number of languages the majority of tests
are given in a week's titne several times a year to graduating students
whom the examiners know well and whose range of proficiency is
relatively narrow. The rest of the tests in that language may number
no more than a half dozen scattered throughout the year, at unpredict-
able levels of competence. [t is too often the case that the native speak-
er interviewing in such a language knows no other language that is
tested with mure frequency, and it has been true more than once that
the senior tester involved is equally restricted. At the same time, no
one else on the staff may be familiar with the language involved.
When this happens, the testers of that language cannot be adequately
trained, tests cannot be effectively monitored, and both standards and
procedures may diverge from the norm. In such cases one can only
have faith in the clarity of the guidelines and the intelligence and
conscientiousness of the examiners. (One form of control could be a
periodic analysis of recorded tests by a highly qualified tester of an-
other lunguage who would go over the tapes line by line with the
original interviewers.)

Even in lunguages in which tests iwre conducted as frequently as
French and Spanish. where there is no doubt that standards are in-
ternalized and elicitation techniques are mastered. it is possible for
criteria to be tightened or relaxed unwittingly over a period of several
years so that ratings in the two languages are not equivalent or that
current ratings are discrepant from those of earlier years.

The fact of the matter is that this system works. Those who are sub-
ject to it and who use the results find that the ratings are valid, de-
pendabie, and therefore extremely useful in making decisions about
job assignments. [t is, however, very much an in-house system which
depends heavily on having all interviewers under one roof. able to
consult with each other and share training advances in techniques or
solutions to problems of testing us they are developed and subject to
periodic monitoring. It is most apt to break down as a system when
examiners are isolated by spending long periods away from home
base (say a two-yedr overseas assignment), by testing in a language no
one else knows, or by testing so infrequently or so independently that
they evolve their own system.

[t is therefore not ideal for the normal academic situation where all
testing comes at once (making it difficult to acquire facility in inter-
viewing ahead of time) and where using two teachers to test each stu-
dent would be prohibitively expensive. [t can be and has been applied
in high schools anu colleges where the ratings are not used as end-of-
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36 Testing L.anguuge Proficiency

course grades but as information about the effectiveness of the teach-
ing program or as a way of discovering each student’s ability to use
the language he has been studving.

FSI Language Proficiency Ratings

The rating scales described below have been developed by the Foreign
Service Institute to provide a meaningful method of characterizing the
language skills of foreign service personnel of the Department of
State and of other Government agencies. Unlike academic grades,
which measure achievement in mastering the content of a prescribed
course, the S-rating for speaking proficiency and the R-rating for read-
ing proficiency are based on the absolute criterion of the command of
an educated native speaker of the language.

The definition of each proficiency level has been worded so as to
be applicable to every langnage: obviously the amount of time and
training required to reach a certain level will vary widely from lan-
guage to language, as will the specific linguistic features. Neverthe-
less. a person with S-3s in both French and Chinese, for example.
should have approximately equal linguistic competence in the two
langnages.

The scales are intended to apply principally to Government person-
nel engaged in international affairs. especially of a diplomatic, po-
litical, economic and cultural nature. For this reason heavy stress is
laid at the upper levels on accuracy of structure and precision of vo-
cabulary sufficient to be both acceptable and effective in dealings with
the educated citizen of the foreign country.

As currently used. all the ratings except the $-5 and R-5 may be
modified by a plus (+4). indicating that proficiency substantially ex-
ceeds the minimum requirements for the level involved but falls short
of those for the next higher level.

DEFINITIONS OF ABSOLUTE RATINGS
Elementary Proficiency

S-1 Able to satisfy routine travel needs and minimum courtesy re-
quirements. Can ask and answer questions on topics very familiar to
him: within the scope of his very limited langtage experience can un-
derstand simple questions and statements, allowing for slowed speech,
repetition or paraphrase: speaking votabulary inadequate to express
anything but the most elementary needs: errors in pronunciation and
grammuar are frequent, but can be understood by a native speaker used
to dealing with foreigners attempting to speak his language: while top-
ics which are “very familiar™ and elementary needs vary considerably
fdnm individuai to individual. any person at the $-1 level should be
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able to order a simple meal, ask for shelter or lodging, ask and give
simple directions. make purchases. and tell time.

R-1 Able to read some personal and place names, street signs, office
and shop designations. numbers, and isolated words and phrases. Can
recognize all the letters in the printed version of an alphabetic system
and high-frequency elements of a syllabary or a eharacter system.

Limited Working Proficiency

S-2 Able to satisfy routine social demands and limited work require-
ments. Can handle with confidence but not with facility mest social
situations including introductions and casual conversations about
current events, as well as work. family. and autobiographical informa-
tion, can handle limited work requirements, needing help in handling
any complications or difficulties: can get the gist of most conversations
on non-technical subjeets {i.e. topics which require no specialized
knowledge] and has a speaking vocabulary sufficient to express him-
self simply with some circumlocutions: accent, though often quite
faulty. is intelligible: can usually handle elemnentary construetions
quite accurately but does not have thorough or confident control of the
grammar. .

R-2 Able to read simple prose, in a form equivclent to typescript or
printing, on subjects within a familiar context. With extensive use of a
dictionary can get the general sense of routine business letters, inter-
national news items. or articles in technical fields within his compe-
tence.

Minimum Professional Proficiency

S-3 Able to speak the language with sufficient structural accuracy
and vocabulary to participate effectively in most formal and informal
conversations on practical, social, and professional topics. Can dis-
cuss particular interests and special fields of competence with reason-
able ease: comprehension is quite complete for a normal rate of
speech: vocabulary is broad enough that he rarely has to grope for a
word: accent may be obviously foreign; control of grammar good;
errors never interfere with understanding and rarely disturh the
native speaker.

R-3 Able to read standard newspaper items addressed to the general
reader, routine correspondence, reports and technical material in his
special field. Can grasp the essentials of articles of the above types
without using a dictionary; for accurate understanding moderately
frequent use of a dictionary is required. Has occasional difficulty with
unusually complex structures and low-frequency idioms.

Full Professional Proficiency

S-4 Able to use the language fluently and accurately on all levels
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normally pertinent to professional needs. Can understand and partici-
pate in any conversation within the range of his experience with a
high degree of fluency and precision of vocabulary: would rarely be
taken for a native speaker. but can respond appropriately even in un-
familiar situations; errors of pronunciation and grammar quite rare;
can handle informal interpreting from and into the langnage.

R-4 Able to read dll styles and forms of the language pertinent to
professional needs. With occasional use of a dictionary can read
moderately difficult prose readily in any area directed to the general
reader. and all material in his special field including official and pro-
fessional documents and correspondence: can read reasonably legible
handwriting without difficulty.

Native or Bilingual Proficiency

5-5 Specking proficiency equivalent to that of an educated native
speaker. Has complete fluency in the language such that his speech on
all levels is fully accepted by educated native speakers in all of its
features, including breadth of vocabulary and idiom. colloquialisms,
and perunent cultural references.

R-5 Reading proficiency equivalent to that of an educated native.
Can read extremely difficult and abstract prose, as well as highly
colloquial writings and the classic literary forms of the language. With
varying degrees of difficulty can read all normal kinds of handwritten

documents.
Checklist of Performance Factors

1. ACCENT foreign ! 1 .. ..: ... native
2. GRAMMAR inaccurate  __: __ ._: . _: _ accurate
3. VOCABULARY inadequate 2 _ __: _ _: __ adequate
4. FLUENCY uneven el e 1 .. -1 . even

5. COMPREHENSION incomplete _: . _: _ _: __ complete
DISCUSSION

Nickel: 'm particularly interested in evaluations. In connection with this,
was there any particular reason for wesghting grammar with 3 points over 2
points on the vocabulary side?
Wilds: 1t was decided statisticelly We had sume 800 people fill out the check-
O then correlated it with the overall S-rating they assigned.
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Nickel: Has there been any attempt to arrange these factors in hierarchical
order. with preference given to the vocabulary side or to the grammatical
side?

Wilds: According to the weights | think grammar 1s considered the most
mmportant of the five.

Nickel: Is there a linguistic basis for this?

Wilds: No.

Petersen: You encourage people to ignore accent?

Wilds: The fact is that they essentially do ignore it once the speaker is in-
telligible.

Jones: Could I just say concerning language testing. or any testing for that
matter. there 15 1n addition to face validity the initial reaction on the part of
the person looking at this type of test? Almost without exception all the peo-
ple I know who have seen or heard about an oral interview test for the first
time react with shock. 1t can’t be done. It's too subjective. There's no way to
evaluate it This was my reaction too when I was first exposed to it. But
afrer having observed or participated 1n more than 100 oral interview tests,
I find that it's a very valid system. First of all, in the training of the testers
we don't only use these definitions that have been passed out to you today.
These are only for the consumer. to indicate roughly what the levels are sup-
posed to be. New testers have to be told in great detail what is to be expected
on the part of the examinee in terms of content as well as the structure of the
language After the training period. they do have a pretty good intuitive idea
of what a Z-level speaker is supposed to be able to do. We are in the process
now of doing 4 vahdity study —a cross-agency study in three different lan-
puages - and we are finding that the rehabidity is very good In other words,
the tester does have a good idea of what the various levels are supposed to
be in terms of performance As far as fright 15 concerned. 1n observing many
tests 1 have found that it does oceur, but primartly only 1mitially. A good tester
tan set the stage to be able to mimmice this shock. I might add that many of
ns have looked around and have found nothing suitable for our purposes to
take the place of the oral interview test. 1t has to be a test which, as much as
possible. can recreate the situation the person is going to be exposed to when
he has to use the language I'd like to ask John Quiftones to explain the scale
and use of the ruler at the CIA. and about the independent rating system.
Quinones: When | first had to deal with testing at the Central Intelligence
Agency. I found that the two testers would consult with each other. and if
they differed. they would write the rating down on a piece of paper. discuss
it further. and then deade which rating they were going to assign the individ-
ual 1 thought this wasn't a very good idea, because one tester might tend to
be o bit more dominant than the other, or one might have more experience
than the other | was afraid that in many instances cne rater, in spite of the
fact that he might have the wrong rating. would be the dominant rater. In
arder to avoid this. we developed a system in which raters would rate inde-
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pendently using a scale with defined levels. Instead of discrete items on a
gnen scale, they were defined as ranges. The testers, without discussing any-
thing whatsoever. would indicate by writing within a given range, let’'s say the
range of the 2 or the range of the 3. a line indicating how high or how low the
person was 1n that range Then. without any discussion, these sheets would be
taken to a scorer. who. using a ruler divided nto centimeters, would then
measure each rating, average them, and arrive at a final rating If a dis-
crepancy existed by more than a level and a half, we would look for a third
rater. After some studies we concluded that this is probably one of the most
accurate, and one of the best, ways of assuring the reliability of the score.
because we know that statistically the average rating is always more accurate
than the rating of the best scorer.

Oller: [ don't see any basis for that kind of detailed analysis without some
farly sohd research to show that it’s superior. All you're doing is snultiplying
the pomnts on the scale To get back to the discussion at hand. however, it
seems to me that the system of oral interview can work. I feel that it would be
pussible to operationalize the definitions of what constitutes a zero rating. or
a five rating by simply making some permanent recordings and keeping them
1n store, using them 1n the training of interviewers and in testing the reliabil-
ity of different groups of interviewers against a collection of data based on
that store of tapes If that kind of calibration is done, and if reliability re-
search indicates that interviewers are capable of agreeing on that particular
set of tapes. then [ think that you've got some pretty solid evidence that the
interview is working.
Wilds: That works in the case of the more commonly tested languages, but
it just isn’t available for languages where fewer than 30 tests are given a vear.
which may reflect only six levels of proficiency.
Spolsky: I think that the question that Professor Lado raised earlier about the
validity of an interview 1s a very good one. because one can ask whether or
not an nterview is valid for more than performance in an interview. That is,
to what extent does performance 1n an interview predict performance in
other kinds of real-hife situations. From a sociolinguistic viewpoint, one can
define a whole group of situations in which people are expected to perform -
interacting with different kinds of subjects. speaking to different kinds of
people about different kinds of topics. The question can be raised to what
extenl an 1nterview and a conversation can sample all of these situations. 1
ratsed that question before. when talking about the work Tucker has done,
where he has defined specific commumcation situations. Perhaps [ could
raise it again from this question. To what extent have there been studies of
the accuracy of judgments made on the basis of FSI interviews? To what ex-
tent 15 there follow-up work. to what exteni 1s there feed-back. when exami-
nees go out into a real-world situation? Is there any way of finding out how
accurately these judgments work out?

Q Ids: This has not been systematically examined as far as [ know. Certainly
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not recently When we used to have regional language supervisors visiting
embassies overseas, there were checks of sorts. Mostly the feed-back has
been silence Occasionally supervisors have said, "You've been unjust and
should have given a higher rating to someone that you've underrated.” But
there hasn’t been a systemaiic study made, for example, by following some-
one around all day in his job.

Spolsky: In other words, what you'd get would be complaints, and these
complaints would depend presumably on whether a language-essential job is
in fact a language-essential job If somebody who has been rated on one of
these things could move into what is described as a language-essential job,
but is not required to use it a great deal, there would be no complaint.

Frey: I'm wondening if the oral interview is an effective way of testing gram-
mar and vocabulary Can'twe do a better job by paper and pencil tests?

Wilds: If you want that kind of separate information The question is whether
it would supply information that 1s useful to people as far as proficiency on
the job goes or as far as going into training.

Frey: Are you testing some other type of vocabulary and grammar, then? {
always thought that there was just one type of grammar and vocabulary. |
notice yvou have ginen grammar a weighting of 3 and vocabulary a weighting
of 2. That's a very high weighting for the oral interview. And if one comes
out rvery high in these, does that mean he can commumcate? Someone can
communmcate very well while still having many grammatical errors in his
speech

Wilds: But 1t vou can't put words together and don’t have any vocabulary to
put together, you can’t communicate.

Oller: Along that hine. do you know what the correlation 1s between the dif-
ferent scales? I frankly don’t believe the difference between grammar and
vocabulary on tests. [ would expect those to be very highly intercorrelate 1.
Wilds: | thunk they are [I'd like to reiterate that the checklist does 1ot nor-
mally determine the grade. It's supportive evidence, and it's relatve'y rarely
calculated. It simply provides the testing unit with a profile. Usually at FSI
the examiner takes notes on the performance and will report to the exani-
nee, if he 15 interested. where his weaknesses are. Butit's not the determining
factor.

Davies: Could I ask a different sort of question which relates to your com-
ment about the acceptance of social dialects? It seems to me very sensible. |
wonder whether you have any experience with dialects of a different nature,
for example, geographmeal dialects, whether you have the same attitude to-
ward them, or how you handle what we might call "age-related” dialects, in
the sense of how voung people now speak?

Wilds: Except at the highest levels of the scale, this probably 1s not important,
Somebody who 15 up through a 3+ is not likely to make that a problem for
the examiner. He would look more like other 3's or 24's than he would like
he native speaker of a particular age group,
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Cartier: Foilowing up on a couple of things that Professor Spolsky said a mo-
ment ago. First of all. what Spolsky wants to do that we're not doing is to make
a distinction between whether language 1s the problem or whether language is
the solution to a problem Being a communication man rdther than a hingust,
I tend to stde with Spolshy on thus The problem s communication, the solu-
tivn 1s language, or a partial sulution is language And what Spolsky wants to
do 15 to assure that the measures that we make. whereby we're going to pre-
dict the operational capability of a man on the jol., are concerned with his
abitlity to commumecate and cope with real-life behaviors, regardiess of
whether he s hingmistically qualified. And let me point out that without at
least metric access to the criterion situation, we have what we must call a
surrogate criterion We would Like to, for example, correlate paper and pencil
tests with interviews, and the reason we would hke to do that is that the inter-
viewer gives us this kind of surrogate eriterion which we have to use simply
because we ean’t apply any sort of metrie to the eriterion populabon and
situation I have another point to make about the problem of the interview
technique as o meastire: You will reeall that Miss Wilds sawd that the people
that give these interviews are instructors in the language, professional lin-
gusts and so forth In this regard Sydney Sako and I had an interesting expe-
rience a couple of years ago when we were asked to develop an oral pro-
ficiency test in Vietnamese Sinee Sydney and I have no knowledge of Viet-
namese whatsvever, we had to go to the Vietnamese faculty at DLI and have
them construct sume sentences and dialogues to certain specifications for us.
A Vietnamese Aar Foree Captain who was working there was approached and
said that he'd be perfectly willing to make recordings of these. He went to the
studio, and about 20 minutes later he came back. and he said. "I apologize.
but I am unable to make these recordings for vou.™ I said "What's the matter.
15 1t bad Vietnamese?” And he said. “Oh no' It's superb Vietnamese, but it1s
not the way pilots talk It's the way teachers talk.” One of the problems with
the interviews is that they are being given by the wrong people. This problem
of whether you are going to rate o« man down because his grammar is bad or
not keeps coming up all the time. [ want to find out. can the man cope? I don't
care how bad his grammar 1s. unl  there are situations where the social
acceptableness of his language doest. me a factor.

Swift: [ just wanted to comment on Professor Oller's guestion concerning
the correlation of grammar and vocabulary. We have observed over the years
something that we facetiously call the Peace Corps Syndrome, but it applies to
almost any person who comes to be tested, whose formal training has been
telatively short, and whose exposure to the language in the field has been
comparatively long. 1 would say there 1s here a distinct non-correlation
between grammar and vocabulary, with the possibility of a wide range of vo-
cabulary used in o very minimal set of grammatical structures. And it is fre-
quently quite good commumcation This sometimes raises the problem of
Q@ ' ther we are gong to apply the same standards 1n terms of weighting the
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grammar for this kind of test if what we're really trying to test is communica-
tive ability

Oller: All I ean say 15 1 agree with what Fran Cartier said, and with Spolsky’s
arguments along those hines I'm doubttul about the research behind the com-
ment on the tack of eorrelation between grammar and vocabulary. | think af
you have a good vocabulary test and a good grammar test, and f vou give it
to typical populations of non-native speakers. voull discover a very high
correlation, above the 80¢¢ level. And what this suggests to me is that what
linguists have encouraged us to believe as two separate functional systems,
lexis and grammar. are in fact a whole lot more closely related to some un-
derlying communicative competence. And my argument is that if you do
careful research on it I expect vou'll find that those five scales are very
closely related \We did a httle bit of that at UCLA and discovered that thev
wereandistinguishable for practieal purposes on seales of this sort. But that's
not published rescarch, and I don’t know of any other published research
which eould be carefully examined and challenged.

Clark: [ think quite a lot of the questions here deal with the problem of what
15 the eritenion on which the interview performances are to be rated or
evaluated From my point of view [ think the big selling point of the FSI
interview 1s that 1t permits judgments about the person's ability to do cer-
tain things with the language in real-life terms, or at least portions of the
interview do If you look at the scoring svstem for the £SI, there's some inter-
minzling of competencies in the sense of ordering a meal, finding one's way
arovnd, ete, and on the other hand, how much grammar he knows, what his
pronunciation as like, and so forth. If 1t could be possible to weed out the
stactly structural aspects of the FSI criteria and stick instead with operational
statements of what he can do, then [ believe our problem is solved. We use
the face-to-face interview of the operational tvpe. and then we correlate the
results of this with very highly diagnostic tests of vocabulary, grammar and
so forth, and we actually see empirically what the relationships are at dif-
ferent levels of performance

Spolsky: What we're doing here actually is criticizing the fact that the inter-
view test is not a direct measure but 1s an indirec! measure of something else.
[ think we can get a elearer view if we add the sociolinguistic dimension that
we're talking in But if we're talking about the situations 1n which language is
going to be used, the conversation that comes up in the interview is only one
of those situations. It's clear thal one would expect a good correlation be-
tween performances in an interview and any other conversations with either
language teachers or people who speak like language teachers, But there's the
question of doing some of these other functions that could be different. The
other point [ was going (o mention here deals with the problem of correlation
between grammar, vocabulary, and performances of various kinds, which is.
[ think, related to the point that John Gller makes in another paper that [
~zently read, where he talks about the relevance of the language learning




O

44 Testing Language Proficiency

history. and that people who learn a language in different contexts are likely
to be better at different parts of language. It is theoretically possible for two
people with a vocabulary of 10,000 words to have only—depending on the
language —800 cf those words in common. It's also going to be theoretically
possible that two people will get by in languages making quite distinct basic
errors in those languages. and will continue speaking the language for many
vears still making quite different basic errors. There are certain things that
will happen overall that will average out. But when it comes to judging an
individual, there's likely to be the effect of two different language learning
pasts. | think a comparison of ex-Peace Corps volunteers with normal college
foreign language majors would bring this point out extremely clearly. And
then there is this whole question of the communication or sociolinguistic
analysis of the kinds of predictions you want to make on the basis of the test.
When one looks at that second picture, then I think you can argue that the
interview test has to be dealt with also as an indirect measure. and one has
to decide what is the direct measure against which to correlate it.

Tetrault: How do you combine @ functional evaluation with a check of specif-
ic points of structure? How do vou elicit points of structure?

wilds: For example, eliciting a subjunctive that hasn’t occurred naturally
might happen in an interpreting situation, where you have the examinee ask
the other examiner. “He wants to know if it's possible for you to come back
later.” So that if at all possible all structural elements are elicited in the con-
text of some functional problem.

Tetrault: | assume then you'd have to, in some cases. elicit it from English
rather ti.ar the language.

wilds: That's right. and that's why I think there’s an advantage in having one
examiner who speaks English natively. He can set up a situation in a very
natural context. We never require formal interpreting: it's never set up to be
a word-for-word thing.
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Testing Communicative Competence in Listening
Comprehension

Peter J. M. Groot

10 Introduction. Foreign language needs in present-day society have
changed greatly during the past 20-30 years. Nowadays much more
importance is attached to the ability to speak and understand a for-
eign language because many more contacts with members of other
linguistic communities take place through what is sometimes called
the phonic' layer of language. i.e. listening and speaking (telephone,
television, radio, stays abroad for business and/or recreational pur-
poses, etc). Changes in foreign language needs accordingly must be
reflected in foreign language teaching and testing. This paper gives a
rough description of the development of listening comprehension
tests to be administered to final year students in some types of
secondary schools in Holland. Its purpose is to serve as an example
of how tests of communicative ability should be developed, whether
it be in a school situation or during a language training program for
students who are going to work abroad. Of course, the specific aims of
the various educational situations will differ, but the principles under-
lying the construction of reliable, valid and economical tests largely
remain the same.

In 1969 the Ministry of Education asked the Institute of Applied
Linguistics of the University of Utrecht to develop listening compre-
hension tests to be introduced as part of experimental modern for-
eign language exams (French, German and English) administered at
some types of secondary schools.

1.1. Organization. On the basis of an estimate of the activities to be
carried out, a team was formed consisting of one teacher of French,
one teacher of German, one teacher of Englivh, some project-assist-
ants and a director of research.

1.2. Research plan. The research plan to be followed would roughly
comprise three stages: (a) Formulation of an objective for listening
comprehension of French, German and English, with interpretation
of the term listening comprehension, and formulation of a listening
comprehension objective on the basis of (a) and (b); (b) Opera-
tionalization of the listening comprehension objective; (c) Validating
the operationalisation.
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2.0. Formulation of the Objective. The question whether a test is
valid cannot be answered if one does not know the objective the test
is supposed to measure.? Hence, the first stage will have to be the
formulation of the objective that should be tested. The official objec-
tives for the teaching of modern languages in the Netherlands, as laid
down in official documents, are extremely vague or nonexistent.

Abroad, some attempts have been made to formulate objectives for
modern languages but, if listening comprehension is separately speci-
fied at all, either the formulation of the objective is much lacking in
explicitness or the objective is not relevant to the situation in Holland.
As a result, it is not surprising that there are many interpretations of
the term listening comprehension being applied in current teaching
practice. The first step to be taken in formulating an objective, then,
will be to give an interpretation of the term listening comprehension.

2.1. Interpretation of the term listening comprehension. The two
guiding principles in formulating any educational objective will be
utility and desirability and feasibility. In interpreting the term listen-
ing comprehension, therefore, it is necessary to give an interpretation
that is both useful and feasible.

How does one arrive at such an interpretation? Our starting point
is the premise that the primary function of language is communica-
tion, i.e. the transmission and reception of information. The foreign
language teacher’s task, then, is to teach his pupils to communicate in
the foreign language. Consequently, these objectives will have to be
descriptions of (levels of) communicative ability.

If we now turn lo current lisiening comprehension teaching and
testing practice, we find that it is very often based on interpretations
that result in teaching and testing skills, such as dictation or sound
discrimination, that cannot properly be called communicative abili-
ties. These may be useful activities during the learning process, but
they can hardly be said to constitute communicative abilities in any
useful sense of the word. A useful interpretation of the term listening
comprehension will thus have a streng communicative bias; in other
words, its genzral meaning will be picking up the information—the
auditory messages encoded from presented language-samples.

2.2. Determining the listening comprehension level. The interpreta-
tion given in 2.1 to the term listening comprehension was used to
construct a test with open-ended questions consisting of language
samples that were selected as to their difficulty level on mainly intui-
tive grounds from a number of sources. The questions measured
whether the most important information had been understood. These
tests (one each for French, German and English) were administered
to some 150 pupils divided among 4 srhools. The scores provided

Q idence in connection with the degree of difficulty of the language-
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samples that the pupils of the 25 schools taking part in the project
could be expected to handle, in other words, what would be feasible.

2.3. Formulation of the listening comprehension objective. Ideaily,
the process of formulating objectives for the four language skills,
(listening, speaking, reading, writing) will pass through five stages:
(1) Interpreting the terms listening, speaking, reading, wriling, i.e.
defining the nature of the skill; (2) Making a tvpology of the situations
in which the students will have to use the foreign language after their

school or training period and determining how they will have to use
it (receptively and/or productively, written and/or orally); (3) Deter-
mining the “linguistic content™ of the situations referred to under
{2); (4) Determining what is feasible in the school situation; (5) For-
mulating objectives on the basis of (1) through (4). Much of the work
mentioned under (2) and (3) remains to be done. It is therefore clear
that formulating a listening comprehension objective was not an
easy task.

Using the arguments and findings described in 2.1 and 2.2, the fol-
lowing objective was formulated: The ability to understand English/
French/German speech spontaneously produced, at normal conver-
sational tempo, by educated native speakers, containing only lexical
and syntactic elements that are also readily understandable to less
educated native speakers (but avoiding elements of an extremely
informal nature). and dealing with topics of general interest.

2.3.1. Explanatory remarks and comments. The main reason for
explicitly defining the language to be understood as speech was the
fact that in language teaching written language receives enough em-
phasis but spoken language is much neglected. Most people will
accept that the ability to understand spontaneously produced speech
is a desirable objective for French, German and English, one reason
being that it is a necessary condition for taking part in a conversation
in the foreign language. Now, the spoken language differs in many
respects from the written language. mainly because the time for
reflection while producing it is much more limited.> For this reason,
if we want to make sure spoken language is taught and tested, it
should be mentioned explicitly in the objective.

A good language teaching objective should explicitly define the
language samples that can be put in the test used to measure whether
the pupils have (sufficiently) reached the objective. The above listen-

ing comprehension objective falls short of this requirement. The
spontaneous speech of educated native speakers within the area as
defined by the objective will still vary widely as regards speech-rate;
lexical, idiomatic and syntactic characteristics: efc.

This means that the limitations mentioned in the objective are not
,°¥act enough. To make them more explicit, many questions will have
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to be answered first, questions such as the following:

e What is normal conversational tempo? We know that there is a
large variety in speech-rate between individual native speakers. In a
pilot study for English. for example. a range of 11-23 centiseconds per
syllable was found.

e What are topics of general interest? The reason for taking up this
specification in the objective was to avoid giving one section of the
population an advantage over another. It is clear that this element in
the objective does not apply to situations where the terminal language
behavior aimed at by the course is much more specifiable.

e \What syntactic elements are readily understandable to less edu-
cated (i.e. without a secondary school education) native speakers?
Very little is known about correlates between syntactic complexity
and perceptual difficulty. Psycholinguistic research (cf. Bever 1971)
has convincingly proved that there are correlates. but in most cases
this evidence was found in laboratory experiments with isolated
sentences. Even if the internal validity of these experiments is high,
the external validity is doub*ful. in other words. it is questionable as
to how far these findings van be extrapolated to real-life situations.

® What is the efiect of limiting the test to educated native speakers
(i.e. native speakers with at least a secondary school education)?
Educated native speakers are referred to in the objective as a means
of limiting the range of accents of the lunguage samples that can be
used in the test.

Although answers to the above questions may never be completely
satisfactory. the listening comprebension objective formulated in 2.3
does give the teacher and student a much clearer view of what is
expected after the secondary school period than did the formulations
referred to in 2.0.

3.0. Operationalising the Objective. The fuct ti at the listening com-
prehension objective formulated in 2.3 is a compromise between what
is desirable and useful. on the one hand. and what is feasible. on the
other. has implications for the tests that can be considered good op-
erationalisations of the objective. These tests will have the nature of
both achievement tests {the feasibility aspect) and proficiency tests
(the desirability aspect). An achievement test measures knowledge,
insight and skills which the testees can be expected to demonstrate
on the basis of a svllabus that has been covered. while proficiency
tests measure knowledge. insight ind skills, irrespective of a particu-
lar syllabus.

Achievement tests are concerned with a past syllabus, while pro-
ficiency tests are concerned with measuring abilities that the testee
will have to demonstrate in the future. A test. to be used for final

@ tamination purposes. will thus have the character of both an achieve-
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ment and a proficiency test; in other words, it will test what has been
learned and what “should” have been learned.

Apart from the above arguments, there is also another. more prag-
matic argument to defend final (language) exams having this hybrid
character They could not be achievement tests only, since, in schools
where the tests are given, the syllabi vary depending on what text-
books and other course material (readers. articles, etc.) the individual
teacher has chosen * One of the consequences of the hybrid nature of
the tests operationalising the listening comprehension objective is the
fact that teachers cannot restrict themselves to training their students
in a pariicelar syllabus. Also, they will have to give proper training in
the (behavioural) skills specified in the objective.

3.1. In order to produce a reliable, valid and economical opera-
tionalisation of the listening comprehension objective the following
demandss® had to be met in constructing the tests.

3.1 1. The questions in the test should measure whether testees have
listened with understanding to the language samples presented. They
should not measure knowledge of a particular lexical or syntactic
element from the sample. since understanding the sample need not
be equivalent to knowing every element in it. Ideally. the semantic
essence of the language sample constitutes the correct answer to the
test question.

If we want he test to be valid, it is essential for the questions to
measure global comprehension of the samples. How this global com-
prehension is arrived at is largely unknown, because we have no ade-
quate analysis of listening comprehension at our disposal. We know
little of the components of listening comprehension and even less of
their relative importance. Of course, one can safely say that knowl-
edge of the vocabulary, syntax and phonology of the target-language
are important factors. Most language tests limit themselves to meas-
uring these components, but most of the evidence accumulated in
recent testing research corroborates the statement that communicative
competence (i.e. the ability to handle language as a means of com-
munication) is more than the sum of its linguistic components. For
that reason a test of listening comprehension, as described in the
ohjective, cannot be valid if it only ineasu. es the testee’s command of
the (supposed) linguistic components, since its validity correlates
with the extent to which it mcasures the whole construct: both the
linguistic and non-linguistic components of listening comprehension.

3.12. Since the language samples to be used in the test have to be
bits of spontaneous speech. they must be selected from some form
of conversation (dialogue. group-discussion, interview, etc.). Te ¢n-
sure this, the samples were selected from recordings of talks between
native speakers.

-



50 Testing l.anguage Proficiency

3.1.3. In some real-life listening situations (radio, television, films)
the listener will not be in a position to have the message repeated. In
other such situations (e.g. conversation). this possibility does exist.
but an excessive reliance on it indicates deficient listening compre-
hension. For this reason (the validity of the test as a proficiency test),

- as decided to present the auditive stimuli once only.

3.1.4. Although memory. both short and long term, plays an impor-
tant role in the listening comprehension process, it should not be
heavily taxed in a test of foreign language listening comprehension,
when it is familiarity swith the foreign language that should be pri-
marily measured. To safeguard this, the length of the language sam-
ples was restricted to 3045 seconds.

3.1.5. Similarly. to ensure that the foreign language listening com-
prehension test does not excessively emphasize the reasoning com-
ponent, the concepts presented in the samples should be relatively
easy. This can be checked by presenting them to native speakers some
two or three vears younger than the target population (cf. also 5.3.5).

3.1.6. Since the tests were to be used on large populations, distrib-
uted among many schools and teachers, the test questions were of the
mu  Hle-choice type. It was faund that items consisting of a stem plus
three alternatives. instead of the usual four, were most practical.

3.1.7. The multiple-choice questions should be presented in a writ-
ten form. If they are presented auditorily, test scores may be negative-
lv influenced by the fact that testees fai' to understand the questions.

3.1.8. In order to standardise the acoustic conditions of presenta-
tion, it was decided to administer the tests in language laboratories to
eliminate, as much as possible, sources of interfering noise, both in
and out of the classroom.

3.2. Description of the test. Testees, seated in a language laboratory
with individual headphones, listen to taped interviews or discussions,
which are split up into passages of about 30-45 seconds. Following
each passage there is a twenty-second pause in which testees answer
on a separate answer sheet a multiple-choice global conmprehension
question. The test consists of fifty items, takes approximately one
hour and comprises three different interviews or discussions. After
each part of sixteen to seventeen items, there is a break vf at least ten
minutes. The tests are pretested on native speakers and Dutch pupils.
After item analysis, the final form is administered to the target popu-
lation in two “scrambled™ versions to avoid cheating. The following
are examples taken from the examination listening comprehension
tests for 1972,

French

o Question: Est-ce que le whisky est un concurrent pour les bois-
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sons frangaises?

Résponse: Vous savez que le whisky a été une des boissons qui
s'est le plus développées dans les pays du continent depuis
quelques annees. c'est devenu une bowsson d la mode. Il est
certain gue cette nouvelle mode a été un concurrent pour
certains produits traditionnels francais ... certains apératifs,
certains vins, peut-étre méme nos spiritueux.

Item: Est-ce que le whisky est un concurrent pour les boissons
francaises. selon \LJ.?

A Non, parce que boire du whisky est une mode que passera.

B Non. parce que le whisky différe trop des boissons fran-
Gaises.

C Qui. parce que le whisky a beaucoup de succés actuelle-
ment.

English

Question Talking about newspapers. what do vou object to in
the presentation of news?

Answer: What [ strongly depreciate is an intermingling of news
with editorial comment. Editorial comment's terribly er... easy
to do. but news and facts are sacred and should be kept at all
time quite. quite distinct. I think it's very wrong and vou have
.this in so many newspapers where the editorial complexion or
the political complexion of the newspaper determines its pre-
sentation of facts. emphasizing what they consider should be
emphasized and not emphasizing unhappy facts which conflict
with their particular point of view.

Item: What does Mr. Ellison Davis object to in some news-
papers?

A That the way they present their news is too complex.

B That the editor presents his opinions as news items.

C That their presentation of facts is influenced by editorial
V1ews.

German

Frage: Frau K.. Sie sind nun berufstitiz. Was denken Sie iber
die berufstitige Frau mit kleinen Kinder?

Antwort: Da musste ihr natirlich der Staat sehr viel helfen. Hat
diese Frau Kinder dann muss ihr die Moglichkeit geboten
werden. das Kind in einen Kindergarten stecken zu konnen,
der a. gut ist. d.h. eine Kindergértnerin muss fur kleine Grup-
pen da sein, und der den ganzen Tag offen ist. dass sie nicht
mittags schnell nach Hause laufen muss um zu sehen. was nun
das Kind macht. Ehm. dann ist es wohl méglich. dass sie auch

08
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wihrend der Ehe berufstdtig ist. Vorausgesetzt naturlich, dass
auch der Mann diese Mdglichkeit akzeptiert.
Item. Was denkt Frau K. uber eine berufstitige Frau mit kleinen

Kindern?

A Der Staat sollte ihr das Arbeiten ermoglichen.

B Die Meinung des Mannes verhindert die berufstatigkeit
vieler Frauen.

C Nur morgens sollte sie arbeiten, mittags sollte sie fir die
Kinder da sein.

4.0. Reliability. Since 1969 many listening comprehension tests of
the kind described in 3.2 have been constructed and administered.
The liability of the tests, as calculated with the Kuder-Richardson 21
formula, ranged from .70 to .86. Taking into account the complexity of
the skill measured, these figures can be considered satisfactory. In-
deed, it remains to be seen whether listening comprehension tests of
this kind can be constructed that show higher reliability coefficients.
if not, one of the implications could be that, in calculating correla-
tion coefficients of these tests with other tests, correction for attenu-
ation cannot be applied.

In general, the listening comprehension tests for French show the
highest reliability and standard deviations, the tests for German show
the lowest and the English tests take a middle position. The figures for
the 1972 Fench listening comprehension test shown below may be
considered representative for most of the psychometric indices of the
listening comprehension tests administered.

Results, English listening comprehension test, 1972

Number of testees 840
Mean score 807
Standard deviation 11,82
Reliability {KR-21) .77

5.0. Validity. The listening comprehension objective formulated in
2.3 considerably limits the amount of valid operationalisations, but it
still allows for more than one.

We chose the operationalisation described in 3.2 because it best
meets both validity and educational requirements. Various questions
in connection with its validity can be raised, however. Should the
multiple-choice questions be presented before or after listening to
the passage? Does the fact that multiple-choice questions are pu. in
the target language affect the scores? Is the use in the distractors of
the multiple-choice question of a word (or words) taken from the

o Dassage a valid technique? Should the testees be allowed to make
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notes? How long should the passages (items) of the test be?

The last two questions have been dealt with during discussions with
the teachers taking part in the experiment on the basis of their
experiences in administering the tests. It was not considered advisable
to allow the testees to make notes while listening because this would
decrease the attention given to listening. The length of the passages
should not exceed 45 seconds in connection with concentration prob-
lems (cf. 3.1).

The first three questions have been dealt with in experiments of the
following type: a control group and an experimental group were
formed, which were comparable as to listening comprehension on the
basis of scores on previous listening comprehension tests (equal mean
score, standard deviation, etc.). The two groups took the same test in
two forms, the difference being the variable to be investigated. The
results of experiments carried put in this stage are given below.s

Experiment 1

Variable: multiple-choice questions before listening to the pas-
sage.

Control group (85 testees) Questions after 71%
Experimental group (85 testees) Questions before 724

These data were discussed with the teachers taking part in the
experiment, and it was decided to present the questions before
listening to the passages. The general feeling was that this tech-
nigue made the listening activity required more natural and life-
like. because it enabled the testees to listen selectively.

Experiment 2

Variable: multiple choice questions in mother tongue.

Control group (120 testees)
Questions in foreign language 77
Experimental group (120 testees)
Questions in mother tongue - 82%

During discussions with the teachers, it was decided to present
the questions in the foreign language because the pupils pre-
ferred it and the difference in the mean scores of the two groups
was relatively small.

Experiment 3. Echoic elements

In this experiment the object was to determine the effect of using
so-called “echoic” elements in the alternatives of the multiple
choice questions. (Echoic clements are words, taken from the
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passage, that are used in the alternatives.} A twenty-item test was
constructed so that the correct alternatives of the items con-
tained hardlv any echoic elements—one distractor contained
echoic elements, one did not. This test was administered to a
group of eighty pupils who had taken other listening compre-
hension tests. The item analysis of the scores showed an average
discrimination value of .41. From this the conclusion was drawn
that the use of echoic elements in the distractors (and sometimes
in the correct alternative, of course) is indeed a good technique
to separate peor from good listeners.

5.1. After evaluating the outcome of the experiments and discus-
sions referred to in 5.0, proper validation of the tests in their final
form could start. The tests that were validated were the examination
tests of 1971 and 1972.

Following Cronbach's {1966} division, I shall deal with content
validity, concurrent validity and construct validity.

5.2. Content validity. What was said in 3.0 about the nature of these
tests {partly achievement, partly proficiency) implies that in establish-
ing their content validity there are two questions that have to be deall
with. (1} To what extent do the tests adequately sample the common
core of the instructional syvllabus the target population has covered?
(2) To what extent do the tests adequately sample the listening pro-
ficiency described in behavioural terms in the objective?

5.2.1. As regards the first question the intuitions, based on teach-
ing experience of the members of the test construction team about the
common core of the svllabi covered by various schools taking part,
proved to be highly reliable. Evidence for the reliability was acquired
during discussions with the leachers on the tests administered where,
only rarels. lexical or syntache elements in the tests were objected to
as bemng unfair. In this context one has to bear in mind that answering
the global comprehension yuestions coriecstly does not depend on
knowledge of each and every lexical and.’or syvntactic element {cf.
3.0).

5.2.2. A much more complicated problem is posed by the second
question. In the objective. the level of listening comprehension ex-
pected of the pupils s described in functional terms. [t is an attempt
to specify in what sociolinguistic context pupils are expected to be-
have adequately (i.e. understand the message). [t does not give a
detailed linga:stic description of these sociolinguistic situations. Some
haguistic. characteristics ate given (in connection with lexical and
ssatactic aspetis). but these are not very precise. One of the conse-
quences is that 1t will be 1mpossible to claim a high content-validity
in linguistic terms of a lest operationalising the objective.? Claims in

o onnection with content-validits will have to be based on evidence
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concerning the representivity of the situations in the test for the
universe of situations described 1n the objective. For this reason, the
TOLC-tests are rather long (fifty items dealing with a range of topics).
Ve are confident that these tests form o representative selection of
the situations defined in the objective.

5.3. Concurrent validity. The concurrent validity of the TOLC-tests
was investigated in various experiments.

5.31. One of the assumptions in connection with the TOLC-tests is
that pupils who score high on these tests will understand French,
German and English on radio and tetevision better than pupils who
score lower. To find out whether this assumption was warranted. a
test was constructed consisting of language samples selected from the
above sources. This test was administered on a population of pupils
that also took a selection of the 1972 TOLC-test

Results
Selection ‘72 test: 30 items Number of pupils: 120
“Radio-test:™ 30 items (p.m.) correlation: .67

5.32. The 1971 and 72 TOLC-tests were correlated with teacher
ratings. Some teachers were asked to rate their pupils’ listening com-
prehension on a four-point scale. These pupils also took a TOLC-test.
and the teacher ratings were correlated with the scores on the test.
The p.m. correlations ranged from .20 to 0. (This lack of con-
sistency may be explamned by the fact that listeming comprehension
as worked out in the I'OLC-tests was a relatively new skill to the
teachers and hence hard to evaluate.)

5.3.3. On the request of some of the teachers taking part in the
project. an experiment was carried out to determine whether the fact
that the test questions were of the multiple-choice type influenced the
scores insucn a way that it would invalidate the test. For this purpose
the 1971 and 72 TOLC-tests were used. These two tests can be taken
to be of a comparable degree of difficuity, as witnessed the scores of
the populations who had taken them as exam tests.

Results
Selection *71: 40 items
Selection "72 (open questions)
Max. score 60: 60 items
Number of pupils: 90
{p.m.) correlation: .68

Also. the selection of the 1971 test was correlated with the selec-
tion of the 1972 test. presented without any questions. The pupils
had to give a summary of the passages listened to. The correla-
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tion for English was .69.

5.3.4. The 1971 TOLC-test was correlated with histening comprehen-
ston tests de.eloped by the Swedish Department of Education. These
tests were sintlar to the TOLC-tests as far as the presentation of the
stimuli and questions were concerned The language samples were
different {e g. not spontaneously produced speech)

. . Results
Sclection TOLC-test "71 36 items Number of pupils: 73
Swedish test: 29 items {p.m.) correlation. .64

5.3.5. \Also. the scores on the foreign language histening comprehen-
sion tests have been con pared with scores on equivalent comprehen-
ston tests in the mother tongue. While the foreign language test scores
averaged 7000 for Fench. 74, for English and 76« for German, the
Dutch test scores averaged 88' . The fact that mother-tongue listening
comprehension on higher levels 1s not perfect has already been
shown by other studies (Spearrit 1962, Nichols 1957; Wilkinson 1968).
It 15 reassuring to know. however, that listening efficiency can be im-
proved through relatively simple tiaining procedures (Erickson 1954).

5 3.6. Construct validity. In order to find out more about the con-
struct that had apparently been measured. the TOLC-test scores were
corielated with scores on tests of various hypothesised components
of hstening comnprehension. The prediction was that scores on the test
of linguistic components {vocabulary, grammar, phonology) would
correlate higher with scores on the global hstening comprehension
tests than would scores on tests of non- or para-linguistic components,
such as memory, intelligence, etc.

The lingwistic components were tested in various ways (e.g. vocabu-
lary was tested by means of tests presenting isolated words and tests
presenting  contextualised words). The non-linguistic components
were tested by means of standardised tests (Raven's Advanced Pro-
gressive Matrices Set 1. Auditory Letter Span Test MS-3. etc.). The
results showed that the correlations between the non-linguistic sub-
tests and the global listening comprehension tests were indeed much
lower (rangmg from .07 to .25) than the correlations between the
linguistic subtests and the global listening comprehension tests
(ranging from .40 to .69).

6.0. Concluding Remarks [ have intentionally refrained from giving
a detailed analysis of the above data or suggesting directions for
further research into listening comprehension. My main point has
been to demonstrate in what way tests can be a vital part of research
into communicative competence. Further research might take the
& m of companing the overall listening comprehension test scores
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with results of cloze tests using reduced redundancy. It might take the
form of factor analysis of the hundreds of lListening comprehension
test ttems that have been admimistered to see whether any prominent
tactors emerge and, if so. whether they can be interpreted as parts of
a meaningful linguistic ot psychological framework. But whatever
form 1t takes. it will be a discplined activity, testing hypothescs
Loncerning communicative competence conceived on the solid basis of
reliable empirical evidence —a basis that seems to be sadly lacking in
muck tesearch on langnage learning, resulting in fashionably ex-
changing one ill-founded opinon for another.

NOTES

1 The phonic laver as opposed to the graphic layer (reading and writing), which was
much more the mode of hinguistic communication some decades ago
1t 15 not imphed here that this 1s the only condition to be fulfilled 1n order to estab-
lish the validity of a test!

3. Suffice it to mention syntactic irregulanties, different choice of words. speech
errors. hesitation pauses. etc.
Whether these subjectively chosen materials do cover the most frequest and useful
words 15 open to doubt To remedy this, an attempt will be made io produce. for the
various types of schools. hists of words that have more objectively been proved to
be useful for secondary school pupils to master
Some to be induced from the objective. others to be added on pragmatic grounds
The List of demands under 3 1 1s by no means exhaustive It only gives the conditions
these particular tests had to fulfill It does not specify the general requirements any
good test has to satisfyv.
For the sake of brevity. the figures for the English test are given, as the figures for
the German and French tests vielded very much the same patterns
Even if the objective did give a detailed linguistic description, it would be difficult
to establish content validity for a test operationahising it This is a general problem
applicable to all language tests The root of this problem lies in the generative char-
acter of natural language The rules governing a language are such that an infinite
number of possible applications and combinations can be generated by speakers
of that language. Consequently it will be difficult to determine whether the content
of a test constitutes a representative selection of the possible applications and com-
binations.

DISCUSSION

Clark: I notice that the one, ::xdmple item that 1s given is a three-option item.
It would be relatively casy to make a fourth or even a fifth option for the
item. which. I think, would increase the reliability of the test. We've tried
somewhat the same Thing at ETS where two or three native language speakers
recorded about two or three minutes on topics like poliution, Watergate, and
so forth, then multiple-choice questions were asked on the conversation.
The reading difficulty problem was overcome by having the questions in the
students native language. We've found that this type of real-life conversa-
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tional hstening comprehension 1s much more difficult than the discrete 1tem.
Spolsky: Presumably because listening comprehension is the closest to
underlying competence —or has the fewest kinds of other perfor=ance fac-
tors involved —it is least dependent on learning experience. With a certain
amount of limited experience or exposure to a language. and a hmited learn-
ing history that includes exposure to the language, listening comprehension
is going to be the one that is closest to the most basic knowledge of a lan-
guage It's the first kind of thing that gets developed. It would be unusual
to find somebody who is more proficient in speaking than in understanding.
If we take a test of hstening ability, one would expect to find it correlates
more highly with almost every other test than anything else.

Jones: The problem is, of course. to measure the ability. How do vou know
if the student understood or not? He's got to respond in some way —which
means that vou're only secondarily getting at the performance.

Cartier: [ think Spolsky 1s trying to get at the problem of the real world
where we listen either for information or directions to do something. We
process the information in various ways. and the resultant behavior may be
immecdhate or 1t may be way off in the future. Ideally, we would like to be
able to test each of those two things in their real operational time irames, so
that if. for example, you're training aircraft mechamcs you can telf ithem, "If
you ever run across a situation where a spark plug is in such and such a con-
dition, then do so and so.” Then if, two or three weeks later, they run across
such a spark plug, will they in fact do such and such? Here you've yot Ine
problem of listening comprehension, memory. and a whole raft of other kinds
of things that are involved, but certainly listening comprehension is a very
strong part of it. [n an article of mine in the TESOL Quarterly some time back,
[ reported on criterion-referenced testing which used some surrogate criteria
in reference to taking directions: For example, you make a tape recording
which says in English “Go and get a 7/16th wrench.” In the testing room you
have a tool box in which there are a whole bunch of tools, including a 7/16th
wrench, and these have numbers on them. The examinee goes to the tool box,
picks out the proper things, takes the numbers off. and writes them on his
answer sheet The person has to exhibit the behavior you actually record.
Nickel: I'm interested in Spolsky's question concerning the correlation
between listening and speaking. From my own experience, | don't exclude a
certain percentage of learner types who have a greater competence in speak-
ing than in hsteming. especially if two factors are present. One, if the topic
of discussion 1s not famuliar to the examinee, and two, if the accent is changed,
for example a change from a British to an American accent.

Spolsky: I'm stll trying to get at the point of overall proficiency, I'm con-
vinced that there i1s such a thing Even taking the accent or the style question,
presumably there’d be very few cases where people will develop productive
control of several styles before they develop receptive control of a wider
Q e of styles.
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Reduced Redundancy Testing: A Progress Report

Harry L. Gradman and Bernard Spolsky

In an earlier paper (Spolsky et al., 1968), some preliminary studies
were reported of one technique for testing overall second language
proficiency, the use of a form of dictation test with added noise. The
purpose of this paper is to reconsider some of the notions of that paper
in the light of later research.

The criginal hypothesis had two parts: the notion of overall pro-
ficiency and the value of the specific technique. The central question
raised was how well the dictation test with added noise approximates
functional tests with clear face validity. There was no suggestion that
it could replace either tests of specific language abilities or various
functional tests (such as the FSI interview (Jones, forthcoming] or
other interview tests [Spolsky et al.. 1972]). Research with the test
came to have two parallel concerns: an interest in the theoretical im-
plications of the technique, and a desire to investigate its practical
value in given situatics.

The theoretical issues have now been quite fully discussed (Spolsky,
1971; Oller, 1973; Gradman, 1973: Briere, 1969). Assuming the rele-
vance of what Oller calls a grammar of expectancy, any reduction of
redundancy will tend to increase a non-native’s difficulty in function-
ing in a second language more than a native speaker, exaggerating dif-
ferences and permitting more precise measurement. The major tech-
niques so far investigated for reducing redundancy have been on
written cloze tests (Oller. 1973, "rarnell, 1970), oral cloze tests (Craker,
1971). and dictatios tests .. . (Spolsky et al., 1968; Whiteson, 1972;
Johansson, 1973; Gradinan. 1974) and without (Oller, 1971) additional
distortion. In this paper, we will discuss some of the more recent stud-
ies of the dictation test with added distortion and will consider their
theoretical and practical implirations.

The original study (Spolsky et al., 1968) described six experiments
carried vut in 1966 at Indiana University. In a preliminary experiment,
fifty sentences from an aural omprehension test were prepared with
added white noise. Six studenis were asked to write down what they
hearl. There was evidence of correlation between the score on this
test and a cumprehension score. and non-native speakers of English
were clearly separated from natives, but the test seemed too hard:
there were too many “tr' 5 °  n the sentences. and the signal-to-noise
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ratios were somewhat uncontrolled. In the second experiment, lack of
control of signal-to-noise ratio and dissatisfaction with the sentences
again caused concern. In the third preliminary study, sentence content
continued to cause confusion, with certain sentences turning out to be
easy or hard under any conditicns, In the next experiment, the sen-
tences were rewritten with an attempt made to control sentence struc-
ture. Following a then current hy pothesis suggesting that sentence dif-
ficulty was related to the number of transformations undergone, sen-
tences were written in which each sentence had the same number of
words, «ll words were frequent (occurring af least once in every 3000
words, and there were five sentences for each of ten structural de-
scriptions. Groups of 5 sentences were chosen randomly with one
sentence from each structural type, and appropriate noise was added.
Attention in this experiment was focused on the possibility of learn-
ing. did the test get easier as the subject became more accustomed to
the noise? By the end of this experiment, the learning question was
not answered, but the problem of sentence construction was becoming
clearer. It was obvious that sentence structure, semartic acceptability,
word frequency, and phonological factors could all play a part be-
sules the noise. At this stage, the effect of reversing the order of the
signal-to-noise ratios was tried, and it was determined that learning
effects could be discounted if the harder items came first.

The next experiment was a trial of the instrument with 48 foreign
students. Correlations were .66 with an aural comprehension test
and .62 with an objective paper-and-pencil test, and .40 with an essay.
But it still seemed too hard; the mixing remained a problem, and the
phonological tricks added too much uncertain difficulty. It was real-
ized that “the phonological “trick’ is itself a form of masking, leaving
ambiguity to be clarified by redundant features. Consequently, the
addition of acoustic distortion makes interference two-fold™ (Spolsky
et al., 1968, p 94). It remained impossible to specify to what extent re-
dundancy had been rediced.

The final experiment in the 1966 series used a set of new sentences
(without “tricks™) with white noise added electronically. The test was
given to 61 foreign students, and correlations of .66 with both the aural
comprehension and the discrete item tests ana .51 with the essay test
resulted. The experiments were summarized as follows:

These preliminary studies have encouraged us to believe that
da test of a subject’s ability to receive messages under varying
conditions of distortion of the conducting mediumn is a good
measure of his overall proficiency in a language, and that
such a test can be easily constructed and administered.
{Spolsky et al., 1968. p. 7)
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The techniques described in this furst paper were tested further in o
study reported by Whateson (1972). Looking for a simple sereening de-
vice for large numbers of foreign students, Whiteson prepared fifty
different sentences on the same sttuctnal model as those described
above, adding nowse to them. The resulting test, which correlated at
54 with another proficiency measure, provided. she felt, evidence of
being a good screening device, serving the purposes for which it was
mtended.

In a soumewhat ambitions study of the technique cartied out over two
vears, Johansson imvestigated not only the overall effect of the test but
studied in detail the characteristics of some students with whom it did
not work as well. He developed a new form of the test with a num-
ber of basic changes (1) the signal-to-noise ratios were lower. because
his Swedish students were, he believed, better than the average for-
vign students 1in the Indiana studies, (2) there were fewer sentences,
{3) the sentences were written with high redundancy (presumably bal-
ancing the effect of the lower signal-to-noise ratios), (4) elements were
included that could be expected to cause difficulty for Swedes (sup-
posedhy un the basis of some sort of contrastive analysis), (3) the scor-
ing system was changed: and (6] the difficulty order was reversed,
With all these changes, and with the probability that the subjects were
more homogeneous in English knowledge than those in the Indiana
study, the test still showed a reasonably good correlation (.32} 0 hva
test that appears [as far as one can tell from the description) . ave
been a traditional test of kaowledge of standard written Englis  Un-
fortunately, however, this latter test appears to have been unreliable.
The dictation test also correlated weli with a phoneme discrimination
test. The rest of Johansson's study was concernd with those students
for whom the dictation test fails to be a good predictor of academic
suceess Here he finds some evidence suggesting that there are certain
kinds of students whose personahity reacts to tests of this kind
(whether because of noise alone or the general novelty) and for whom
the results are therefore questionable.

Johansson’s study raises a number of 1interesting questions. Otaious-
Iv. it would be desirable to know the effect of the varions changes he
made in the form of the test. And his somewhat extreme conclusions
appedar to be premature: a dictation test without noise but under any
conditions of pressme 1s just as much a test of reduced redundancy
as une with noise, so that the theoretical difference may be nil.

In a somewhdat more useful assessment of reduced redundancy tests,
John Clark (forthcoming} suggests that they can be considered as one
kind of indirect proficiency test. This classification is based on the fact
that they do not need to reflect normal language use situations, but can

be justified by other kinds of validi'y besides face validity. He feels
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that there has been sufficient evidence of concurrent validity to war-
rant ““some optimism™ that indirect measures might be efficient and
economical ways of estimating real-life proficiency. but he points out
three major cautions. First. the indirect meesures have only been com-
pared with other measures which do not themselves have high face
validity Secondly. the result of an indirect measure might need to be
corrected for the subject’s language learning history: a written cloze
test will not necessarily predict well the performance of a student
who has had a purely oral approach. And thirdly. indirect measures
will need full explanation to the users of the relation of their results to
more obvious tests.

Some additional sets of data have been examined over the past year.
suggestive of the continued belief in the dictation test with_ added
noise or the noise test, as it is often called. as an effective instrument
in the evaluation of overall language proficiency. Data gathered dur-
ing January and February of 1974 from three quite different groups of
subjects compare favorably with similar data previously reported on
{Gradman. 1974).

Perhaps the mest thorough analysis of the noise test has been made
of 26 Saudi Arabian students enrolled in a special English Skills Pro-
gram at Indiana University. The students, ail of whom began their
coursework in January of 1974, were given the noise test, the TOEFL
test, the Ilyvin Oral Interview, and the Grabal Oral Interview. A mul-
tiple-choice version of the noise test was used in which students were
asked to select from five choices the closest approximation of a sen-
tence heard on tape with background distorting noise. Fifty such sen-
tences were included and. in fact, were the final sentences of the 1966
experiments. Most correlations were strong, enough to cuggest a posi-
tive relationship between performance on the noise test and the other
instruments. The noise test. for instance, correlated at .75 with the total
TOEFL score, the highest correlation of the noise test with any other
test or TOEFL subtest. In fact. with the exception of the TOEFL English
Structure and Writing subtests (.44 and .33 1espectively), all correla-
tions were above .60. Interestingly enough, vocabulary and noise
correlated at .73, which was not particularly expected, nor was the .68
correlation of the reading comprehension subtest of TOEFL and the
noise test. The correlation of .69 hetwecn the noise test and the Ilvin
Oral Interview —a test consisting ot pictures and specific questions,
the answers to which are recorded by the interviewer —was the high-
est of any of the Ilyin correlations. The correlation of the Hyin Oral
Interview with the Grabal Ocal Interview —a test of free convorsation
rated on a 9 point scale for 10 categories by two independent judges—
for instance, was only at the .39 leve' and with the TOEFL total score

Q the .54 level. On the other hand. the Grabal Oral Interview corre-
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lated somewhat similarly to the noise test. For instance, the Grabal
and TOEFL total correlated at .73, vocabulary at .71. The writing sec-
tion of the TOEFL correlated at a particularly low level .17 with the
Grabal, but this was not unexpected. Nor was the .38 correlation with
the Reading Comprehension subtest of TOEFL. In a comparison of in-
tercorrelations between parts of the TOEFL test, the Ilyin, Grabal, and
noise tests, the only higher correlations were between the TOEFL total
and listening comprehension subtests (.89) and the TOEFL total and
vocabulary subtest (.85). At the very least. the noise test appeared to
correlate better with discrete ‘tem tests (such as the TOEFL) than did
either the Ilvin Oral Interview or the Grabal Oral Interview, both of
which may be said to be more functionally oriented than the TOEFL
test. By examining the set of intercorrelation data, the noise test ap-
pears to function fairly impressively and, in fact. to potentiallv bridge
a gap left otherwise unattended to by the relatively less structured
Ilvin and Grabal tests. This, on the other hand. should not be par-
ticularly surprising as the nature of the multiple-choice form of the
noise test seems to be a cross between functional and discrete-point
orientation. thus potentially explaining its stronger correlatiors with
the TOEFL test.

The figures do not differ much from those reported earlier (Grad-
man. 1974) when 25 Saudi Arabian students were administered the
noise test, the Grabal Oral Interview, and the TOEFL test. TOEFL and
notse test correlations, for example. were .66 for overall performance
and .75 for hstening comprehension. The Grabal Oral Interview and
noise test correlations were at the .79 level.

The noise test was given to a class of Indiana University graduate
students in language testing in February of 1974. They were first given
the multiple-choice answer booklet (Form B) and asked to simply mark
the correct answers. The purpose of this blind-scoring technique was
to determine whether or not the answers were so obvious that the test
booklet. at least, needed considerable revision. At first examination,
the results were somewhat disheartening. Of the 33 students who took
the test under these conditions, the mean level of performance was
29 out of a possille 30, with a range of 30 (high of 38, low of 8), and
even reliability (Kuder Richardson, p. 21) was .36, somewhat higher
than we sometimes get on “'real tests.”

However, when the test was given again with the actual test sen-
tences with added distortion, the results were quite different. The
correlation between Form B with noise and Form B via Blind Scoring
was only .23, a figure which seems reasonable. It suggests, in fact, that
there is some relationship. though limited, between the ability to pick
out grammatical responses from a list of choices and performance
on a test with reduced redundancy. We would have been surprised



had the results been far different Similar results were also obtained
when we correlated performance on the Blind Scoring of Form B with
Form A of the neise test, in which students are asked to write what
they heard over the tape - a straight dictation version with additional
noise in the background. Once again the correlation was .23.

Forin A of the noise test was given as a dictation exercise to 34 of
the same group of students. Using the scoring method described in
Spolsky et al (1968). the top 17 scores were made by native speakers
of English, and the bottom 17 scores were made by non-native speakers
of English These results were. of course, exactly as we had hoped.
The dictation version of the noise test discriminated between native
and non-native speakers of English.

Form B of the noise test. the multiple-choice answer version. was
given to the same group of students: and once again. the top 17 scores
were made by native speakers of English and the bottom 17 scores
were made by non-native speakers of English. As with the dictation
version. the multiple-choice version of the noise test discriminated be-
tween native and non-native speakers.

An interesting additional question. of tourse. was the relationship
between performance on Form A and on Form B of the noise test. At
first, when all scores were examined, they correlated at .80, a rea-
sonably high figure However. when we compared the performance of
the non-native speakers alone, ignoring the minor readjustment of na-
tive speaker rankings. the correlation was found to be .89. a reasonably
good indication that both Forms .\ and B of the noise test were measur-
ing the same thing.

When we compare the results of performance on the noise test with
the results of that of 1 simitar mixed group in 1973, we find them to be
almost the same. Correlations between Form A and B were at the .86
level. and both forms of the noise test discriminated appropriately
between native and non-native speakers of English (Gradman. 1974).

The results of an examination of the performance of 71 non-native
speakers of English who were given Form A of the noise test in fan-
wary of 1974 and the Indiana University placement examination re-
main positive The nowse test correlated reasonably well with the
[ndiana placement examination. The test correlated at .63 with the
English strueture subtest. with correlations progressively lower for the
vocabulary subtest. .52, phonology. .47, and rcading comprehension.
37 The vorrelation with the overall test total was .36. While there is.
of course. an indication of relationship between the two instruments.
there are a variety of reasons to expect these figures to be a bit lower
than some of the others that we have seen, not the leest of which is the
somewhat different nature of the Indiana placement exdmination

Gi!wlf. The phonology section of ti. test. for instance. is a paper and
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pencil discrete item test which may or may not have anything to do
with one’s performative aural-oral skills. The reading comprehension
section of the test is particularly difficult, extending, we believe, be-
vond the question of whether or not a student has the ability to read.
Perhaps the two best sections of the test —the structure and vocabulary
sections. which are somewhat contextually oriented —did indicate
stronger correlations.

A not unexpected result was the strong relationship between per-
formance on the first forty sentences of Form A, the dictation version.
and the last 10 sentences. It will be remembered from earlier discus-
sions (Spolsky et al., 1968; Gradman, 1974) that the first 40 seconds are
characterized by varying degrees of low signal-to-noise ratios, while
the last 10 sentences are characterized by a high signal-to-noise ratio,
i.e. the last 10 sentences do not appear to be accompanied by any
distorting noise. In fact, the correlation between sentences 1-40 and 41-
S0 was .43, which may lead one to belicve that as an overall measure
of language proficiency. the noise test might just as well be given as a
dictation test without the added distorting nuise. Such a correlation is,
however, a bit deceptive in terms of the analysis of performance on
the sentences themselves. The average percentage correct for sen-
tences 1-40 differs considerably from that of sentences 41-30, 39' ¢ as
opposed to 57 ., a difference of 18, (In a similar comparison, White-
son noted a difference of 12'. in her version of the test, which had a
somewhat different marking sy stem.) In other words, the question may
not be one of replacement but rather of the meaning of errors on indi-
vidual sentences with particular signal-to-noise relationships. That is,
we remain terested in trying to determine just exactly what diffi-
culties the language user incurs at particular levels of reduced re-
dundarty. How much redundancy is necessary for different kinds of
language abilityv. and what linguistic units relate to levels of reduced
redundancy? The theoretical and applied potential remains for the
testing technique. regardless of the fact that similar overall results
might well be obtainable from dictation tests alone.

Though we have still barely scratched the surface in terms of work
to be done on the noise test. the results thus far have been highly en-
couraging. There are sume very basic things right with it. the noise test
separates native and non-native speakers without fail, it correlates
reasonably well with other measures of language proficiency, and it
appedars to be particularly good in its discrimination of weak and
strong non-native speakers oi English. This is in a test which can be
given and marked in a minimum of time witie a minimum of difficulty.
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DISCUSSION

Tetrault: Could yvou comment on correlations with direct measures?

Gradman: You may recall what 1 mentioned about the Grabal oral interview,
which was in fact simply an oral interview test. The nose test correlated at
64 wath that particular measurement, which we thought was a fairly strong
correlation That s as direct @ measure as we have. The Hyvin cral interview,
which some people are o httle negative about. with pictures and particular
sentences that vou have to ask quesions about, showed a little higher corre-

lation, 69. But this test. as [mentioned, seemed 1o bridge a gap between direct
and other indirect measures.
Clark: I heheve sou smd you had the highest correlations between the noise
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test and the TOEFL This might be explained by the fact that the TOEFL itself
has high internal rehability . and 1t may well be that of vou were to correct the
criterion for unrehability 1n the llvin oral mterview and other direct tests,
vou woulld get ev en more favorable correlations than are indicated here.

Lado: tlow was the test scored?

Gradman: We scored fne pomnts in the dictation version 1if everything was
correct We gnored spelling and punctuation. Four points for one error. Any-
thing rore than one error. all the way down to simply one word right, was
one pont Nothing right was zero In other words, we used 5, 4, 1. and 0. But
the correlations between thys and the multple-choice version, where we
simply gave one puntaf 1t was picked correctly from five alternatives, were
yutte high We haven’t compared it with Johannson's system, which is « bit
different. I think his was 3. 2, 1.

Lado: We all seeim to have accepted the idea that looking at a picture and
talking about 1t 1s an indirect technique 1 don’t think 1t's indirect at all.
Spolsky: I'd like to take up that question of what an indirect or direct tech-
nique 15 It's pessible to think up real-life contexts in which something like
the noise test occurs, 1in other words, listening to an announcement 1n an air-
perl. or trying to hear an item on the news when the radio is fuzzy. So one
can, in fact. say that even this direct measure can be considered a dirent
measure of a very speafic functional activity. The question then becomes,
how widely a single kind of measure hike this will correlate with all the
others What 1nterested us 1imtially was the notion of overall proficiency.
which we thought was something that should correlate with general language
knowledge. We added the nowse 1in hopes of geting sume agreement with
information theory's models of being able to actually add redundancy 10 a
technically measurable way In this way vou can say that the testee’s knowl-
cige of the language is equivalent to adding so much redundancy. or even
carrying it through to questions of intelhgibility. and that this accent is en
intelligible equivalent to the following kind of noise.

Jones: What's vour definition of overall proficiency?

Spolsky: It's something that presumably has what Alan Davies would call
construct validity In other words. it depends on a theoretical notion of
knowledge of a language and the assumption that while this knowledge at a
certatn level can be divided up into various kinds of skills, there i1s some-
thing underlying the various skills which is obviously not the same as compe-
tence. You have to allow. of course. for gross differences. For example, if
somebody is deal he won't be very good at listening. if somebody hasn't
learned to read or write he won't be good at reading or writing, and f some-
body has never been exposed to speech of a certain variety he won't be
sood at handling that. And after allowing for those gruss, very specific dif-
ferences of experience. whatever is left is overall proficiency.

Anon: What is reduced redundancy?

Gradman: Presumably language 1s redundant, that is, there are a variety of
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clues 1n a sentence. By adding noise to the background. it's possible that some
of the structural features. at least. may be obscured, but the message may still
come through As a matter of fact. the test shows the point at which native
speakers can operate with less of the message than non-native speakers need.
Presumably that means that language 1s redundant enough so that, when
only part of the message comes through, it can still be interpreted by a
native speaker but not by a non-native speaker. It's kind of the experience
sou get sometimes when you listen to the radio and there’s static in the back-
ground. but you can s.ll hear the message. A lot of people complain about
having to talk to non-nanuve speakers over the telephone, because the phone
itself is just an acoustical device and they can’t understand them nearly as
well as they can face-to-face.

Cartier: In the 1940s there was a considerable amount of research done by
Bell Telephone Laboratories and other people on the redundancy in the
sound signal. 1n the acoustic signal of speech. One of the things they did. for
example. was to take tape recordings and go through and clip out little
chunks. The :ndications were then that the acoustic signal contains twice as
much acoustic information as is necessary for a native speaker of the lan-
guage to understand a telephone message. There are other ways that lan-
guage 15 redundant besides acoustically. We use an s ending for verbs when
the subject is he, for example, though the he itself indicates that that’s third
person, making the s on the end of the verb redundant. One way to reduce
the redundancy, then. would be to knock off that morpheme. There are many
ways you can reduce the redundancy in the language. and still have it intel-
ligible to native speakers. And what Spolsky is trying to do is experiment with
various kinds of reduction of that redundancy to see what it does in the
testing situation.

Davies: I'd like to ask whether the experiments with reduced redundancy
have concentrated on the facts of the message, or whether you're also taking
into account the attitudes of communication, whether it's the total communi-
cation or just the hones of the message?

Spolsky: Most of the work with the noise test has been done with single
sentences, and with simply the ability to recognize those sentences or to write
them down. Until one moves into larger contexts, which 1 understand is
planned. it would be impossible to get into any of these other aspects.

Risen: Earlier someone suggested just introducing noise on every tenth word.
and [ wondered if that might not be introduving more variables than it con-
trols. I'm thinking about some studies that were done with iniroducing clicks.
where it was found that, if the clicks occurred near a syntactic boundary. it
introduced less interference than otherwise.

Spolsky: Presumably. if you do this in a statistical way—randomly —with
these noises appearing in a statistical rather than in a linguistic pattern, you'll
overcome the effect of that phenomenon if it does work the same way as in a
cloze test. You can do it where you take out certain parts of speech, but that's
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a very different kind of cloze test from one where you take out every fifth or
sixth word. and certain of these words that get taken out happen to be harder
than other words for very good reasons. As long as vou're adding the thing
randomly 10 a statistical way. youre breaning across any of these lingustic
principles or averaging them out.

Garcia-Zamor: I'd hke to address my yuestion to the person who said earlier,
“I believe 1n overall proficiency.” I wanted to ask sou precisely in which way
vou sce that overall prohiciency might differ from the sum or average of one's
cumpetence n the different aspects of language that you might be able to
isolate? Unless it's sigmficantly different from that. | don’t see any meaning
in the term “overall proficiency.”

Spolsky: It should be obvious by now that I can't say that precisely. or 1
would have. It's an idea that I'm still playing with. It has to correlate with the
sum of various kinds of things in some way. because it should underlie any
speafic abihities. In vther words. [ have the notion that ability to operate in a
language incudes a good. solid central portion {which I'l! call overall profi-
ctency ) plus « number of specific areas based on experience and which will
turn out to be ¢ither the skill or certain sociolinguistic situations. Given a
pricture hke that, one can understand why there are such good correle*ions
between almost any kind of language test and any other kind of language test.
Why, n facl. one 1s surprised at not finding correlations. I'm told that of all
the tests that ETS has. the ones in which they get the highest internal reliabili-
ties are language tests Theoretically, at least. two people could know very
thfferent parts of a language and. having a fairly small part in common, still
know how to get by. That's where overall proficiency becomes important.
Clark: | basically agree with that But then we come back to the question of
what the specific learning history of the student 1s, and I could see a situation
in which the teacher wouldn't say a word in the foreign language during the
entire course but would show printed materials with English equivalents, for
example Then if a hstening comprehension test were to be given at the end
of that particular course, [ don't think we would have the general proficiency
you're talking about.

Spolsky: The yuestion 1s. "How do you capture overall proficiency?” Taking
the two kinds of measures that theoretically are closest to it—the dictation
with or without no.se and the cloze test {which for good theoretical reasons
are both cases of reduction of redundancy) —it's quite obvious that a student
who has ngver learned to read won't do anything very intelligible with the
cloze test.3And the same is obvious with a student who has never heard the
language spoken. he won't do amvthing intelligent with the noise test. But
excluding these extreme cases, you would assume that there is a fairly large
group with minimal knewledge of each that will show up well in the middle.
Stevick: [ wonder 1f there 1s anything relevant from the Peace Corps experi-
ence. where we had fairly large numbers of people coming in who had
studied French or Spamsh. who on initial testing turned out to be 0 or 0},
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apparently not much better than an absolute beginner, but who, when ex-
posed to the spoken language. bloomed rather rapidis ? That may be another
example of the same thing.
Spolsky: That would be equivalent to a situation in which someone  ex-
posed to the traditional method of learning a language, that is, a grammar-
translation approach at school. and then goes tc live in the country for two
months At the beginmng of the two months that person would test out com-
pletely at 0 or something on any kind of oral test. But he already has this
overall proficiency that is just waiting for new experiences.
Rolff: Mr. Gradman. you mentioned five types of sentences, but could you
mention specifically what types of sentences. and why you chose to use them
in the reduced redundancy test?
Gradman: Those were actually Spolsky's sentences back in 1966. The initial
study. by the way. is reported in Special Issue Number 3 of Language Learn-
ing. 1968. There were simple rnegatives. simple negative questions, simple
guestions, simple passives, a category called embedded. embedded negatives,
embedded questions. embedded questions signaled by intonation only. em-
bedded negative questions, and a category called miscellaneous.
Spolsky: ‘Those with memories that go back to 1965-66 will remember that in
those days we were talking of models of grammar that assumed that sentence
difficulty could be described by the number and kind of transformations,
Rashbaum: [ was very curious about the type of noise that was used to distort
the speech. and | was wondering whether actual distortion by varying the
pitch or other things had be.a considered in reduced redundancy?
Spolsky: We tried a number of different kinds of noise at one stage. We
found that, for the person taking the test. the most difficult of these was. in
fact, background conversation. especially when it was in the subject’s native
language. But then we decided to use white noise. which seemed to have all
the sort of basic characteristics to do the job. Somebody else suggested pink
noise. I'm not sure of the difference. I m told that it might have been better
for this sort of thing.
Anon.: What is white noise?
Cartier: White noise sounds like this. sh/sh/sh/sh/sh. It's simply random
frequencies at random amplitudes, the basic kind of noise that you hear in
back of radio broadcasts It's called white because it has the same charac-
teristics as white light, that is, al! frequencies are represented at random. !
guess pink nwise is just a little more regular in frequency
Rickerson: | think it's demonstrable that reduced redundancy testing will, 12
fact. distinguish native speakers from non-native speakers, Could vou com-
ment further on the apphcability of that type of testing, though, to establish-
ing the gradations o0& 1, 2, 3. 4. 5 in proficiency? It would seem rather difficult
to do.
Gradman: We found it performs fairly well in terms of separating out the
very good and the very bad, We have trouble in the middle.
Q
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John W. Oller, Jr. and Virginia Streiff*

I. DICTATION REVISITED

Since the publication of "Dictation as a Device for Testing Foreign
Language Proficiency” in English Language Teaching (henceforth
referred to as the 1971 paper).’ the utility of dictation for testing has
been demonstrated repeatedly. It is an excellent measure of overall
language proficiency (Johansson 1974; Oller 1972a, 1972b) and has
proved useful as an elicitation technique for diagnostic data (Angelis
1974). Although some of the discussion concerning the validity of
dictation has been skeptical {(Rand 1972; Breitenstein 1972), careful
research increasingly supports confidence in the technique.

The purpose of th.s paper is to present a re-evaluation of the 1971
paper. That data showed the Dictation scores on the UCLA English as
a Second Language Placement Examination (UCLA ESLPE 1) corre-
lated moie highly with Total test scores and with other Part scores
than did any other Part of the ESLPE. The re-evaluation was prompt-
ed by useful critiques (Rand 1972; Breitenstein 1972). An error in
the computation of correlations between Part (subtest} scores and
Total scores in that analysis is corrected; additional information con-
cerning test rationale, administration, scoring, and interpretation is
provided: and finally, a more comprehensive theoretical explanation
is offered to account for the utility of dictation as a measure of lan-
guage proficiency.

In a Reader's Letter, Breitenstein (1972) commented that many
factors which enter into the process of giving and taking dictation
were not mentioned in the 1971 paper. For example, there is “the
eyesight of the reader” (or the "dictator” as Breitenstein terms him),
the condition of his eye glasses (which “may be dirty or due for re-
newal”), “the speaker's diction,” (possibly affected by “speech de-

Dictation: A Test of Grammar Based Expectancies
i
|

*We wish to thank Professor Lois Mclntosh (UCLA) for providing us with a detailed
description of the test given in the fall of 1968. It 1s actually Professor Mclntosh whose
teaching skill and experience supported confidence in dictation that is at base respon-
sible for not only this paper but a number of others on the topic. We gratefully ac-
knowledge our indebtedness to her Without her insight into the testing of langauge
skills. the facts discussed here, which were originally uncovered more or less by acci-
dent in a routine analysis. might have gone unnoticed for another 20 years of discrete-
point testing.
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fects or an ill-fiting denture’’), “"the size of the room,” “the acoustics
of the room,” or the hearing acuity of the examinees, etc. The hyper-
hole of Breitenstein's facetious commentary reaches its asymptote
when he observes that “Oller’s st itement that “dictation tests a broad
range ol integrative skills' is now taking on a wider meaning than
he probably meant.”

Quite apart from the humor in Breitenstein's remarks, there is an
implied serious criticism that merits attention. The earlier paper did
not mention some important facts about how the dictation was se-
lected, administered, scored, and interpreted. We discuss these
questions below.?

Rand's critique (1972) suggests a re-evaluation of the statistical data
reported in the 1971 paper. Rand correctly observes that the inter-
correlations between Part scores and the Total score on the UCLA
ESLPE 1 were influenced by the weighting of the Part scores. (See the
discussion of the test Parts and their weighting below.) In order to
achieve a more accurate picture of the intercorrelations, it is neces-
sary to adjust the weightings of the Part scores so that an equal num-
ber of points are allowed on each subsection of the test, or alterna-
tinely to systematically eliminate the Part scores from the Total score
for purposes of correlation.

II RE-EVALUATION OF DATA DISCUSSED IN THE 1971 PAPER

We will present the re-evaluation of the data from the 1971 paper in
three parts: (1) a more complete description of the tested population
and the rationale behind the test (in response to Breitenstein 1972),
{2} a more complete description of the test, and (3) a new look at the
Part and Total score correlations (in response to Rand 1972).

Population and Test Rationale

The UCLA ESLPE 1 was administered to about 350 students in the fall
of 1968. A sample of 102 students was selected. They were representa-
tive of about 30 different language backgrounds. About 70 percent of
them were males, and 30 percent females. Approximately 60 percent
of the students were graduates, while the remainder were under-
graduates with regular or part-time status. (See Oller 1972c for a
description of a similar population tested in the fall of 1970.)

The objective of the test is bt measure English language proficiency
fur placement purposes. Students who have near native speaker pro-
ficiency are exempted from ESL courses and are allowed to enroll in
a full course load in their regular studies. Those students who have
difficulties sath English are required to take one or more courses in
remedial Enghish and may be limited to a smaller course load in their

d'nuular course of study.

. Lo
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Prior to 1969 when the research reported in the 1971 paper was
varrted vut. the UCLA ESLPE 1 had never been subjected to the cluse
empirical scrutiny of any statistical analysis. [t had been assumed
earher that Part | measured skills closely assocated with reading
comprehension, Part I indicated how well students could handle
English structure, Part Il was a good measure of essay writing ability,
Part [V tested discrimination skills in the area of sounds. and Part V
was a good measnre of spelling and listening comprehension. The
extent of overlap between the various Parts, and the meaning of the
Total score, were actually unknown. The intent of the test was to
provide a reliable and valid estimate of overall skill in English along
with diagnostic information concerning possible areas of specific
weakness.

It would not be difficult to formulate criticisms of the test as a
whole and tts patticular subsections independent of any statistical
analysis. This 1s not the concern of this paper., however. What we are
interested m are answers to the following questions. Given the several
parts of the UCLA ESLPE 1, what was the amount of overlap between
them? Was there one subtest that provided more information than the
rest? Should any one or more subtests have been replaced or done

aw _ with? These are sume of the concerns that prompted the analy-
sis presented i the 1971 paper and which, together with the observa-
tions stated earlier in this paper, motivated the computations reported
here.

Description of the Test: UCLA ESLPE 1

The UCLA ESLPE 1 consists of five parts. Part [, a Vocabulary Test of
20 items. requires the student to match a word in a story-like context
with a synonvm, For example:

But the frontier fostered ——FOSTERED

positive traits too. . .. (A) discouraged
(B) promoted
(C) adopted

The student reads the context and then selects from (A), (B), or (C)
the one that most nearly matches the meaning of the stem word
FOSTERED.

Part Il 1s & Grammar Test of 50 items. Each item asks the student to
select the most aceeptable sentence from three choices. For instance:

(A) The boy’'s parents let him to play in the water.
(B) The boy's parents let him play in the water.
(C) The boy's parents l2t him playing in the water.

Part Il is a Composition. Students were instructed:

30
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Write a composition of 200 words, discussing ONE of the follow-
ing topics. Your ideas should be cle: - and well organized. When
vou have finished, examine your paper carefully to be sure that
vour grammar, spelling and punctuation are correct. Then count
the number of words. PLACE A LARGE X after the two hun-
dredth word (200). If you have written fewer than 200 words give
the exact number at the end of vour composition. Choose ONE
and ONLY ONE of the following topics:

An interesting place to visit in myv country.
Advances in human relations in our time.
A problem not yvet solved by science.

I'he most popular sport in my country.

e LS -

Part IV, Phonology. tests perception of English sounds. It consists
of 30 tape recorded items. The student hears a sentence on tape. The
sentence contains one of two words thai are similar phonologically,
e.g. long and wrong as in "His answer was (A) long (B) wrong.” The
student has a written form of the sentence on the test paper and must
decide which of the two words were on the tape.

Part V is a Dictation. The Dictation is actually in two sections. The
two passages selected are each about 100 words in length. One is on a
topic of general interest; the other has a science-oriented focus. The
material selected for the Dictation is language of a type college-level
students are expected to encounter in their course of study. The stu-
dentis given the following instructions in writing and on tape:

The purpose of this dictation exercise is to test vour aural com-
prehension and spelling of English. First, listen as the instructor
reads the selection at a normal rate. Then proceed to write as the
instructor begins to read the selection a second time sentence by
sentence. Correct your work when he reads each sentence a
third time, The instructor will tell you when to punctuate.

The student then hears the dictation on tape. The text for the UCLA
ESLPE 1 follows:
(1
‘There are many lessons which a new student has to learn when
he first comes to a large university. Among other things he must
adjust himself to the new environment; he must learn to be inde-
pendent and wise in managing his affairs; he must learn to get
along with many people. Above all. he should recognize with
humility that there is much to be learned and that his main job is
to grow in intellect and in spirit. But he mustn’t lose sight of the
fact that education, like life, is most worthwhile when it is en-
@ ijoved.
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(2)

In scientific inquiry, it becomes a matter of duty t¢ expose a
supposed law to every kind of verification. and to take care,
moreover. that it is done intentionally. For instance. if vou drop
something, it will immediately fall to the ground. That is a very
common verification of one of the best established laws of na-
ture —the law of gravitation. We bhelieve it in such an axtensive,
thorough. and unhesitating manner because the universal experi-
ence of mankind verifies it. And that is the strongest foundation
on which any natural law can rest.

The scoring of Parts [-1I1, all of which were multiple-choice ques-
tions. was purely objective. Each item in Part [ was worth 1 point,
the whole section being worth 20 points. Items in Part Il were each
worth '+ point, making the whole secticn worth 25 points. Part [11 was
worth 15 points. with cach item valued at L point each.

Parts [Vand V require more er.planation. Part IV was worth a total
of 25 points with each error subtracting ': point. Students who made
more than 30 errors (with ¢ max.mum of 1 error per word attempted)
were given a score of (. There were no negative scores. i.c. if a stu-
dent made 30 errors or more, he scored 0. Spelling errors were
counted dlong with’errors in word order, grammatical form. choice of
words, and the like. tf the student wrote less than 200 words. his
errurs were pro-rated on the basis of the following formula: Number
of words written by the student + 200 words = Number of errors
made by the student + X.

The variable X is the pro-rated number of errors. so the student’s
pro-rated score would he 25 - (' :)X. For example, if he wrote 100 words
and made 10 errors. by the formula X = 20, his score would be
25 - 1:(20) = 15 points. The scoring of Part IV involved a considerable
amount of subjective judgment and was probably less reliable than
the scoring of any of the other sections.

A maximum of 13 points was allowed for the Dictation. Clear errors
in spelling (e.g. shagrin for chagrir). phonology (e.g. long hair for
lawn care). grammar (e.g. it became for it becomes), or choice of
wording (e.g. humanity for mankind) counted as 4 point subtracted
from the maximum possible score of 15 points. A maximum of '
point could be subtracted for multiple errors in a single word. e.g. an
extra word inserted into the text which was ungrammatical. mis-
spelled, and out of order would count as only one error. If the student
macle 60 errors or more on the Dictation. a score of 0 was recorded.
Alternative methods of scoring are suggested by Valette (1967).

Part and Total Intercorrelations on the UCLA ESLPE 1
Jh" surprising finding in the 1971 paper was that the Dictation corre-
ERIC 32
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lated better with each other Part of the UCLA ESLPE 1 than did
any other Part. Also, Dictation correlated at .86 with the Total score,
which was only slightly less than the correlation of .88 between the
Fotal and the Composition score. What these data suggested was that
the Dictation was providing more information concerning the totality
of skills being measured than any other Part of the test. In fact, it
scemed to be tapping an underlying competence in English.

The data presented in the 1971 paper. however. have been ques-
toned by Rand (1972). As mentioned earlier, Rand (1972) correctly
observes that the wewhtings of Part scores will affect their correlation
with the Total score. Obviously. there is perfect correlation between
the portion of the Total score and the Part score to which it corre-
sponds. Also. differential weightings of scores will have slight effects
on Part and Total correlations even if the self-correlations are sys-
tematically ehminated. 1f Part scores are unevenly weighted (which
they were n the 1971 paper). the intercorrelations between Part
scores and the Total will be misleading.

One way of removing the error is to adjust the weightings of the
Part scores so that ear! art 1s worth an equal number of points
toward the Total. Table 1 presents the results of a re-analysis of the
data on just such a basis (see Appendix). For convenience of com-
parison the correlation data from the 1971 paper is reproduced as
Table 11 (see Append.x] Table 11 was actually basea on 102 subjects.
rather than 100, as v.as mcorrectly reported in the earlier paper. Two
errors in the data deck discovered in the re-analysis and corrected
in Table 1 are not corrected for Table 1l 1t is reproduced exactly as
it was originatly presented in the 1971 paper.

It 15 noteworthy that the re-analysis (see Table 1) shows a .94 cor-
relation between the adjusted Dictation score and adjusted Total,
while the correlation between Composition and Total is reduced from
88 (Table 11) 10 .85 (Table 1). Corrections of the two errors detected
in the data cards account for the slight discrepancies in intercorrela-
tions between the Parts in Tables 1 and 1. .

The data indicate that the Dietation by itself could validly be sub-
sttuted for the Total (where the Total i> computed by adding the
equally weighted scores on Vocabulary, Grammar, Composition,
Phonology. and Dictation).

Table 111 (see Appendix) prescnts correlations with the Total scores.
ehminating self-correlations of Parts in a step-wise fashion. In other
words. each Part is correlated with the Total computed by the sun of
scores on the remaining Parts. For example, Dictation is correlated
with the sum of Vocapulary, Grammar, Composition. and Phonology.
Here again we see cleatly the superior performance of Dictation as a
meacsure of the composite of skills being tested.
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Together with the earlier research of Valette (1964, 1967). the
fullou-up research of johansson (1974). and Oller (1972a. 1972h,

972c). the foregoing constituies a clear refutation of the clmms by
l.m}..ua}..c testing experts that dictation is not a good language test (cf.
Harris 1969, Lado 1961. Somaratne 1957; Anderson 1953 as cited in the
1971 paper but not in the references to this paper).

Moreove:. the high correlations achieved repeatedly between dicta-
tion and otner integrative tests such as the cloze procedure (see Oller
972b 197_c) support a psycholinguistic basis contrary to much recent
theorizing (see TOEFL: Interpretive Manual, 1970) for interpreting
intercorrelations o, tests of language proficiency. \When intercorrela-
tions between diverse tests are near or above the .90 level. a psy-
cholinguistic model leads us to infer high test validity for both tests.
[ a cloze test. for example. material is presented visually, whereas 1n
dhctation, it is presented auditorily. When such vastly different tests
consistently mtercorrelate at the .85 level or better (cf. Oller 1972,
and references). we may reasonably conclude that they ere tapping an
underlying competence. Since we can assume on the grounds of inde-
pendent psycholinguistic: research that such an underlying com-
petence exists. we may without danger of circular rezsening argue
that the two tests cross-validate each other. Obviously this will lead
us to expect high intercorrelativns between valid language tests of all
sorts Low intercorrelations must be interpreted as indicating low test
validity. i.e. that one of the tests being correlated does not tap under-
Iving linguistic competence or that it does so to an insufficient extent.

I HOW DOES DICTATION MEASURE LANGUAGE COMPETENCE?

The complexity of taking dictation is greater than might have been
suspected before the advent of “constructivist™ models of speech per-
ception and information processing (Neisser 1967: Chomsky and
Halle 1968; Cooper 1972; Stevens and House 1972; Liberman et al
1967) The claims underlving these psiycholinguistic models is that
romprehension of speech. like other perceptual activities. requires
aciive analysis-by-synthesis. “All of these models for perception . ..
hive ta emmon a listener who actively participates in producing
speech o5 well as in listening to it in order that he may compare . ..
(his synth :sis] with the incoming {sequence]. [l may be that the com-
parators «ce the functional component of central interest. ...73 We
suggest that the comparator 15 no more nor less than a grammar of
expectune: . It seems that the perceiver formulates expectancies (or
hy potheses) coacerning the sound stream based on his internalized
grammar of the language.* We refer to this process in the title of the
paper where we suggest that dictation is a device which measures the
efficiency of grammar-based expectancies.
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Neisser (1967) posits a two stage model of cognitive processing of
speech input and other sorts of cognitive information as well. In the
case of speech perception. the listener first formulates a kind of
synthesis that is “fast. crude, whoiistic. and parallel”: the second
stage of perception is a “deliberate. attentive, detailed. and sequen-
tial” analysis. We may apply this model to the writing of a dictation.
providing that we remember there must be a rapid-fire alternation
between synthetic and analytic processes. \We may assume that a
non-native speaker forms a “fast. crude . . notion of what is baing
talked about (i.e. meaning) and then analyzes in a “deliberate, atten-
tive . .. sequential” fashion in order to write down the segmented and
classified sequences the he has heard. As Chomsky and Halle (1968)
suggest in another context. “the hypothesis for “synthesis based on
grammar generated expectancies.” in our terms) will then be ac-
cepted if it is not too radically at variance with the acoustic mate-
rial.”s Of course, if the student’s- {or listener’'s) grammar of ex-
pectancy is incomplete, the kinds of hypotheses that he will accept
will deviate substantially from the actual sequences of elements in
the dictation. \When students convert a phrase like “scientists from
many nations” into “scientist’s imaginations” and “scientist’s exami-
nations.” an active analysis-by-synthesis is clearly apparent. On a
dictation given at UCLA not long ago. one student convertad an entire
paragraph on “brain cells” into a fairly readable and phonet*cally
sitnilar paragraph on “brand sales.” It would be absurd to suggest that
the process of analysis-by-synthesis is only taking place when stu-
dents make errors. It is the process underlyving their listening behavior
in general and is only more obvious in creative errors.

Since dictation activates the learner’s internalized gremmar of
expectancy, which we assume is the central component of his lan-
guage competence, it is not surprising that a dictation test yields
substantial information conwerning his overall proficiency in the lan-
guage —indeed, more information than some other tests that have
been blessed with greater approval by the “experts” (see discussion
in the 1971 paper). As a testing device it “vields useful information on
errors at all fevels” {Angelis 1974) and meets rigorous standards of
validity {johansson 1974). It seems likely to be a useful instrument
for testing short-term instructioral goals as well as integrated lan-
suage achievement over the long-term. There are many expzrimental
and practical uses which remain to be explored.

NOTES

. The paper referred to actually appeared first in UCLA TESL Workpapers 4 (1970).
37-41 It was published subsequenily in English La, guage Teaching 253 (june 1971),
254-9, and in a revised and expanded form in H B. Allen and R M Campbell. eds..
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Teaching English as ¢ Secand Language: A Book of Readings. New York. McGraw
Hill, 1972, pp. 316-54.

. On the other hand, Breitenstein's remarks also indicate two serious misunderstand-
ings The first concerns the use of dictation as a test. Brettenstein suggests. “let us not
forget that in our mother tongue we can fill in gaps in what we hear up to ten times
better than in the case of 2 foreign language we have not vet mastered” (p, 203).
ignoring the trivial matter of Breitenstein's arithmetic and its questionable empirical
basis, his observation dves not point up a disadvantage of dictation as a testing
device ~rather a crucial advantage. It is largely the disparity between our ability to
“fill in gaps in our mother tongue” and in a “foreign language™ that a dictation test
serves toreveal.

The second misunderstanding in Hreitenstein's letter concerns student errors.
He says, “the mistakes are there. but are they due to the “dictator.” the acoustics of
the room, the hearing of the candidate, or his knowledge?” (p. 203}. Admittedly, bad
room acoustics or weak hearing may result in errors unique to a particular studeat,
but difficulties generated by the person giving the dictation will show up in the
performance of many if not all of the examinees and. contrary to what Breitenstein
implies, it is possible to identify such errors. Moreover. the purpose of the particular
dictation Breitenstein was discussing was 1o measure the listening comprehension of
college-level. non-native speakers of English under simulated classroom listening
conditions. To attempt perfect control of acoustic conditions and hearing acuity
would not be realistic. An important aspect of the ability to understand spoken
English is being ahle to de it under the constraints and difficulties afforded by a
normal! classroom situatien.

3. Cocper 1972, p_ 42

(2]

4 Throughout this paper we assune a pragmatic defirition of grammor as discussed
by Oller (1978 1973a}. Oller and Richards (1973). The main distinction between this
sort of defirition of grommar and the early Chomskyan paradigm is our claim that
one must inclu’e semontic and progmatic facts in the grammar. Also see Oller
(1973b). Later Chomskyan theory has begun to take steps lo correct the earlier in-
adequacy (Chomsky 1972}

. As cited by Cooper 1972, p. 41.

ur
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APPENDIX

. Table !

Re-evaluatian of Intercarrelatians Between
Part Scares and Tatal Scare an the UCLA ESLPE 1
with Adjusted {(Equal) Weightings of Part Scares (n=102)

Vocabulary  Grammar  Compositian Phanalagy Dictation

25 pts) (25 pts) (25 pts) (25 pts) (25 pts)
Tatal (125 pts) 79 76 .85 69 94
Vocabulary 57 52 42 72
Grammar 50 .50 65
Compasition 50 72
Phonalagy .57
Table If

Original Intercarrelatians Between Part Scares and Tatal Scare

an UCLA ESLPE 1 fram Oller (1971) - Weightings Indicated
{n = 102}

Vacabulary Grammar Campasitian Phanalagy Dictatian

(20 pts) (25 pts) 25 pts) (15 pts) (15 pts)
Total (100 pts) 77 78 .88 69 86
Vacabulary 58 51 .45 67
Grammar 55 .50 64
Campasition .53 .69
Phanalagy .57
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Table 1l

Intercorrelations of Part Scores and Total on UCLA ESLPE t:
With Self-correlations Removed and with Equal Weightings of
Part Scaores (n = 102)

1 2 3 4 5
Vocabulary Grammar Composition Phonology Dictation
25 pts} 25 pts] {25 pts) 25 pts) 25 ptsj

Total 1
{24+ 34+ 3 +5=100pts]

Total 11

{1 + 3+ 4 + 5=100 pts]
Total 111

{1 + 244+ 5=100pts)
Total IV

{1 + 2+ 3 +5=100pts]

Total
{1 + 243 + =100 pts)

DISCUSSION

Davies: May | make two points? The first relates to the last point that John
Oller made about high and low correlations It seems to me that the classical
stew of this would be that in a test battery you are looking for low correla-
tions between tests or subtests. but high correlations between each subtest
and some kund of criterion. Clearly, 1f as he sugpests two tests are correlating
highly with vne another. this would mean that they would both be valid in
terms of the criterion. assuming that you have a criterion. It would also mean
presuntably that yvou would only need to use one of them. Now the other
point. this business of the grammar of expectancy. I find Joha O'ler’s com-
ments very persuasive. Cleariy. what we have is a test that is spreading peo-
ple very widely. He didn't tell us what the standard deviation was. but I
would suspect the: it would be quite high. and it is essentially for this reason.
I think. that he's getting the high correlations with the other tests when he
groups them together. The dictation test is providing a rank order. which is
what one demands from a test. and it 1s spreading people out. Now. this is a
persudsty e argument in favor of a test. OF course 1t isn’t the ultimate one. be-
cause ne ultimate une 1s whether the test is valid. However. he provides
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evidence for this validity in terms of the additive thing he’s done with the
other subtests But I don’t understand why this has to be linked onto a gram- '
mar of expectancy It seems to me that if there is a grammar of expectancy. it
should Ye justified 1n 1ts own terms. 1n grammatical terms And [ don't know
w here this justification is. It seems to me that what we have is a satisfactory
test which is. if you like. a kind of work sample test. 1 don't understand the
connection that is being made. if 1 understand it rightly. on theoretical
grounds. and I don’t see the neec for this.
Oller: Concerming the point on correlation. 1 tried to start off with what I
think is a substantial departure from common testing theory of the 30s and 60s
that says that low correlations indicate that test parts are actually measuring
different skills I don't think thefe's any psycholinguistic basis for that kind of
inference That is. unless there is some obvious reason why the two skills in
question might not be related. like spelling for example. We know that natve
speakers in many cases can't spell. so that the degree of facilits with the
language is obvioushy not related to spelling. On the other hand. the inference
that grammatical proficiency or grammatical skills in terms of manipulation
of structures 1s no' related. sav to vocabulary. seems a little less defensible.
There are a great many studies now that show that even fairly traditional
grammatical tests. provided they're beefed up. are long enough. and contain
enough items and alternatives. intercorrelated about the 80-85° . level. I think
I have about nine tables on as many differeni studies in an article that ap-
pearedl in the TESOL Quarterly of 1972 illustrating that. Now. if those lests
intercorrelate at that level. you have to seacch for some explanation for that.
It turns out that I expected this. not on the basis of testing theory. but rather l
on the basis of what I think is an under:tanding of the way language func- ‘
\
\
|
|
|
|
|
|
|
|

tions from a linguistic point of view. If you've read my staff. you know that I
haven’t bought the Chomsks an paradigm. but rather argae for a grammar that
is pragmatically based. that relates sentences to extra-linguistic context. and
it seems to me that a crucial element in e realishc grammar underlying lan-
guege nse has to imolve the element of time. That's an element that ! think
has been rather mistakenly left out of transformational theory until quite
recently, and now we're beginning to talk about presuppositions and the
notion of pragmatics So much fer the thevretical justification of the notion of
gre amar of expectancy. If vou're interested in going into it further. [ would
s iggest articles by Robert Woods of Harvard University. who is developing
some computer simulation models for grammars that meet the criteria of what
I call the grammar of expectancy On the other comment. yon askéd about the
spread on a dictation test. T'vpically. on a 30-point dictation 1 think that
the usual stancard deviation is about 13 points. Compare that against a stand-
ard deviaiion of probabls 8 or 9 points on grammar tests of the sort [ have
described So i's abeut twice as much as on other tests. and you're getting
just that much more information, apparently. out of the dictation.

Petersen: Are ycu assuming here that test variance increases proportionate
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to length. and is that the way you weighted these?

Oller: No. There is a tendency for test v ariance to inuic1se somewhat accord-
ing to length, but probably not in a linear way. However. I don't mean to
suggest that it is a proportionate. \What [ am suggesting is that typically the
variance, that is the amount of spread. the tendency of a test to spread people
out on a scale, is higher for dictation than it is for more traditional tests. What
that means in terms of reliability is that you can have a shorter dictation and
get the same reliability as you would get with the much longer discrete point
grammar test.

Petersen: There's one thing I'm wondering about here in terms of yvour part-
whole correlations with the total. Why didn't you standardize within your
subtests first instead of multiplying by a constant? It would seem to me to
be a much better procedure just to convert your subtotals to standard scores
before running the correlation.

Oller: 1 suppose statistically that would have been a more sensible way of
doing 1t. I warted the comparison with the 1971 study to be as straightforward
as possible, and frankly when 1 ran those statistics I really wasn't aware of
that statistical error. But even when it's corrected. it supports the notion. I
guess my defense there would be that I'm not relying primarily on the statis-
tics but rather on the psycholinguistic argument which ses.1s to explain the
statistics. The statistics. after all. are quite reliable. They've been repeated
many times now in a great many different studies. Dick Tucker got similar
results in eomparing a cloze test. for example, with the American University
of Beirut's test of English language proficiency. They have 96 reliability
on practically every form that they’ve generated.

Frey: The time required for scoring these two tests is incredibly different,
because in one case it's an objective test where time is hardly a factor, and in
the other case 1t's a dictation where you have to hand score it, | assume.

Oller: It's a little harder to score dictation than it is to score an objectively
constructed vocabulary test. On the other hand, it's a whole lot harder to con-
struet a good multiple-choice vocabulary test than it is to construct a good
dictation. So 1 think that the two factors tend to balance out and the advan-
tages gained in validity on the side of dictation tend to vie for that. | think
that's part of the motivation behind Gradman and Spolsky's research. In
investigating possible multiple-choice formats for dictation. it is perhaps pos-
sible that you can ohjectivize the technigue. This has been done very effec-
tvely with reading comprehension tests. Just because a test is multiple-
choice doesn’t necessarily mean that it has to be based on naive discrete point
testing philosophy. A paraphrase matching task, for example. seems to work
rather well as an estimation of reading comprehension. and it can be done
in a multiple-choice format. The only trouble with that for classroom pur-
poses or for unsophisticated test researchers is that it's awfully easy to make
a very bad multiple-choice test. And it needs pre-testing: it needs some statis-
tics done on it. you need to run item facility and item discrimination indices.
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and to make deletivas and changes, rewnites, and you can’t do that in a class-
room situation. So there are serus disady antages on the side of the multiple-
choice test as well,
Sako: | wonder if you could explain hesy dictation measures language com-
petence?
Oller: Dictation invokes the learner’s internalized grammar of the language.
and if that grammar is incomplete, 1t will be reflected 1n the score on the dic-
tation If it's more complete. that too will be reflected in the score. You can
show evidence for that by virtue of the fact that native speakers nearly al-
ways score 100°. on dictations, or at leust the ones we've investigated, and
ron-native speakers tend to vary according to their proficiency. o 1 think
that it's an indication of an internalized competence on the part of the
learner.
Clark: fust a techmcal question. 1 think we're concerned about the prac-
ticality of our testing instruments, and certainly when large volumes of stu-
dents are imvohed we want to devise a procedure which can be very effi-
cientiy used It's always impressed me that a typical dictation has quite a lot
of dead material in 1t in the sense that the student is rather easily able to,
let’s say, do half of the sentence. and it's the second half of the sentence
where the problem cemes. If this is the case, would it be possible to think of
some format where the stu:lent is not required to write out the entire passage.
but only to write a certain portion of the passage. let's say when a light comes
on at a critical moment? [ think this might objectifv the administration and
scoring process guite a bit,
Oller: I don't think there's any dead material in a dictation. A person can
make errors at any point whatsoever, and he makes all kinds of creative
ervors, for example, the ocean and its waves instead of the ocean and its
ways. We had one student at UCLA who converted an entire passage on
“brain cells” into fairly readable prose on “bhrand sales.” ThLe fact is that
listening comprehension as exhibited by taking dictation is a highly creative
process, and it's creative in much the same way that speech production is.
Stig Johansson did do the kind of thing that you've suggested. He deleted the
last half of a sentence. and 1n spite of the fact that both S»olsky and 1 dis-
agree with some of his inferences about the noise test, he did show that the
deletion of the last half of the sentence works just about as well. and seems
to have similar propecties as a b .t, as does the straight dictation. And I think
that's a perfectly viable way of gelting data.
Spolsky: Dictation tests with all their theoretical justification in practice are
likely to be as limited as FSI tests in their necessary relevance, that is, they
suit - parbular kind of language learner. The FSI test is only a direct meas-
ure specii . ally for people who are going to engage in fairly limited kinds of
conversati nal language use in particular domains. This was defined -nicely
by the si tement that only standard dialects are acceptable, which is a very
lgood way of limiting the range in the same way thal the dictation test tends to

©
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be limited to a literate subject, and therefore 1t's ikels to be most useful in
dealing with college students That rases another interesting point, namely
that the research with these tests 15 done with specilic populations. The werk
with the nuise test and the dictation test has been done largely with foreign
students studving in the United States The basic research work of the FSI
interview has been done specifically with governinent employees. There's
always the danger that we might do the same sort of thing as psyvchologists
have done for so long when they assume that, since all their experiments
were performed with rats or college freshmen, they are able to make gen-
eralizations from that to sther hinds of animals and to other kinds of human
beings

Oller: [ don't think that's necessarily true. Stg Johansson did some work with
¢ modified cloze dictation ty pe of procedure in Lund, Sweden with umversity
level stadents His research was more or less replicated with a dictation de-
sign, and similar results were achieved with a population of elementary
children 1in Sweden Spolsky’s and Gradman's research in many ways pro-
duces similar results to those found at UCLA with a population of foreign
students from a tremendous vanety of backgrounds, and was comparable to
the results found by Tucker 1n the Middle East. They were also very similar
to results of other studies I have seen. That 1s, these tests seem to have cer-
tain remarkably stable properties. they tend to be robust, resistant to level of
language differences. They seem to produce a very high level of variance
and to spread people out rather widely on a scale, <nd there seems to be a
comparability between tests of widely divergent sorts, that is, cloze tests are
quite dafferent from dictations. and yet the results are similar. So I think that
all of these factors taken together seem to suggest that there's something
rather fundamental that 1s similar about language processing in these various
superficially different modes, and these tests seem te be capable of revealing
that 1 think that vou can produce a sociolinguistically significant difference
in performance 1n tests Quaker showed that in New Mexico with elementary
sthoul children She presented an oral coze test and found she could discrim-
inate between four major ethnic groups. Spanish-speaking. native Americans,
Blacks and Anglos She found significant differences between each of these
groups, but I think if she locked at the characteristics of the test, she would
find that the test was performing similarly across the groups, in spite of the
shght but signtficant sociocultural variances. So 1 would suggest that the
sociocultural variable is piobably a signifigant but small factor, and the bulk
of the variance is attributed to certain rather robust properties of the tests,
Davies: I'm interested 1n how the dictation text was selected. How do you
Sample for yvour dictation?

Oller: In this particular study the dictation was selected on the basis of Lois
Mclntosh’'s intuition. She assumed that there was a difference between hu-
manities and sciences that might be revealed in dictation. Therefore to coun-
ter halance for that she selected a passage from the sciences and a passage

O
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from the humamties Idid a httle research on that later with some 359 incom-
ing stadents | selected a passage from an elementary level text that was hor-
rendously stmple Then anothet passage was selected from the Jean Pranins-
kas grammar review It vas a slightly higher level of language, there were
more comphcated sentences and so forth Then another passage was selected
from a reader of college level hterary pieces, a much more complicated
passage Thuse three dictations were all given to random samples of the same
population. The performance on the three dictations in terms of correlation
with other external validating criteria was almost the same in spite of the
widely divergent levels of difficulty So again, the evidence suggests that it
doesn’t make o« whole lot of difference whether you take a fairly hard pas-
sage, a fairly easy one or one somewhere 1n the middle The test seems to
perform similarly, and the correlations you get with external validating cri-
teria are similar The Prantnskas passage and the other passage correlated al-
most identically with each of the other external criteria

Davies: But doesn’t this depend on the level of your student? T mean, if vou
take too easy o passage with an advanced group, your mean score goes right
up.

Oller: You're back to the dead data in ductation If a fairly advanced student
wouldn't make any errors, granted he'll be off the scale. But the fact is that
fairrly advanced students tidake errorsn faicly simple passages, otherwise you
wouldn’t get that kind of correlation.

Scott: 1'd hke to know whether the students whom you tested were taught
dictation as a teaching technmigue and whether or not they were therefore
aceustomed to taking dictation, It's been my experience that a student who's
been taught dictation can do much better on a dictation test.

Oller: Rebecea Valette seemed to think that it made a difference in her study.
All T know 1s that in the several studies that were done at UCLA by Kern in
33 classes of beginming, intermediate and advanced classes of English, there
seemed te be no practice effect. That 1s, yvou give people dictations 15 or 20
times during the course of a quarter and they don't seem to do much better
at the end of the guarter than they did at the beginning. The test seems to
resist the practice effect. Perhaps one way of attacking that would be to
replace the dictabion with passages that were demonstrably similar in dif-
ficulty devel, in terms of mean scores of similat populations. And then do a
pre- and post-test evaluation and see if people improved. There might be a
shightly significant improvement, but it's again going to be a very small part
of the total v ariance unless current research at UCLA was ail wrong.

Scott: Is the underlying premise for the use of dictation tests that natives tend
w perform perfectly and near natives or non-natives tend to perform at some
point down the scale from that? If that's taken as a basic premis @, then I think
there may be some problems with trying to apply tha to learners at the op-
posite end of the scale, namely beginning college icarners of a second lan-
quage.
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Oller: This is part of the argument in favor of the validity of the test. One of
the surprising things that you find in discrete-point tests of various sorts is
that 1f theyre sufficiently eleverly constructed, as some discrete-point tests
are, non-nalive speakers will do slightly better than natives. That is probably
because of a tendency to emphasize certain kinds of things that people con-
centrate on in classroom situations What we're doing is teaching a sort of
artificial classroomese instead of teaching the language. So 1 think that it's
very important to test the examination against native speaker performance.
Surprisingly, tests that have been in existence for some time now have not
consistently used that technique to test their own validity. For example, that
is not a standard proeedure in the development of the TOEFL exam. | think it
should be I think it ought to be for exams at all of our institutions where
we're trying to measure language proficiency. If the native speaker ean't do
it. then it’s not a language test, it's something else.

Cartier: John. you talked about how the selections were chosen. and I'm
inclined to believe that experienced people can, in fact, rank prose by dif-
ficulty without the use of the Flesh scale, although Flesh or Lorge or Dale or
Chall might be useful in this respect. But I don’t think we ought to slide over
the point yuite so hghtly as you seem to I doubt very much whether you're
presenting the whole range. because | can think of a paregraph from Korryb-
ski's Science and Sanity, for example, and that's part of the language too.
And to use your intwition only is to introduce the bias that you're going to
give the students something that you think they can cope with. T don't think
you're really jastified in saying that the (hfflcull) level doesn't seem to be
all that important.

Oller: [ think you're probably right. If you really stretched it to its limits and
presented something ltke e e. Cummings’ “up so many flcating bells down
anyone lived in a pretty how town,” or something like that, then you're out
of the norms of language usage. If yc 1 present john Dewey's prose, I think
people would have a little more trouble with that than they would with
Walter Cronkite. The point 1s that people are able to make fairly good sub-
jective judgments. Language teachers can judge pretty well what level is ap-
propriate to the students that they're teaching. If you're trying to find out
if these people can succeed in a college-level course of study, then the ob-
vious material 15 eollege-level text and lecture matenial, the kind of thing
the ,'re going to have to deal with in the classroom. Here you come hack
to Spolshy’s point. If yon've got a different kind of task, if they're going to
have to drive tanks in battle. then the sociolinguistic veriables would dictate
a different kind of level, a different kind of a task perhaps. I think that peo-
ple can make pretty good subjective judgments, though, about levels. Much
better than we've thought Much better than the Dale and Chall and the other
formulas that are available. Our own subjective ;udgmcnls are usually super-
ior to those kinds of evaluations.
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Contextual Testing

John Bondaruk, James Child and E. Tetrault

INTRODUCTION

Like many other governmental and academic institutions, the Depart-
ment of Defense is in chronic need of improved testing instruments to
measure language aptitude, achievement in language courses {par-
ticularly those given at the Defense Language Institute), and language
proficiency. Because these tests mu't be used with fairly large popula-
tions, they must be reasonably easy to administer and score.

While our present work extends into such areas as aptitude testing
and improved test design for mee-uring aural comprehension, the
tests described in this paper are aimed at foreign language reception
skills in the written medium, including translation tests where trans-
lation itself is the desired terminal skiil.

The test forms which are presented below are referred to as *‘con-
textual tests,” because test items are presented in natural disceurse-
length contexts rather than single-phrase or single-sentence frames.
While the use of such testing methods appears to be rare in the United
States, we can make no claim for uniqueness. Cloze tests have been
around for a number of years, and they are in some ways similar to
the tests we are developing. Language teachers must surely have
worked with drill and test formats which resemble contextual tests.
We have, however, developed item selection and conirol methods and
approaches to item analysis which may very well be new. In any
event the final proof of the effectiveness of testing instruments and
procedures is aot their novelty but their predictive velidity; that is,
the degree to which they allow us to make the proper hiring and job
placement decisions which are vital to the effective use of language
talent within the Department of Defense.

Before presenting a detailed description of test forms and proce-
dures, we shall devote some attention to the theoretical considera-
tions which apply to this form of language testing.

LANGUAGE TESTING AND LANGUAGE THEORY

There are two general pproaches to language testing used within the
Defense Department. The most commonly encountered procedure is
to test so-called discrete points. Following this procedure, a iest writer
first draws up a list of "language facts” which the examinee is ex-
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pected tr have acquired (forms, voords, rules of usage, idioms. and the
like} and then weites items against this list. With this procedure a
significant guantity of ianguage components can yield a fair rep-
resentation of the language as a whole. There are usually 50 to 100
such problems oa the test, no one of which is linked linguistically to
an: other in the format. but all of which taken together presumably
offer a valid sampling of t"1e work.ngs of the language in question.

The second approach to measvring language proficiency calls {or
the examinee to show an overall control of grammar and lexis in con-
text and to do so by performing specific language tasks, by trans-
lating or summarizing a passage, by answering questions on its con-
tent, by taking Jictation. etc. These tasks are generally performed and
then judged eccording to previously established criteric (time, quan-
tity, quality} and are referred to at DOD or DLI as “criterion-refer-
enced tests.”

Both kinds of tests have honorable histories and when well de-
signed have much to offer. The first allows easy testing of surface
mor phology. including both affixes and bases. It also offers limited,
buit efficient. ways of exploring the examinee’s competence in dealing
with. for example. tense or aspect systems or the rules of embedding
with a particuiar sentence. Thus, the test taker may be asked to supply
or identify, in frames of phrase or sentence length, a plural ending for
a noun or a past tense form for a verb, a subjunctive form, or a verbal
rominalization in a subordinate clause. However, it is difficult if not
impossible to test affixes and words which link clauses and sentences,
or the use of pronouns and other PRO-forms which refer backward or
forward within a discourse.

The second type of test, on the other hand, calls for the examinee
to give evidence of his overall control of a foeeign language passage.
Its strength lies in the fact that it does reflect a natural use of lan-
guage. However, a great many reading comprehension tests or transla-
tion tests either concentrate on subject matter knowledge which the
examinee may or may not possess, or are constructed so loosely that
precise determinations of language problems may be impossible. This
15 especially the case with those individuosls whose performance falls
into the middle or lower ranges.

Language testing reflects language teaching, which in turn reflects
a particular model of competence, i.e. a model of internalized gram-
muar. It is probably true that most language courses are derived either
explicitly or implicitiy from a “systems™ view of language. Ferdinand
de Saussure and his syccessors expanded at length upon the distinc-
tion which is at the heart of the two main testing approaches de-
scribed above. Loiis Hjelmslev made explicit the point that there is
no process in lanjuage without ar underlying system. To the extent
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Contextual Testing 91
that such a statement is of practical value. any derived system ought
to be applicable to most “processes” or texts. Thus, teaching, refer-
ence, and testing materials should be organized to convey the system
in context-sensitive terms.

This is rarely the case in practice. Courses provide rules which
allow the learner to preduce sentences like “John kicks the ball” or
to acquire some general idea of what such sentences might mean if
someone else uses them. Older grammass of all widely studied lan-
guages have had these subject+verb+object sentences in abundance.
Newer ones often have them too. but with a new set of grammar ter-
minology. In the case of “John kicks the ball.” all we have is a gram-
matical formula. An adequate grammar would specify at least a time
adverbial to make the sentence plausible and might also provide for
place and mann . adverbials as well: “john kicks the ball in the
school-vard every day.”

The task-criterion approach to testing may very well be an effort
to move away from testing grammar systems as exemplified in formu-
lae like “John kicks the ball.” However. it is not an attempt to deal
directly. with process as such. but rather with what is produced. the
results of process. If someone is able to perform a given language task
within a fixed period of time with an appropriate percentage of the
task done correctly, then we are justified in inferring that he controls
some of the processes of the language. But, as we noted above, such
a procedure is less effective with examinees in the middle and lower
ranges, those individuals who do not vet control the language to a
significant degree.

We are trying to develop a third approach, one which addresses a
different construct of proficiency. something akin to what john Oller
calls a “grammar of expectancy.”* In very general terms this involves
the ability to anticipate certain elements of language discourse. There
is a growing body of opinion to the effect that this ability is closely
related to both reception and production skills, in short to global
proficiency .2 The particular test forms which we have developed and
some of their chavacteristics will be the subject of the next part of
this paper.

CONTEXTUAL TEST FORMS

Contextual testing represents an attempt to measure someone’s ability
to apply his knowledge of grammar-lexis systems to a specific point in
a discourse. The test forms usnally require that deleted material be
restored. However, the forms shown bhelow are not true cloze tests.
in that the deletions in them are not systematically random, but plan-
ned. Authentic texts are used {as opposed to sentences gencrated as
axamples of grammar or usage}, because such material is much more
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likely to provide the frequencies. patterning, and constituent order
tvpical of a given language style-level and register.

The first group of forms shown (labelled Form A, Form B, and
Form A/Bj are directed at level 2 re ddm;. comprehension (Foreign
Service Institute R-2}.

In Form A high-redundancy points in the string {affixes. function
words, etc.} are suppressed and must be supplied in order to recon-
struct an integral text, Er ery effort is made to avoid multiple solu-
tions, but trivially different responses (e.2. ssnonyms) mayv be inevit-
able at some junctures. Foo exampie. note the last blank in this sample
Form A in English:

Form A [Engiish)

Oil-import- _____ _ nauon- _ ___ end- ___ _ their U.S. meeling.
agree- o meet _ producer- . _ energy confer-
ence adopted most _ .. __ Washington- general proposal-
— cooperation ___ assure adequate fuel suppl- —__
and to try to get oil price- _. reduc- . France.
forced the meeting _____ _____ third day, signed —__ final com-
munique., —_ objected many provisions.

Both “the” or “its” can fill the determiner slot in the last blank of
the sample,
In a French test sample only function words are suppressed:

Form A [French)

Lami . ____ " ltalie ——__ parcourait dés avanl guerre ses
routes el ____ cites. eprouve depuis 1960 une sensation nouvelle.
e ——. pavs reste aussi attirant _____" autrefois, la misére est moins
grande. Milan avec ses commerces et ses tissages, Turin _____ ses
usines automobiles et. d° _ ___ maniéré plus généra':, les villes

Nord sont de plus  ___ plus prospéres. Si I'on descend vers
@ — Sud. la pauvreté commence —_ reculer. On —_ peut plus
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ecrire. comime lendeniain - _ guerre, que “le Christ
“est arrdte @ Eboli”

The first blank in the second sentence. “LE pays..." is the
type of response which this format handles easily. although it would
be difficult to elicit in a multiple-choice test fwith few viable distrac-
tors and a two-sentence context). Other responses cover a range of
simple parallelisms. ez, “Nilan avec ses commerces et ses tissages,
Turin - AVEC  ses usmes automobiles .. " common phrase and
clause patterns. es. ... le villes DU Nord...” and ... aussi
attirant QU" autrefois ...": and bound forms. eg. ~...de plus
EN plus...”and ". .. la pauvreié commence A reculer .-

The next sample demonsirates a form of cueing which is external to
the text itself. In this case it is simply an enumeration of words de-
leted from the text withcut any indication of the nuniber of times a
word appe ared in the ogjginal. External cueing is one obyvious way to
control the difficulty levei of this kind of test. and it can take any
number of forms. not excluding an English translation or summary of
the passage to be restored.

Form A (Spanish])
_ . industria del petréleo _ gas Unién

Spviética . desarrolla _____ ritmo acelerado. Obreros. ingen-

ieros. _____ técnicos decidieron extraer 8 millones _ toneladas

-

~_ petroleo . ____ encima . lo establecido ——__ _____ plan
quinquenal de fomento _____ __ economia de la URSS., ____
catos ——- . 1966 . 1970: v ese compromiso. —_ lo visto,

serd cumplido.

A

These items have heen deleted at least once from the text:

a. al. de. del. el. en. la. los. para. por. se. v

In the Chinese Form A,? certain function words (single characters)
were deleted and replaced with numbered blanks. A list of the items
suppressed fand a few extra ones) is given to the right of the text, and
the examinee is asked to match the number of the blank with the
appropriate character in the list.

The final sample Form A is in Russian. As it is shown below, it
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presents a number of allomorphic problems at the base + affix junc-
ture. This format was not entirely satisfactory. particularly in the way
function words were elicited:

Form A [Russiun)

B Mockee HegaBHO npeACTaBUTENLCTBO
OTKPbITLCH

OPIr—"fonqe Gaxk Al

oanH—PREP KpynHeawnia— 6axK
Ha COCTOSIBLUEACA n
8bICTYNATL PREP COBETCKWIA
XXypHaNUCToB P, X
WHOCTPaHHbINA npecc-koHgepeHyus

Ynbpux, npeaceaaTtens npasneHns 3t1oro 6aHka, 3anBun, 4TO Co3aaHne

npecneayer uens
nNpeacTaBuTENbLCTBO AanbHeAwnn-pa3sutue
yxe
CywecTsoBaTbh — 3KOHOMUHECKWA — KOHTAKT (Dpl.) PREP
HaWnmm

ABa — cTpaHa

In the second format used experimentally (designated Form B). the
items suppressed are content words (nouns, adjectives. verbs. non-
redundant prepositions. etc.). At the level which we were tryving to
measure (R-2). we found that considerable prompting was necessary
in the form of lexical choices given below the text. morphophonemic
clues. lexemic clues. and again perhaps even translations or st 1.-
maries of the original. The following English example tllustrates the
geneval format:

Form B (English)

v e b ws and some . . -5 of the ______ s
-ed. . -8 —-d.The ____ was — . -ed

last ~aftera oL althe . . . in.____.
nouns Washington, official. House, practice. senator, member,

mail. explosion. embassy, summer
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“adjectives:” congressional, postal, letter-bomb, British
verbs: start, send. X-ray, say

Form B is in a sense a mirror image of Form A, in that free rather
than bound morphemes are removed from the text and placed in
alphabetic or random order beneath the text. Extra words may be
added to this list as long as they are not equally plausible in context.
The examinee is asked to supply members of open systems, as op-
posed to the largely redundant members of closed systems elicited in
Form A, and. therefore, he is required to reconstruct the original
message of the text.

A sample Form B in French is shown below:

l.fes — que pose notre défense sont d'une _____ ampleur. La

. dont nous les résolvons ——— d'une _ exceptionnelle.
Nous — == en un temps ot les menaces ——= revétir les formes les
plus ===, les plus terrifiantes. De La est apparue I' —_____ de créer
i une _____ reécente, ____ la présidence du général Buis, "la
fondation ___ les eétudes de défense nationale, avanttout un

de réflexion, de suggestion. qui se —— d’inciter les Francais en

. intellectuelle en _____ < ___ par leur ____ de

conscience. par ——— travaux, au succés de la tache qu'il s’est
fixde.

bloquer inattendu pouvoir (v.)

date leur prise

démocratie maniére probléme

élite opportunité proposer

étre organisme socicté

extraordinaire participer s0Us

général particulier traverser

importance pour vivre

In this test. as it 1s shown, affixes are not given. but double lines

in a blank indicate that some operation must be performed on the
item selected. There are a few extra items given in the lists. The de-
gree to which titem selection is cued can be illusteated with such exam-
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ples as “opportunité™ in the string *. .. De ld est apparue I' —____ de
créer ...” where the clues are noun, feminine noun, and feminine
noun beginning in a vowel, @iving choices of “élite, mportance,”
and. of course, "opportunite.” Other forms of cueing are “prubléme™
in co-occurrence with “poser” with the plural form obvious after
“les” and such common patterns as "...en GENERAL ,...en
PARTICULIER . ..".
The final sample Form B is in Russian.

Form B (Russian)
Crano yxe -biM, 4YTO OHO -8 Xarebl

BCEX, CNOBHO conaart no Tpescre, -eT HaHorn. 310 B

2

KaKon-to -1 0ObsicHUMO. Xneb-Hawe -0,

ero Henb3asa ynycTuTb. W, ecTeCTBeHHO, -eTCcs 0CO6EHHO

BbICOKas -b OT _ -a.

Bonpoc B TOM, KaK OHa -eTCH.

aKTMBHOCTb nogHUMAaTL paboTHUK
6orarceo npubnKeHue cosellaHne
rocypapcTeo NPUBLIYHBLIA cTeneHb
KaKgbliA NPORBAATLCA Tpe6osaThbCs

Many of the responses in the Russian Form B are more or less
mechanically controlled {e.g. in the second blank on the first line the
cues are. nodn, neater noun, and neuter noun ending in-e leaving the
examinee with only two choices). However, later on in the sampis
there are two blanks marked for reflexive verbs (with the morpheme
siring -eTef) and there are also two such verbs on the list. These verbs
appear at first to be interchangeable in the text, but semantic consid-
erations, particularly idea sequenying. weigh heavily in favor of using
Tpebopatbes first and nposnaTbeatit the end. It appears more reason-
able 0 say that a high level of actlyeness is required (Tpebyercs) of
every worker, the problem is the \er which this activeness takes
(nposBnseTcs).

The final type of contextual test which has been used for R-2 eval-
uations combines the features of both Form A and Form B and is
designated Form A/B. The example given on the next page uses the
same original text as the French Form A on p. 92. The responses
ehcited include function words and content words. and it is necessary
o perform various operations on some of the items which are se-
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lected (such operations as’inflection, combination, and reduction).
‘The only external cueing use in this sample test is a listing of deleted
items. Once again double lines under a blank indicate that one of the
operations alluded to above must be performed on whatever has been
selected. This lising contains only those items actually appearing in
the original, and some of the words have numbers after them to indi-
cate the number of times the word appeared in the text.

Form A/B (French) )
Lles ——= _____ pose notre défense =—— d’une extraordinaire

ampleur. La —____ dont nous les est importance

———. Nous ——== en un temps _____ les menaces ——— revétir

les formes les —— les terrifiantes. De _____ est

apparue . de créer, d une _____ récente, sous la

général Buis, "la fondation pour les études de défense nationale.”
avant ____ un organisme de —___, ____ suggestion, qui se

d'inciter les Frangais en _. I'élite intellectuelle en _ ___.

participer par leur prise de conscience, _____ ——— travaux,

succés de la tache qu'il se’est fixée.

a(2) leur probléme
date maniére proposer

de (3) opportunité que

étre ou réflexion
exceptionnel par résoudre
général particulier tout
inattendu plus (2) un

la pouvoir (verb) vivre

le présidence '

Thus far the test samples shown are supposed to measure R-2 pro-
ficiency. Whether they do or not has to be established empirically.
The same methods can be used for R-3 testing with «different deletions
and cueing. There is, however. one additional test format which has
been used for diagnostic purposes where translator performance is
involved. This is a co-called translator readiness test (TRT).
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The TRT answer form 1s based on a translation in English of a
foreign language text. Extensive deletions have been made in the
Engiish. and the examinee 1s asked to restore the deleted material
according to information available contextuelly (nndeleted words,
number of blanks, punctuation, etc.) and also aceording to the basic
message contained in the foreign language text. The test is not aimed
specificaily at foreign language reading comprehension, although the
¢« vaminee is obviously unable to function without this skill, nor is it
mtended to serve as a measure of English writing skills. The test's
main godl is to reveal the kind of a mind-set which allows a potential
t. anslator to deal with nearly identical propositions realized in sharp-
lv differing surface forms.

There ore two sample tests on the following page. In one, the
“source” text is nothing more than an English paraphrase of the
text on the answer sheet. The second is an excerpt from a TRT with
a4 Russian source text.

TRT (English Source)
By imposing on itself far more rigid standards than its allies have
done, the United States has simply shut itsell out of markets without
any impact on Communist countries or gain to national security.

) —— has .on standards are
those its themselves.
50 has only make
on or _ for but
also itself

TRT (Russian Source)

B koHue npownoro seka ®paHyms cobupanacb oTMeyaTb cToneTue
- 6ypxyasHoh pesoniouuu 1789 ropa. Mo aToMy cnydaio 66iN0 peweHo
OpraHU30BaTh BCEMUPHYIO BbICTABKY U NPMAYMaTb 4T0-HUOYAb He O0bIKHO-
BEHHOE, YHUKANbHOE.

At the end century France — con-
sidering the of the of the 1789 bougeois revolu-
tion, _ decided to ______ this by a

and . up something unusual, even unique.

It should be noted that testing translation skills beyond the “readi-
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ness” stage requires performance unhampered by structured forms.
Traditionally, the evaluation of such performance has relied on intui-
tion, i.e. on the evaluator's overall impression of the accuracy and
appropriateness of the translation. We have. however, developed a
grading scheme based on a case-grammar approach which can be
made to work reasonably well. Graders working independently on
the same translation test usually arrive at raw scores (expressed on
a base of 100 points) which differ from one another by no more than
five points.

PROPOSED ANALYTIC PROCEDURES

The effectiveness of a lest depends on the characteristics of the ele-
ments or items which make it up. A test score is the resultant of the
validities, reliabilities, and intercorrelations of its component ele-
ments. It is at this point that past efforts to develop Jloze tests have
apparently run into trouble.

A preliminary step in the evaluation of our contextual tests will
be an empirical analysis of their internal characteristics using item
analysis and cluster analysis procedures. This will he done to check
the match between our expectations of the operating characteristics of
our tests and how they actually function when used with a linguist
population.

Item analysis procedures assess two statistical characteristics of
individual test items which are of great interest to us. The first is the
difficulty level of each item being used: the second is the degree lo
which each item differentiates those who are high from those who are
low in language proficiency.

We are currently awaiting receipt of data from the administration
of our contextual tests, which were administered along with conven-
tional proficiency tests to samples of 100 Portuguese, 109 German, and
100 Russian language iajors. An example of item analysis results
based on the responses ¢ 25 individuals taking the Portuguese test on
two items from one contextaal subtest appears below:

Cons{ructed Responses

ITEM 0] QUE SER UM SENDO OMIT
4. Diff. 0.520* 0.200 0.160 0.040 0.040 0.040
Disc.  -0.023* 0.012 0.141 0.057 -0.345  0.057

AR ASSE ADOR DER ANDO OMIT
5. Diff. 0.360* 0.240 0.160 0.080 0.120 0.040
Disc. 0.489* 0.118 -0.092  -0.284 -0.571  0.057

*indicates the response keyed as correct.

The context in which these responses were given is:
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Ha de

ns

algu- anos, a idéia a Brazil export-

aco parecer- '3 _ absurd- __2

These data suggest that item 4 is a very poor itein. The _orrect re-
sponse O shows a negative item discrimination value and incorrect
responses "QUE," "SER."” and “"UM" show positive d scrimination
values. Item 5 shows good discrimination for the correct response
"AR.” but the incorrect response "ASSE" also shows positive dis-
crimination value. When items 4 and 5 are considered as paired items,
with the two elements dependent upon each other, two interesting
relationships emerge. First, the examinees who produced both 0" for
item 4 and "AR" for item 5 turn out to be high scorers on this section
of the test. Low scoring examinees who produced the correct response
0" for item 4 and thereby caused the negative discrimination value
of the "O" response did not see the relationship between “O" and
"“AR" and consequently did not produce the correct response for_item
5. The statistical characteristics of the linked response of items 4 and 5
indicate better item discrimination than was achieved by scoring
these two items separately. The second interesting relationship ap-
pears whea the positive discrimination index for response “ASSE"
on item 5 is considered. That some examinees who scope high on the
complete subtest wrote "ASSE" rather than the correct response sug-
gests the existence of a possible link between "ASSE" and a response
produced in item 4. "QUE" showed a positive discrimination value by
itself; when linked with “ASSE" the combined response produces an
acceptable pattern. Two acceptable response links therefore exist:
theO... AR" link and the "QUE ... ASSE" link, an assertion which
was confirmed by native speakers or by individuals with near-native
fluency. .

The test samples which we expect to have {300 examinees in three
languages) will give us the opportunity to apply item analysis as well
as cluster analysis techniques to a variety of contextual tests. We will
also be able to correlate contextual tests with a conventional discrete
point test (muitiple-choice) in one language and with translation
exercises in all three languages. We hope to produce not only better
R-2 tests in three languages — German, Portuguese, and Russian—but
also better approaches to writing and validating language proficiency
tests in general.

NOTES

1, Oller. John W., “Pragmatic Language Testing.” Language Sciences 28 (December
1973). 7-12.

2. Fry, D. B,, “Speech Reception and Perception,” in John Lyons (ed), New Horizons in
Linguistics. Middlesex, U.K.. Penguin Books, 1970. 30-32 and 47-50.
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3 The sample of the Chinese Form A was deleted hecause of technical difficulties.

DISCUSSION

Davies: I'm particularly interested in the method of item analysis that's just
been described, and I'd like to ask two questions about it. First of all, did you
actuaily quote the discrimination figure for the linked analysis?

Bondaruk: No. [ didn't give you that value. but it's a high positive value.
Davies: The other question is, what is a cluster? It seems to me that this raises
the whole guestion of the sequential nature in a cloze-type test of the depend-
encies between one 1tem and another. Items typically are regarded as dis-
crete. and as you have pointed out. this is not necessarily the case in o cloze
test. Where do von draw the bounaary for vour cluster?

Bondaruk: Let me make an initial comment. One of the things that has oc-
curred 1n the development of these specific tests is that my linguistic col-
leagues have attempted to develop a variety of structures. and in selecting
the blanks. unlike cloze techniques. they've not taken away every nth word,
they ve set up certain specific pattern structnres. In the analstic phase. what
I'm attempting to do 1s to validate, if yvou will, their theoretical position in
structuring thuse by comparing them against actual empirical data. Now, there
may be situabions where. using a straight statistical approach, 1 will surface
sume combinations. some linkages that were overlooked in the development.
I also may, once ! complete my analvsis, present problems to my linguistic
wolleagues who felt very strongly that certain strngtures were dependent upon
other things, but empirically with my subject sample, they didn't perceive this
linkage. they Jidn't react to this specific linkage. Consequently, there may be
something wrong with the way the item was structured, or it may be going
back to the drawing board in some theoretical aspect from a lingnistic sense.
Oller: | just wonder how you happened to notice this particular linkage.
Presumably you were elued into something strange when son noticed the
negative discrimination valnes in certain responses and not in otheis. But |
wonder if the explanation wasn't really produced more by your knowledge
of the language than it was by the statistics, except for the fact that the statis-
tics suggest that there might be a problem here.

Bondaruk: Let me say first of all, the only Portugnese | know is what I see on
the signs when I'm watching the Olympie games. And sou're quite correct,
lovking at what I've listed as item 4 posed a problem. If you jook at item 35,
however, that positive discrimination index for asse was a problem also. So,
in my gnorance the only question I wonld ask is, “Is there any relationship
between the higher scores un the tests picking asse and this odd, not only
negative diserimination but paositive discrimination, index for three of the
other ttems m item 427 1 would have acked, “Is asse linked with que. ser, or
um, wi . 0 knowledge of the language?” It turns out that when asking that
guestion to o linguist, the linguist replies, “Oh yes, que asse is a legitimate
construnction” Now [ accept the linguist’s statement here. So I'm just suggest-
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ing that in the keying of this. it's conceivable, since they are constructed
responses, that there may be acceptable response patterns that the linguists
haven't picked up. And so from this analysis vou'll pick up the key. The sec-
ond element is that generally in this specific format, we're dealing with only
a limited number of possible constructions that would be acceptable, and
hopefully this statistical procedure will identify most. if not all, of those that
are significant so that we can develop a more multiple key for analyzing this
test and hopefully the multiple key will include the linkages.

Nickel: My questions are directed toward Dr. Child. Is the term non-con-
textual an official term in this country. and is there any non-contextual type
of testing?

Child: No. there isnt any received tradition here. contextual vs, non-con-
textual Everything is sooner or later contextual. Generally, something is
going to be rooted in context, so it becomes a matter o! degree. Hoever, |
think you can make a fairly strong case for an analysis of a passage 1n which
the external world or the situation more or less impinges on the language
string you develop and the items that you suppress. Everything is going to be
ultimately semantic. hence ultimately <ontextual. But there does come a
point where you say. “'John kicks the ball.”" and it has some kind of meaning.
but not any real meaning much beyond a formula. So in that sense 1 - ould
il that a non-contextual situation.

mckel: My second question. In our research on error analysis we are very
much interested in discovering relations between certain tests and certain
errors. There are also certain t pes of learners and testees. My question is,
“Have you discovered any relationship between certain types of learners and
¢ t2es and certain types of test frames?” I'm sure not all of us are specialists
in cro stvord puzzles. | think that maybe certain tvpes of testees wre better
at solvin, this kind of contextual test analysis.

Child: It r..ay be that a few of those on top are the crossword puzzle people,
and a few :t the bottom are brilliant linguists who can’t handle this kind
of format. 1 Jon't think this is a major problem, however.

Bondaruk: 1 shink the critical issue here at this moment is that we've been
working very hard on the theory and development of the instrument, As I've
suggested. we haven't vet gotten back our field trial data. | talked in my poi-
tion of the paper aboit the preliminary steps and analysis, which is to exam-
ine the internai cunsistency of the specific testing instrument. There's une
final step that we must have also. and that is. we will have to examine these
test scores and the operational characteristics of the test against other criteria.
The other criteria may be from a construct validity point of view. But ulti-
mately for our use of the test. we will have to look for some criteria of per-
formance, successfully achieving what our requirements are for the language.
But at this moment we've developed the instruments, we've sent them out for
trial. but we haven't analyzed the data vet.

Hindmarsh: 1'd like to ask a fairly simple question. In the late 1950s in Africa,
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we were using tests of this type. where a paragraph or an anecdote had a
certain number of items deleted and the candidates had to fili in the blanks.
One of the things we found in constructing the tests was that we argued a
greai deal about what items should be deleted. and we found that we brushed
against but never adequately solved the criteria according to which blanks
should be, in fact. deleted; how far this should be lexical and syntactic and
how far they should be content related. how much you could leave out and
vet leave a fair stimulus. I'd like to know whether you have any criteria
either worked out or in embryonic state about the proportion of blanks to
texts — I notice that there's a bit difference between the Chinese text and some
of the others—the frequency with which these blanks occur against the total
number of words in a sentence. the lexical and syntactic spread. which 1
imagine is a function of the test? And also related to this. I'd like to know how
far you regard it possible or likely that tests of this kind could be applied to
the R-4 and R-5 levels?

Bondaruk: In answer to your first question, we don't have any empirical
criteria for counting the number of blanks. I think we started at one end of
the spectrum and left virtually everything blank and have been working our
way back. working with relatively known populations. or populations that we
could get a good ranking for first, before we tried out the test so that the
population was the constant and the test the variable. As far as using this type
of test for the higher levels, I think we counid probably get quite a bit of
milage at the 3 level. I think to blank out any more would get indeed into
what Professor Nickel is calling a puzzle.

Ellis: I've got a question that arises from a comment fro.a one of the speakers
concerning redundancy The comment was that the passage. when given to a
native speaker or near native speaker, gave the result that the native speaker
could understand it. This. I think. implies that the items that have been left
out from the test were highly redundant. This being so. what is this test, in
fact, measuring? [ think this raises a more fundamental question of what the
cloze test itself measures. If. as 1 deduce, you are measuring redundant items,
then it's going to be of very limited value in language testisig and teaching.
Bondaruk: Obviously we're not terribly interested in examinees’ being able
to produce redundant items. items which are quite learnabie and learned very
early in the process. I would say thal. in our view, given the nature of second
language competence. the ability to supply the redundant items is a clue that
they're following the true syniaclic relationships. that they're reading the
relationships among the major sentence constituenls ot phrase constituents.
In other words, they're using that to demonstrate that this are indeed follow-
ing the basic algebraic message of the sentence. That cinivusly needs to be
supported by data. however. But that is our intention.

Spolsky: I think instead of referring to this as contextual testing, if one were
to refer to this as cloze testing. then it wonld very simply tie up with other
work on cloze testing and one could get the jusufication for that. But a
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couple of interesting points come ou: here. One is to ask what exactly this
is the test of. and [ would argue that this isn’t a test of only reading compre-
hension. It's a way of testing through re:ding the overall and underlying
knowledge of a language. One of the other interesting things is the interaction
here between linguists and psychologists in tackling a particular problem. It
is interesting to note that psychologists are taking regular methods of dealing
with a discrete item test and applying them to what is really an integrative
test, discovering then that the way in which vou normally read item analysis
is quite different for this kind of reading of item analysis.

Bondaruk: I suggested that item analysis was one aspect of looking at these
data. The heart of the matter is the identification of clusters and linkages,
and I'm hoping that the power of the factor analytic technique. when applied
to tirese data. will provide us with the kind of results that will lay out the
connections and linkages within the structure.

Clark: I'm wondering if you're stressing this as a test of reading comprehen-
sion as opposed. let's say. to the ability to be a translator. Do vou want to
stress strongly the notion of this as a reading comprehension test as such. or
wouid you prefer to see it as a test of other, more productive. skills?

Child: i'm not exactly sure what it does do. to be perfectly frank. Obviously
I'd like to see it cover more than reading comprehension. and there is cer-
tainhy a language production element involved here. Things have to be sup-
plied that aren’t there. and these things that have to be supplied are more or
less trivial. depending on the difficulty of the text. I suppose with a great
many items deleied. you have a problem of much greater magnitude than
ordinary reading comprehension would suggest. So it may well go beyvond
reading comprehension. but I think the latter is subsumed in the exercise.
Bliss: 1 would like to know how you select the passage. how you match them
with the level of proficiency vou want to test, and how you make the selection
of the items vou'll be deleting?

Bondaruk: The selection of the passage is done on negative criteria. One of
the things I try to avoid is getting a passage that deals with speciul subject
matter that would require other than linguistic knowledge. At that point it's
simply intuitive. Whether or not the test is operating on the correct level has
to be determined empirically afterwards. We simply have to try out several
forms of the tast until we hit the right level. As far as what items we delete,
I've already said we started out with almost everything deleted. and then
we've sort of gradually been working our way back. There was a conscious
decision in some of the tests to delete members of clased systems. the articles,
determiners. auxiliary verbs. that sort of thing. In the other form of the test
there was a decision to delete basically content words. This is still experimen-
tal. though.
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Some Theoretical Problems and Practical
Solutions in Proficiency Test Validity

Calvin R. Petersen and Francis A. Cartier*

The Defense Language Proficivncy Tests. commonly referred to as
DLPTs. are tests designed to measure the reading and listening profi-
ciency of all Defense Lamtuage Institute (DLI) graduates, as well as
other individuals connewted with the Department of Defense (DOD)
who claim proficiency in a particular foreign language. The DLPTSs
therefore serve two major purposes: {1) they are used to measure the
reading and listening comprehension skills of DLI students upon
graduation or upon entry into advanced training and (2) they are used
elsewhere in the Army. Navy, Air Force and Marine Corps to evaluate
a serviceman's ability to meet the linguistic requirements for a par-
ticular military job. either here or overseas. and to indicate his capa-
bility au DOD records.

Ths: history of military language proficiency testing goes back to
1948 and what were then called the Army Language Proficiency Tests.
Tests in 31 languages were developed and used between 1948 and
1953. Because of military pressures at the time. the development of
those tests involved only @ minimum of research. During and follow-
ing the Korean War. it became apparent that the tests were not always
useful in discriminating between individuals of different levels of
language ability. As a result, the development of new Army Language
Proficiency Tests was directed and accomplished by the Army Per-
sonnel Research Office. Accordingly, in 1954 the Adjutant General's
Office began the™introduction of new tests in approximately 40 lan-
guages. We now refer to these as the DLPT I series. In subsequent
vears. it became apparent that while they were an improvement
over the earlier ALPTs. the DLPT Is were not as valid or as reliable as
had been assumed. Furthermore. there was only a single test form for
each of these tests. and their use over more than a decade had re-
duced their effectiveness due to test compromise. Recognizing these
deficiencies. in 1966 DLI initiated a series of new projects aimed at
developing the DLPT Il series to replace the DLPT Is. The first group

*The opimons expressed 1n this paper are the authors’ and do not necessarily represent
the policies of the Department of Defense. Department of the Army. or of the Defense
Language Institute (DLI).
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of DLPT lls was developed under contract with the Educational Test-
ing Service (ETS). using language experts from DLI and various uni-
versities, in addition to ETS resources. Seven high-enrollment lan-
guages were included. Since that time another 14 languages have been
added to the list. With a few exceptions, all are four-choice. machine-
scorable tests with 60 items on reading comprehension and 6D items
on listening comprehension.

In 1970 the Systems Development Agency (SDA) of DLI was created
for the purpose of centralizing course and test development. From its
inception one of the major problems encountered by SDA has been
the adaptation of DLPT Ils to the militiry testing system in general.
This has required us to reexamine the basic problems of language
proficiency test validation.

According to present Army procedure, scores on the DLPT are used
to assign proficiency levels in listening and in reading. There are six
levels defined in the military regulation. Each level has a code and a
name, accompanied by a defiaition/explanation. For example. level
R-3 is labeled “Minimum Professional Reading Comprehension”™ and
carries with it a number of functional descriptions such as “Able to
read standard newspaper items, . . . correspondence, . . . and technical
material in his special field. Can grasp the essentials . . . without using
a dictionary: for accurate understanding moderate use of a dictionary
is required. ...”

There is a DLPT I cut-off score for each proficiency level. For exam-
ple. a raw score of 40 on the reading test of the DLPT I would be con-
verted to, and reported as, R-3. Scores of 26 1o 39 correspond to R-2,
ard so on. Thus, scores on a multiple-choice reading and listening test
are used as predictors of proficiency defined in terms of “real-life”
language behavior in a large number of situations external to the test.
When €JA was assigned responsibility for the DLPT I series. this
menne  of test interpretation came increasingly under question. “T'he
un fenable desirability of maintaining the administratively conven-
iert procedure conflicted with current practice in test development
and validation.

The rationale for development and utilization of educational tests.
especially tests which are the basis of important assignment deci-
sions, should certainly be rrounded on standards of acceptable testing
practice. The accepted standards of the professiondl testing commu-
nity in the United States are outlined in a booklet entitled Standards
for Development and Use of Educational and Psychological Tests,
prepared by the American Psychological Association and the Ameri-
can Educational Research Association. The standards are currently in
the process of revision by these two organizations, but the basic prin-
ciples of test validation are well established and are largely un-
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changed in the draft revision we have seen.

Three types of test validity are described in the Standards: Cri-
terion-related validity. content validity. and construct validity. Be-
cause there are some terminological problems in this field at the
moment. let us briefly clarifv the usage that we will use here.

¢ Criterion-related validity is estimated by comparing test scores,
or predictions made from them, with an ®xternal variable {the cri-
terion) which is considered to provide a direct measure of the char-
acteristic or behavior in question. {Note: The concept currently
referred to as criterion-related validity is relevant to. but is a separate
concept from, ““criterion-referenced tests.")

¢ Content validity is evaluated by determining how well the content
of the test samples the class of situations or the subject matter about
which conclusions are to be drawn. -

¢ Construct validity is evaluated by investigating what psycho-
logical qualities a test measures. i.e. by determining the degree to
which certain » planatory concepts {“constructs) account for per-
formance on th- - st ‘This is the approach used, for example, in devis-
ing tests of the coaer ut “intelligence™ or the construct “anxiety.”

The definitions ginon above are over-simplified. but it should be
apparent that each approach to test validity is associated with differ-
ent underlying strategies and with different methods of test develop-
ment and use. It is therefore essential to establish the relationship
between the purpose of a test and the proper procedures for estab-
lishing its validity.

In the case of the DLPT. the use of the test as a predictor of real-
life language performance implies criterion-related validity. How-
ever, except for the Russian and Chinese prototypes, the criterion-
related validity of the DLPTs has never been established. What DLPT
scores do provide is relative standing on a test which is essentially
a sample of the content domain “language proficiency.” But while it
is probably logical to assume that the DLPTs sample the relevant con-
tent domain. the conversion of DLPT scores to skill levels is not war-
ranted on the basis of content validity alone; to do that. we would
have to actually establish the criterion-related validity of the DLPT
by correlating them with external criteria. To perform such a con-
version, relevant real-life performance criteria must be collected in
quantitative form and the DLPT scores correlated with them to pro-
vide predictive validity coefficients and corresponding errors of
estimate The next best thing would be to correlate them with inter-
view ratings. but even this procedure leaves the test uncorrelated with
the true criteria which the interviews are meant to predict and, fur-
thermore, entails some other problems we will discuss later in an-
other context.

Qo
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The major question that then arises with regard to the predictive
validity of the DLPT is what the criterion measure ought to be Fora
complex concept such as “language proficiency,” a large number of
behaviors are implied, and no single criterion measure can be re-
garded as adequate to establish the predictive validity of the test.
What we are dealing with is a broad, hypothetical construct for which
no single criterion measure is adequate. The concept “langvage pro-
ficiency” therefore appears to have much in common with such con-
structs as “intelligence’ or “anxiety.’” insofar as the required proce-
dure for test validation is concerned. In short, in the absence of data
from an external criterion, the conversion of DLPT scores to pro-
ficiency or skill levels, as currently defined. cannot be justified in
accordance with the APA Standards without construct validation.

An adequate discussion of construct validity is not possible here,
but tke important point with regard to the DLPTs is that the collection
of multiple criteria and the completion of the associated data-analysis
for establishing the validity of the construct “proficiency level” in
even one language could be an impracticably large task. In any case,
the psychometrics of both criterion-related validity and construct
validity require larger sample sizes than are available in most lan-
guages taught at DLI. Thus. since it is not possible to perform the
criterion-related type of validation that is a pre-requisite for conver-
sion of DLPT scores to skill levels. and since construct validation
presents enormous theoretical and practical problems, the most rea-
sonable immediate approach to establishing the validity of DLPTs
appears to be through content validation.

Content validity has a number of advantages and some disadvan-
tages with regard to language proficiency test development and use.
For one thing. the burden of validation falls primarily on the disci-
pline of linguistics rather than on statistics. The various “parts” of the
domain of “language proficiency” must be defined and represented in
appropriate proportions on the test. Psychometrics can assist in this
procedure. but it is no longer the major controlling discipline. Thus,
for example, the convenient reliability statistic. KR-20, is no longer
a controlling measure of test quality, since it is merely a measure of
internal reliability and is not related to the quality of the test as a
sample of the content domain. If a test of a given length proves to be
unreliable. it must either be lengthened or revised. with consideration
given to defining more reliable subcomponents of the domain and
perhaps providing separate scores.

Item analysis statistics also take on a different meaning when tests
are produced according to the principles of content validity. The
concern is not with producing pure-factor tests or making inferences

o 1bout the distribution of traits within the population, but with how
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well the items on the test represent the content domain. Item analysis
therefore becomes less of a tool for constructing and editing tests
than a method for evaluating them in operation. Also, interpretation
of item analysis data becomes more of an “art form™ than a standard
statistical technique. For example, an item which fzils to discriminate
could perhaps be (1) ambiguously written, (2) not a fair sample of the
content domain. (3] could be diagnostic of a weakness in the course.
(4) indicative of a homogenecous range of talent on a particular skill,
or (3) some combination of the above. In other words, so-called “*bad”
items (as indicated by item analysis data) should not simply be dis-
carded and replaced by items which are capable of producing higher
internal-consistency reliabilities. but should be used as ciues leading
to judgments regarding improvement of both testing and instruction
and to better understanding of the student ponulations. Perhaps the
major disadvantage of content validation frou: the military point of
view is that test scores cannot be converted st «tistically to proficiency
levels. (That. as was pointed out earlier, r« quires criterion-related
validation.) Score interpretation should be norm-referenced, which
means that a student’s standing. relative to the normative sample.
can be identified. and all students can be categorized in terms of
relative skill, but we cannot say that a particular score represents, for
example. “minimum professional reading comprehension.” In es-
sence, all that can be inferred from norm-referenced. content vali-
dated test scores is rank ordering of students on their ability to per-
form the tasks within the tested content domain. However, that is not
a disadvantage for selection of personnel if the DOD's purposes in
using the scores are to identify the best {or worst] militarv "linguists”
for a particular assignment without “pegging” them to a particular
skill level. In fact, the norm-referenced scale will allow much finer
discrimination of DLI graduates instead of merely categorizing them
as Level 2 or Level 3 as is called for by the present system.

In any case. even if suitable external validation criteria could be
found to legitimize the use of the DLPT as a. indicator of skill levels.
the ucefulness of converting DLPT scores of DLI graduates to skill
levels appears «0 be questionable. Because the proportion of students
who achieve as high as Level 4 {as now defined) even in an advanced
course will always be extremely small. and those that do not achieve
as high as Level 2 are not likely to complete basic course instruc-
tion. virtually all students will be either Level 2 or Level 3 at the time
of basic course completion; thus, the information derived from a
validated DLPT on such a population will be essentially dichotomous.
In other words, the end result of an extensive assessment effort is
merely a two-category scale. Since there is every reason to believe

E T‘C‘al language proficiency is a normally distributed, continuous vari-
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able within the basic course population, the use of level descriptions
simply reduces the number of possible discriminations which can
be made.

As was pointed out earlier, all DLPT [ reading scores from 26
through 39 are merely reduced to the code R-2, and the minimum
criterion for R-3 is a score of 40.

Now, if that procedure is examined closely, it will become appar-
ent that, as traditionally used and interpreted. the DLPT might best be
regarded as what people have recently been calling a criterion-ref-
erenced test. (More specifically, it has been regarded and used as a
criterion-scored test. which is one form of CRT.) In other words, a
particular skill is derived frora an absolute or criterion score on the
test rather than being a function of relative skill (rank) within a de-
fined population. This has created the problems referred to earlier
regarding the introduction of the DLPT Il series. To simply plug them
into the scoring system in the existing regulations was inappropriate
because they were not parallel forms to the DLPT Is. The means and
variances were different, and correlations between forms could not
be obtained. There may be some question as to why these factors are
of importance because. in both series, the indices were derived from
norm-referenced comparisons. However, differences in norms or low
correlation between forms is evidence that the same group of students
will show considerable variance in their proficiency level depending
upon which form of the test they take. This is expected to be a prob-
lem each time a new DLPT form is introduced. Also, the state-of-the-
art in criterion-referenced test development is such that questions of
how to construct (or even what constitutes) a parallel form of a cri-
terion-referenced test are not yvet fully resolved.

For these reasons, SDA has recently recommended that DLI adopt
a content validation model for future proficiency test development
and interpretation. This recommendation is now under consideration.
If it is approved. we will be released from the dilemmas presented by
the criterion-referenced model and will instead be required to begin
developing tests based on the best present collective judgment of the
neture of the content domain “language proficiency.” Future improve-
ment of the validity of the testing system will entail efforts toward
improved delineation of that domain. Despite this special problem,
the content domain model has appea! ia a number of respects —espe-
cially since we believe there is a practical, immediate solution to the
validity problem. which we will consider later.

It is appealing, to begin with, because the content-sampling model is
defensible as applied to a teacher-made classroom test as well as to
more complex test designs. It does not require large sample sizes nor

Q tensive periods of proof administration. It is flexible in meeting
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changing management situations. When tests are compromised or are
otherwise in need of replacement, no complex statistical equating of
a new form back to a fixed cut-off score 1s required. That is not to say
that 1t is not desirable to have statistically parallel tests, but the re-
quirements of sample size, proof-administration time, and data analy-
sis make statistical equating at least difficult and sometimes impos-
sible at DLI. Also the present procedures and circumstances have
resulted in the confusing requirement of equating 4 new test to an
old one that is known to be compromised but to an unknown degree.
It therefore appears to be much more rational to develop alternate or
new test forms which are linguistically parallel and score them on a
standard scale (T-scores). Obviously, the usefulness of this approach
depends upon finding an acceptable solution to the problem of estab-
lishing content validity.

One of the fundamental problems of language training and testing
is that the training must prepare the student to understand statements
he will never have heard or read before and to produce responses that
are uniquely appropriate for them. The hypothetically ideal profi-
ciency test would therefore be one in which the student would en-
counter all possible future stimuli and produce all the appropriate
responses. This may be possible in training a student to copy Morse
Code, which is relatively small content domain, but is a total impos-
sibility in language training. Instead, like most tests, a language pro-
ficiency test can only sample the relevant stimuli and responses. The
first two problems in establishing content validity of a test are there-
fore to determine what to sample, and how to sample it.

At first glance. it might appear that, in principle, a test of general
proficiency in a foreign language should be a sample of the entire
language at large. In practice, obviously, this is neither necessary nor
desirable. The average native specaker gets along quite well knowing
only a limited sample of the language at large, so our course and test
really only need to sample that sample. (Further discussion on whatto
sample will follow after touching on the problem of how to sample.)

The choice of a sampling method is a mini-max problem: What we
want is the smallest possible sample that adequately represents the
language. In practice. of course, we usually find that sample size is
not freely variable—a test can be only a few hours long at best—and
the problem is primarily one of assuring that a rational sample is
achieved within that limitation.

In many other kinds of inquiries, a random sample is the only ra-
tional sample. but that is certainly not true in sampling a language.
We know, for example, that the rank-frequency of word occurrence
gives greal importance to a few words and relatively little impor-
*ance to an enormous number of them. A random sample of the lexi-
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con would not be a rational sample. Nor would we be satisfied with
a random sample of the phonemes or graphemes of a language. In
Vietnamese reading tests, for example, we need not test especially
for recognition of the letter m, although we might want to be sure we
test for recognition of all the tone marks and diacritics.

Most language tests, including DLIE's tests, therefore make a kind
of stratified random sample, assuring by plan that some items test
grammateal features, some test phonological features, some test
vocabulary, and so on. Thus, for example, the DLI's English Compre-
hension Level tests are constructed according to a fairly complex
sumpling matrix which requires that specific percentages of the total
number of 120 items be devoted to vocabulary, sound discrimination,
grammar, idioms, listening comprehension. reading comprehension,
and 50 on. Several vears ago. DLI's SDA tried to determine the feasi-
bility of establishing a universal item-selection matrix of this sort for
all languages, or perhaps for all languages of a family. so that the
problem of making a stratified sample for test construction purposes
could be reduced to a somewhat standard procedure. However, such a
matrix has not. as vet, been found, and until it is, we must use some
method for establishing a ratiwnal sample of a language in our tests.
Therefore, we are pursuing a different line of thought, which returns
us to the topic of what to sample.

Iths a relatively simple matter to construct an achievement test of
high content validity This is because an achievement test is designed
to sample a specific course or part of a course. In this case, the entire
domain to be sampled is readily available in the text, the tapes, and
the classroom activities. Furthermore, experienced instructors can
fairly easily identify those aspects of the course that are so easy for
students to grasp that they need not be tested, and those aspects that
will give reliable indicators as to the relative achievement of the vari-
ous students in the course.

If it can be established convincingly that. for all pracjical pur-
puses, the course is a rational sample of the language at large—or
even of an average native speaker's sample of the language at large —
then a rational sample of the course would serve as a valid item-
sprification matrix for the construction of a general proficiency test.
Obviously, the validity of this argument rests on the validity of the
assumption that a DLI Basic Course represents a rational sample of
the language. This assumption is probably tenable with regard to the
grammatical stracture of the language. It is difficult to believe that an
itensive course of 30 hours a week for 47 weeks —or even 24 weeks —
does not adequately sample the grammar of the language.

But is the assumption tenable for vocabulary and such other as-
peets as idioms? As was mentioned earlier, in every language a few
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words occur with very high frequency, a somewhat greater number
occur with lesser frequency, and a vast number occur with very low
frequency. Most courses take this fact into account when establish-
ing the vocabulary objectives for learning, although it is rarely the
only factor considered. One other factor is the importance of a word
to the student. In some instances, convenience in writing the dialogs
and narratives that appear in the text undoubtedly accounts for the
inclusion of a few words. But if relative frequency and importance to
the student are rational approaches to sampling the language. then
for all practical purposes the argument holds for vocabulary as well.

Furthermore, there is research to support the idea (first explored in
depth by George Zipf) that the highest frequency words are the words
of highest utility and are also the words that come most readily to the
mind of the native speaker when given the appropriate stimuli for
associativn Therefore, in theory, if the course writer is a native
spedker, he wili almost necessarily put into his course those words
of greatest frequency and utility from his particular sample of the
language at large. It is not difficult to hypothesize, then, that the same
will be true of idioms. If such an assumption is valid, then it can also
be assumed that any language course of truly substantial length (such
as an intensive course of 24 weeks) will contain, for all practical pur-
poses, a rational sample of the idioms. At present these assumptions
have not been proven. However, we believe they are at least as valid
as the asumptions we would have to make in order to argue for cri-
terion-related or cunstruct validity of proficiency tests. In summation,
then, validating a test of language ability by establishing its predictive
validity is extremely difficult, if only because the possible criterion
behaviors are theoretically infinite, will be different for each indi-
vidual, and cannot be known in advance. Construct validity is simi-
larly difficult -and, like predictive validity, requires large numbers
of students for field testing

Content validity, then, appears to us to be the only feasible ap-
proach at this time. This approach also presents some theoretical and
practical problems, since the item specifications for a proficiency test
should constitute a rational sample of the language. But for our pur-
poses il seems defensible to consider the present DLI courses as
rational samples of the language and to sample them, in turn, for the
item objectives of our tests of general ability. The resulting tests
would therefore serve quite satisfactorily as proficiency tests.

Perhaps the most important advantages in adopting content valida-
tion of DLI “proficiency” tests are that it should greatly simplify the
entire testing system while providing more useful information to deci-
sion makers. It should also more clearly separate those test develop-
ment aclivities which are intended to meet ongoing personnel deci-
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sion needs from those which are intended to advance the state-of-
the-art.

While the content domain model and content validation appear to
be the only practicable approaches to our testing problems at this
time, a substantial effort must be devoted to research into the domain
and into the search for external (real-life) criteria employing the
criterion-related approach. Such research, of course, is also relevant
to the problem of objective-setting and to learning-system develop-
ment and evaluation, It is therefore necessary if we are to continue
to improve the correspondence between our training and evaluation
systems and the needs of the user agencies who provide us with a
reason for existence.

DISCUSSION

Spolsky: How would you distinguish a proficiency test with content validity
hased on the syllabas from an achievement test?
Cartier: I wouldn't necessarily. You have to make a whole raft of assump-
tons about whether the course 1tself 1s some kind of radonal sample of the
langnage at large, or at least the language that you're trying to teach—-to
nulitary people in my case. it seemed to us to be a practical solution to a
very difficult theoretical problem to do that. In other words, I would use an
achievement test based on  satisfactory syllabus for the same purposes that
I would use a proficiency test, if I had vne that was criterion-validated,
Hindmarsh: My particuler interest in relation to tests is in the establishment
of langnage syllabus spedifications, and 1 see this in a broad context of not
merely the langugge elements, but also the sociolinguistic and psycholinguis-
tic parameters that relate to such « speafication. In yvour description of cen-
tent validity you refer to both the subject matter and the class of sitnations,
I'd like to know how far you have related elements in conteat validity to each
other, and 1n what proportions, As | see it. yvou have to handle not oniy the
syntactic and lexical tems, but also the vperations that are done with these
items — the operative skills. Those skills take place in a context, and as soon as
sou go up to the context level vou're in the sociolinguistic/psy chulinguistic
domain. 'm wondering how far you have approached it from the langnage
presentation, from the intentionality of the speaker?
Cartier: I've approached it just as far as the paper has gone at this point.
Clark: Is the primary purpose of testing in the DLI context to rank people on
some language ability or achievement?
Cartier: One of the purposes is to rank thent at the school. The uther reason
for testing at all is to try to give some indication to the military unit as to
which of them are capable of doing the job. They v.ant ns to tell them that if
Jones is a level-3 man, he can do the kinds of things which are represented
by the phrases in the description of 5-3, R-3 and so forth, With interviews [
O
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think we can approximate that. Of course, as | said, even the interviews have
never been validated against a real criterion. With the paper and pencil and
tape recorded tests. the Defense Language Proficiency Tests. we can reliably
rank them, put them in a T-scale. Since we have no way of getting access to
the triterion population to get a metric from which to maxe a criterion-related
validation of the BLPT. we are unable to say that a particular score on the
DLPT represents level 2 or level 3. S¢ we provide the information we can to
the user for his purposes in deciding where to send Sergeant Jones and where
to send Sergeant Smith.

Clark: The reason that I asked that question is that the achievement versus
proficiency testing nomenclature might be a red herring in the sense that you
really don't care whether it's an achievement test in terms of content and
syllabus or a proficiency test in a sense of being able to do soicething for
real-life purposes, because in either event. regardless of the name of the test,
the ultimate validation would be against some as vet unavailable criterion.
Cartier: That would be true except for a complication that I only mentioned
very briefly in the paper. and that is that the DLI courses are not the sole
source of military linguists- by linguist in the military we mean a man who
speaks a foreign language. They come from other sources too. A man grew up
in a family where his mother spoke Serbo-Croatian. so he learned Serbo-
Croatian. When he comes into the Army he claims to be highly proficient in
Serbo-Groatian. We need to have some way of the finding out whether. in
fact. that's true. Sv we have to use some kind of test to do that. Obviously the
Air Force or the Army would “» to have the statement we make about that
man be comparable to the statement we make about the graduate.

Clark: So it would be a proficiency test for the people coming in from the
outside with background knowledge. and an achievement test for those peo-
ple who went through the course.

Cartier: In effect it would be. and this is a point discussed at some length in
the paper. The validity of this point is one of the things that frankly we were
heping to get some ideas from you people about.

Wilds: I'm wondering if you're going to be able to extricate yourself from
S and R ratings. I'm not clear if people want to know what those ratings are
for your graduates, how you are going to supply them. or if you're not
going to supply them. how you're going to talk people out of wanting them.
Cartier: As | said in the paper, these matters are under consideration by
Headquarters DLI at the present time. [ think it's premature for me to say
what that decision would eventually be We would like to be able to satisfy
everybody. and maybe we’ll figure out some kind of system for doing that.
Spolsky: I'd like to come back to the problem of relating the tests so closely
to the syllabus. Once you're successful, you'll never be able to arrive at any
satisfactory judgment of how to change either. Having a test that is independ-
ent of the syllabus will give you a chance of complaining that the test is not
doing well for your students, and therefore you worry about the test; or that
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the sy llabus is not dong well for your students, and then you'll worry about
the sy llabus, In other words, as soon as the two of them are based on exactly
the same analysis, unless you've discoveced the magic principle underlying
the structure of language and how to teach 1. then this kind of decision is
likely to block you from getting anywhere. | think that one of the things sug-
gested earlier was the possibility of using a test based on a syllabus, but based
on someone else’s syllabus. or a test based on an earlier syllabus. or a test
based on a new syllabus you're thinking of having. But as soon as the test and
the syllabus are based on exactly the same analysis, the best you can expect is
that your students will do better on the test than students who come in from
anywheie else. | think this sort of practical question, the effect on the possi-
bility of future development of locking the two things together, is one that
would worry me very much. That is why I would argue very much for a profi-
ciency test which itself is based on some ditferent kind of analysis. The ad-
vantage of taking an integrative approach is that it is not based specifically on
any kind of analysis. and therefore remains fairly independent.

Cartier: We're concerned about this too. We very seriously considered the
possibility of gong to other sy liabuses. The difficulty there is that I think we
have the only 24-week Haitian Creole course in the world, for example. There
are FSI courses for many of the languages that we teach, but the question
comes up as to whether the FS$I course is a rational sample for military peo-
ple. An additional rationalizatior for the procedure that we're suggesting is
that the course that we teach at DLI is more or less targeted in on the lan-
guage problems of military personnel. The test is then more valid for making
the personnel selectio s than the languape sample in Serbo-Croatian that a
man got because he learned from his mother or someplace else. So I think |
can rationalize that if indeed our course represents the language problems of
the military man more than other ways of learning the language do, then this
procedure is not all that bad.

Spolsky: The more sure you are of the validity of your course analysis, the
more willing you should be for your students to take tests that are unrelated
to it.

Cartier: There is no disagreement at all that we would like to have a general
proficiency test for use in the Deferse Language program. We want to initiate
research toward the criterion, and hopefully do some more research into the
cantent domain itself.

Spolsky: But let’s say you make your test and it works. You have a really
good test of the present form of your syllabus, and it tests beautifully how
well your students do with the material. Let's say suddenly ycu realize that
you would hke to change the syllabus. How will you justify the fact that the
new syllabus produces more. You have a new test and all your students will
continue to do better on this test.

Cartier: The reason for changing the syllabus would be perhaps that it's been
five years since yor've put it together, and a lot of the terminology has be-
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ome obsolete. Another reason for changing the course might be that the
Air Force wants us to place a httle more emphasis on one particular language
skill than we've been doing in the past. and a iittle less on an .her. Another
re .sun you might change the course is that yvou find an improved methodol-
~ 1" you changed the content of the syllabus, it would be for some logical
o ¢n. and that logical reason would be just as applicable to the testing
{ fogram as it is to the course design. Therefore. the new test that you would
have to write to represent the content of the new course wounld also be a
valid test even for the outsider who claimed to have learned his language
elsewhere. because you have changed that for operational reasons. the same
reasons you change the course for.

Spolsky: And you'll be able to continue to guarantee success because you'll
sel the test that fits exactly what you're aiming at. and you'll prove that you
get 1t better than anvone else,

Cartier: I certainly hope so.

Oller: I think that maybe we could suggest o 1other kiad of validity here. 1
don’t know what one might call it, perhaps faise va! di.y. If vour course is
really not teaching the language. but is teaching certain things on your course
syllabus. and if the test validity is related to how well the test measures
what's in the syllabus. then the test could be a valid test in terms of what's in
the syllabus. and still not be a measure of language proficiency. That's exact-
Iy what happens in the discrete point philosophy of testing, when vou get
learner grammars distorted to the point that second language learners score
higher on certain items on a test than native speakers do. You train them in
a way that is not really within the normal limits of the grammar of the lan-
guage. but you train them in a way that has to do with how yvou've defined
vour syllabus in terms of some discrete point teaching philosophy. Then you
test them on the busis of a discrete point testing philosophy, and you discover
that they score even higher in some cases than native speakers do. That
would be a case, I think. of false validity. Why do vou have to distinguish
between achievement tests and proficiency tests? People have said. if you
give a proficiency test or an achievement test that's really a proficiency test.
then people start teaching to the test. and with a discrete point test that can be
disasterous In the case of integrative tests it doesn’t seem to be a particular
problem That is. it's vers hard to improve scores on an integrative test unless
you teach the language. So it seems to me that we might do well to at least
challenge in our thinking the dichotomy. the dualism. between achievement
and proficiency testing. and to think about the possibility that proficiency
tests might be r'sed as sort of course exit examinations, and might be used as a
basis for motivating what happens in the course.

Davies: It seems to me that if one argues that a diagnostic test is a kind of
non-achievement test. then in a way all achievement tests are essentially
diagnostic. What one really wants to know is what people are not doing. If
one is going to do anything about it, this is really what the feedback is sup-
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posed to be for. That being so, it seems to me that the value of a proficiency
test in the kind of setup we heard about from Dr. Cartier is that it could be a
means of validating one's syllabus. This seems to me to be particularly the
value of having a test alongside the syllabus that one is using at the moment.
Otherwise the syllabus is there because one thinks it ought to be there. And
as we all know as language teachers, we often wender really whether this is
the right way 1o do things. The value of having a proficiency test alongside it
is that it's one means of {'nding out.

Cartier: The only thing I could say to that is the same answer I gave to Bernie
Spolsky. and that is, we would dearly love to have what we've been pretend-
ing to have, and that is a proficiency test validated against an external cri-
terion, or validated in some legitimate fashion. We don’t have one at the
moment. The practical problem is simply that at the present time [ have no
aceess to the criterion population. And so 1 am proposing something that will
keep us going in some kind of legitimate fashion until we can get some of the
research done into content and criteria and come up with a proficiency test
that we can stand behind.

Clark: You say that there are certain pragmatic and practical needs that you
have to face and resolve. and I'm very sympathetic with that. I would suggest,
and I think this might satisfy some of Bernard's criticisms or observations.
that one of the main concerns is that the same people who are doing the
course are also doing the tests. I should think that yvou could identify people
who are familiar with the military siivation, but who are not directly asso-
ciated with DLU especially not with the teaching part of it. to just take a
thorvugh look at the test and say in their opinion if the language is the kind
that the operational program requires. I think that might be of some practical
help in the validation process.

Cartier: Indeed it would. We are beginning to use what we call TLA's, or
technical language adsvisors. These are military people who have learned the
language. and have gone out and used it for a number of years. They're not
native speakers, but at least they know the work context. We're getting advice
from these people regularly.

Petersen: We've had different linguists produce supposedly parallel profi-
ciency tests. We administer them to the same population, and very often we
find out that they don’t correlate highls. 1 think that this is one of the prob-
lems with a defimtion of proficiency. It seems to depend on a particular item
writer or test constructor as to what it means.




Two Tests of Speeded Reading’

Alan Davies ;

In this paper I place question marks against two current topics in the
language testing literature, those of communicative competence and
criterion-referenced tests. What I have to say may be construed as a
criticism of “integrative” or “global” tests. It is not intended to be so.
The two tests I describe in this paper are integrative or global and
while I do. in passing. query their value, I conclude by suggesting that
global tests which do not pretend to be anything else can be a proper
part of a proficiency battery, and that, indeed, they may serve as a
means of resolving the dilemma of choice that seems to be at issue,
that of either norm-referenced or criterion-referenced, either content
or predictive validity.

It is never difficult to relate developments in one branch of lan-
guage study and teaching to those in another. A recent development
in linguistics has been the rejection of formalism, of formal models.
Grammar has moved into semantics so that the boundary, always
faint, now seems non-existent. At the same time there has heen a
great increase in interest in all areas of macrolinguistics {Lyons 1968)
and particularly since the slowing down of the 1960s’ thrust in psy-
cholinguistics {Bruner 1974) and in sociolinguistics. Hence the at-
tempts not only by sociolinguists and ethnomethodologists but by
microlinguists to look at discourse, i.e. to accept that the sentence is
not the absolute upper limit of analysis.

In language teaching there has been a similar move into non-
discrete and often mixed areas. Of course, which areas are now a
matter of dispute and uncertainty. Again there has been what is
regarded as a failure of formalism, the failure of the New Key and
the general structural approach and the seeming inability of applied
linguists to formulate how to handle the implications of generative
grammars. Parallel to the interest in discourse I have mentioned has
been the growing feeling that language teaching lacks situation, and
here 1 do not mean the simple deictic language teaching situation
through realia or pictures used in beginners’ courses. Nor do | mean
the normal-and useful —provision in courses such as English for
special purposes of help with text cohesion and the various intersen-
tential devices. Instead I think here of the need of advanced learners
for an introduction to the rules of discourse, i.e. some help with the
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ways in which discourse can use variation as a process and fashicn
within-text meanings for its tokens {Widdowson 1974). Of all recent
developments in language teaching this link-up with discourse analy-
515 seems to me the most promising. [t is the most concrete attempt to
formalize communicative competence for language teaching purposes.
However. it has serious difficulties, namely. that all attempts so far to
describe discourse start from a national framework and end up in un-
certainty. Speech acts and speech functions are of interest as ideas to
teachers and learners. but they remain undescribed. And what is not
described cannot properly be tested.

In language tosting the same move and the same rejection can be
observed. Already in the 1960s discrete point testing was being
queried (Davies 1968). Global and integrative tests have become
mote attractive and are being justified under the aegis of communica-
thne competence. It is. of course. one thing to borrow some other
diseipline’s theory 1f it contains a usable formalism (e.g. psycholin-
anistics borrowing from T.G.}. but quite another to borrow some other
discapline’s notions and then use them as notions once removed. Lan-
guage tests eannot both test the communicative competence hypothe-
sis and at the same time justify themselves by a theory of communi-
catis e competence.

In all these developments a two-fold argument is implicit: note that
sometimes one part is made. sometimes the other, rarely both:

(1) any analysis 1s false to the truth of the langnage. especially any
formal analysis. becanse 1t cannot get everything in. or because, sim-
ply. formal analysis is wrong.

(2) this particular analysis 1s false becanse it ignores the necessary
data that has been idealised away: therefore it ignores not just what
is peripheral but what is central to meaning and to language. e.g.
context. vartation. Typically, the grammar, the structural and trans-
formational drill, the discrete point test item have accepted the need
for 1dealisation. r.e. they have been selected as exemplifying features
of linguistic competence. The existence of a gap between them and
the behaviour they are intended to represent has always been ad-
mitted. even indeed Lyons” (1972) discussion of idealisation acwepts
the existence of and argues the need for such a gap in linguistice.

The move away referred to above is not just the consequence of
fashion. nor does 1t reflect a distaste for formal analysis. It is rather
a consequence of the failure. real or not. of these models. namely the
Lingmistic. one does not satisfy the canons of scientific respectability;
the teaching one does not succeed. students and teachers get bored
and learning stops. the testing one is abandoned because of knock-on
effects from both the others and because it claims to have (and indeed

@™ 1 have] more concern abont its validity than either of the others.
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Formal models may have been abandoned. where they have been,
for the right reasons:; but it is difficult to see. if we now concentrate
on the testing field. what is to take their place. Presumably communi-
cative competence: the difficulty here is how to work idealisation in
reverse, i.e. to hold constant for the linguistic parameter, just as the
linguist holds constant (by standardisation, by decontextualisation)
for the sociolinguistic parameters. Or is it to be the global test? It is
surely significant that along with the developmert | have indicated
has gone an awakened interest in cloze procedure and the dictation
technique, both global in their approach.

I want now to turn away from movements and look at some exam-
ples of tests. About 10 years ago | constructed an English Proficiency
Test Battery (EPTB, Davies 1967) on behalf of the British Council who
have since that time made use of the Battery in a number of countries
as a means of assessing the English proficiency of students applying
to the Council for scholarships, etc. in order to study in the United
Kingdom. Most of the students tested were until fairly recently post-
graduates, but latterly the test has also been used to select people
applying for technical assistance awards, many of whom will be
attached for their training to institutions and organisations other than
universities. For a considerable period the Battery existed in only two
versions (A and B), but last year Alan Moller. a Council officer. and
I worked together to produce a C version. The reworking and re-
writing led me to consider afresh the structure of the Battery and
recall the original design.

The rationale I adopted in 1964 was twofold: the Battery should
have a linguistic base and a work sample base. This led eventually,
after elimination of subtests. to a four-part Battery: (1) Phonemic
Discrimination: (2) Stress and Intonation; (3) Reading Comprehen-
sion; [4) Grammar. Numbers 1 and 2 were on tape: 3 and 4 were
written. There was also a fifth test—(5) Reading Speed —which has
been used as an optional extra. It is of Tests 3 & 5 that I want to speak:
these two represent what remained of my work sample selection.
Tests 1, 2 and 4 represented the linguistic sampling and were, | sup-
pose. discrete point tests. inasmuch as it seemed clear what was being
tested in each item. a phoneme contrast in 1 or a modal contrast in 4.
It was. admittedly, less clear in Test 2; and | sometimes wondered if
Stress & Intonation did not belong more properly to the work sample
selection. Stress and Intonation are notoriously difficult to pin down
as discrete markers of contrast. But at the time it did not seem to
matter too much which side of the fence Test 2 belonged on since it
seemed happily settled on top of the fence. What did matter was that
Stress and Intonation were part of the language, areas of linguistic
investigation, and they appeared to pose problems to advanced
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learners of English. So the work sample tests proper remained: Test 3,
Reading Comprehension, and Test 5, the optional test of Reading
Speed.

Sampling of the language is, of course, the chief burden placed on
the proficiency tester; it becomes also his main strategy since it deter-
mines, other things being equal. what he tests. If it is a probiem for
discrete point tests (where to some extent the sheer accumulation of
items lessens the weight of decision on the tester], how much more so
for the work sample test where practicalities such as time make ac-

‘cumulation of items impossible and the tester’s decision final. Now it

so happens that in any test very few texts can be employed as exem-
plars of critical work samples. Of course, as we all know, there are
ways around this dilemma. The first is through “ideal type” selection,
a kind of content validity, in which the tester reccgnises a particular
text as being exactly what he wants, representative of all possible
texts for his population. Such an approach is. of course. guesswork,
but not uncommon. The other way out, usually employed in addition
to the first, is through correlation, either of the concurrent or of the
predictive kind. Here the tester discovers that his text sampling does
predict after all, a fortunate outcome and one he is glad to accept
since he is usually not also an experimenter who would be seeking
texts with better and better predictions. Work sampling, then, in the
choice of texts is a form of guesswork. The guesswork may be con-
founded by yet more guesswork in the method employed to assess
comprehension of the text, whether it be written or spoken.
At this point illustrations of Tests 3 and 5 would be in order:

TEST 3
Ths is a Test of your understanding of written English. Here are 2 passages taken
from fairly recent books In each passage a number of the words are shown only
by their nitial letter and a dash. Complete these words to show that vo under-
stand these passages.

Here is a short example:
Teveeree e Fovererevens atest O....veee. reading comprehension

If you read the whole sentence you will see that it makes some sort of sense but
that three of the words are incomplete. Try to complete them. Have you suc-
ceeded? They are. This, is and of. Thus the complete sentence reads: This is a test
of reading comprehension.

Now go on to the two questions below. Work quickly.

Question 1

But........... changes i............ [T home are less revolutionary, a...........

easier t......... assimilate, t.. ......... changes i............ industry. Technical progress

| N removed only part o............ education f............ TP home; long after

either she o....... . her husband has ceased t............ be one f.......... their son,

| P mother isf ........... her daughter a teacher w............ accustoms her t.......,....
Qo narticular way o............ doing things i............ | S home, a ............ | ST
I
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daughter, s............ her ways are also her mothers, is hikely t........ . feel t.............
she can trust t....... . good sense o.... .. ... her helper.

Question 2

I s f t .. reason t . . India became t ... .. first area
t . encounter t .. . problem o...... . using English a......... t.........
commercial. educational a ... .. scientific medium 1. ........ Warrereern . are now
called "under-developed’ countries: a problem w .. . ... became acute b.. ... ...
t. ... middle o t ... twentieth century many parts 0 .... ...
t. ... . world

TESTS

Our British policy for speak higher education 1s tenable only girl on certain
assumptions The first did assumption 1s that the numbers yes of young people
selected each year shouldn’t for the nation’s needs weather. The thiid assump-
tron our is that we offer acceptable opportunities whiten for part-time further
education to grudge those who are not selected. None of these assumptions the
1s justified Our eighth methods of selection assume that our who intellectual re-
sources are limited old by geneuc factors. and that when snake we select candi-
dates to monumental go to grammar imagine schools or to universities we are
drawing from the population rechining those with the innate ability to thighs
profit from these privileged for kinds of education. Of course, the I intellectual
resources sketch-book 1n a population are ulumately hmited by its fifty genetic
maoke-up But we have if abundant evidence that it is not ten genetics, but in-
equalities 1in previously our society and inadequacies 1n our educational than
system, which at present limit as our investment 1n man, and didn't this is true
driftwood even in the most affluent nations. Mental there 1s now convincing
evidence that idea thousands of has children fall out of our handle educational
system each year prefer not owing to lack hard of ability but owing to ag lack
of motive. and incentive, and pelvis opportunity.

*The text of Tests reproduced here contains about 1/5 of the total test.

Test 3. as vou can see, is a variety of cloze test, but it differs from
classical cloze in three ways: first, it is speeded. i.e. testees are
given 5 minutes to complete closure of the 49 items; second, the
initial letter of each item is given (and eniy original. writer's words
accepted): third, the items do not represent every nth word but a
random selection of function or grammatical words.

If. as I have suggested, prediction is to be the touchstone for a
global test, then indeed Test 3 predicts, with considerable variability
in the size of correlation. However. satisfactory figures ranging from
4 to 7 have been achieved for different populations, using either
end-of-course results or tutors’ assessments of English as the criterion.
Again, it has satisfactory internal statistics. reliability (various)
ranging from .8 to .95, a mean of 27. and an s.d. of 13 (A version). Its
correlation with Test 5 for a variety of populations is always between
5and 7 Itis a practical test which is grasped easily by the testees
and is very quick to administer.

What, however, is it testing? It is labelled Reading Comprehension,
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but then any test that 1s not a spoken one is likely to be a reading test
of some kind. Test 3's r of .5, .6, .7 with Test 5 has been quoted.
What does Test 5 measure? As you can see, the technique here (after
the practice lead 1n with the non-English words) is to interpose Eng-
lish distractors randomly in a running text. Testees are asked to mark
(circle) these distractors while “reading” the text as fast as they can.
They are stopped at the end of 10 minutes, and the number of distrac-
tors located is their raw score. There is a deduction for each non-
distractor marked (but not more than 4 deductions in any one line of
the original text]. Again, the validity figures against the same criteria
have the same range (4-.7) as Test3. Its range of rs with Test 3 has
already been quoted. Its reliability has always been above 9. [ts mean
is 70, and its s.d. is 33 (A version).

Does Test 3 test reading speed? There are two other pieces of evi-
dence —one old, one new. The old one refers to the relation of both
Tests 3 and 3 to Test 3—my discrete point grammar test. This test has

7 tems. is of the multiple-choice variety (3 choices). and is tradition-
al in format. Its validity rs have again a similar range —.4-.8 —with the
same criteria as Tests 3 and 5. Its range of rs with Tests 3 and 5 is
.5-.7. We can say. therefore, that the mean r between Tests 3-4, 4-5,
and 3-53 is .6. Test 4's reliability is between .8-9 (A version), its mean
is 33 and its s.d. is 8 (A version). The first bit of evidence I mentioned
is that. in the original Factor Analysis Tests, 3. 4 and 5 all loaded on
the 3rd Factor. which was labelled Reading Comprehension. But | do
not wish to press this point. since they also loaded on the 1st Factor,
along with other tests. and because one of the tests of listening com-
prehension also loaded with them on the 3rd Factor (though, as usual,
it was possible to wriggle out of this embarrassment by pointing to the
literary nature of that particular listening text and to the amount of
reading comprehension involved in answering the multiple-choice
questions).

The second piece of evidence is recent. The new ‘interest in cloze
procedure has not passed us by in Edinburgh, and this has led one of
our postgraduate students who is interested in the place of literacy
among secondary school students in Botswana to construct two cloze
tests, one in English and one in Setswana. It has also led us to ask our-
selves what a cloze test tests. Further, it led me to speculate as to why
I had bent the cloze technique, and I found I could not remember,
except that it seemed (and still does seem) practical. But in an at-
tempt to gain some impression of the effect of speeding on my Test 3.
I recently carried out a small experiment using both the A and C
versions of Test3 in a crossover design. I gave the speeded version
first to a group of mainly African student teachers (N 21). The result

was, along with a massive gain in mean score (well over one s.d.),
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.

an r of just under .6. This is not surprising since it has been estimated
elsewhere (see Cronbach 1964) that nearly 40 percent of the variance
in a speeded reading test may be accounted for by speed alone. In my
case it could well be more. This is not surprising, but it is curious,
since I now have the paradoxical situation in which Test 3 (speeded
but labelled Reading Comprehension) correlates .6 with Test 5 (Read-
ing Speed), bt Test 3 (speeded and now labelled Reading Speed) cor-
relates .6 with itself (unspeeded and now labelled Reading Compre-
hension).2 It would seem, therefore, that we have not only different
kinds of reading comprehension but different kinds of reading speed,
too. Cronbach (1964) offers some comfort here: “Reading develop-
ment includes both speed of reading and comprehension, and a useful
test must consider both these elements. Most testers have tried to
measure the two aspects of performance independently, but they have
been largely unsuccessful.” So Test3 could be regarded as a per-
fectly proper global test containing reading speed and reading com-
prehension.

But if there is some doubt as to the influence of the speed factor in
Test 3, what of the comprehension? Opinions differ on cloze proce-
dure. Both Weaver and Kingston (1963) and Rankin (1957) have raised
experimental doubts, while Schlesinger (1968) has raised the more
theoretical question as to whether cloze can ke more than a means of
assessing awareness of intersentential relations. Bormuth (1969),
Oller and Conrad {1971), and Oller (1972a) have reported results to the
contrary, with Bormuth showing very high (.95) correlation with
multiple-choice tests. Satisfactory results have also been reported for
L2 learners (see Bowen 1969; Oller 1972a and b). It seems that while
cloze tests do test something related to language, i.e. some aspect of
reading, it seems equally clear that we do not know what they test.
As Carroll (1972) and Schlesinger (1968) ask, the latter directly, it's
time in reading research to measure not just “how much” has been
understood but also “how much of what.”

Eventually we always come to the question of what tests are for.
The purpose of a test, as opposed to, say, an exercise, is to provide
a rank order. Hence, as I see it, the need for criterion-referenced tests
to be at bottom, for some populations, norm-referenced. The dispute
between norm- and criterion-referencing seems to me to be about
samples and populations rather than about content and criteria. (Of
course, it is both, but for any given test criterion-referenced for one
sample, there is always a population available on whom the test could
be norm-referenced.)

But there is no need to force so severe a division. Since the assump-
tion with an ability is that it is known differentially, this presumably
means that learners know diiferent bits. The chief way, then, of deter-
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mining what should be included in a test is content sampling, i.e. by
content validity. And this seems to me exactly what criterion-refer-
encing is on about. What is more, it seems to me exactly what discrete
point testing was on about, too, since the assumption was that the
language was describable into those units and those bits. It is, of
course, .true that the proficiency tester makes up his syllabus as he
goes along so that, although there is no known syllabus for him to
sample as content, he does have his parallel, assumed syllabus. Global
tests, integrative tests, cloze, dictation, reading speed, and the like
work essentially on predictive validity. But predictive validity (or
concurrent validity since they are essentially the same) is a poor
substitute for content validity, since it puts all the onus of decision on
the criterion, and it is well known how unreliable (and often invalid)
they are. And, of cour~e, grades for foreign students often sink to an
r of .2 with an English language predictor; tutors’ assessments are of
more value, but an r of even .6 (which is by no means unsatisfactory)
is really very small when you remember how much of the variance,
all of which in this case is language, is unexplained.

This is not an attack on figures. Rather it says we must work to get
meaningful ones. Discrete point tests are useful in proficiency bat-
teries. since they give a point of reference and enable us to make
use of content validity. Global tests (i.e. cloze) are useful in profi-
ciency tests, since they can be validated by means of predictive valid-
ityv. Furthermore, for a given sample of testees it might be possible
to make use of content validity in selecting a series of texts for global
testing. Here we see the possible marriage in global tests of criterion-
referenced and norin-referenced testing. (Admittedly, if the sample
is “miven” and homogeneous, we might be more honest to describe
this as an achievement test}. Finally, I should like to see work develop
quickly in two areas. First, instruments (i.e. rating forms) should be
constructed for valid criteria: this would meet my point of getting
hold of meaningful figures. Second, in the area of validity | have not
mentioned the most powerful of all validities, construct validity —
most powerful because it derives from theory. Here is exactly where
communicative competence experimentation needs to be done.

Communicative competence is the primary ability to be tested. We
should regard it as similar 1n development to language aptitude, and
thus, when we come to construct tests of communicative competence,
we use construct validity to justify our items. This means that we
have to be clever, cleverer than in writing cloze items. But it also
means that we do not perhaps need to wait, as [ suggested earlier, on
description before trying out our first experiments as long as we
maintain the proper difference between the purpose of a test and the
purpose of an experiment.
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NOTES

1 [ am grateful to Alan Moller and Dan Douglas who have helped me with some of the
ideas presented in this paper Responsibility for the paper, however, is entirely
mine.

2. "Speeded reading 1s a not entirely satisfactory cover term for both Tests 3 and 5.
Test 3 is a speeded test of reading. Test 5 is a test of speed reading. Hence the title
which attempts to bring both tests under one label.
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DISCUSSION:

Oller: John Clark said yesterday in regard to cloze tests and related tasks that
this behavior would rarely be called for in normal language situations. [ think
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that's true only in the case of the kind of cloze tests that Dr. Davies used and
the kind described in the Bondaruk paper. The problem there is that the
blanks are spaced too close. and it becomes. [ think, more of a puzzle solving
task It gets progressively farther and farther away from the sort of thing that
people normally do in conversational use of language. You do, of course,
occasionally supply words when you're listening, and the same kinds of
things happen in reading when you run across an unfamiliar word, for exam-
ple. Research with native speakers has shown that spaces cioser than every
fifth word generate a lot of items that even native speakers cannot answer.
So that one would expect it to change the properties of the task fairly sub-
stantially with non-native speakers as well. And for that reason the .4 to .7
correlations that Dr. Davies has observed are not particularly surprising to
me, and in fact | wouldn't expect you to be able to get much better than, say,
a .7 correlation with that type of test unless it has some characteristics that
would controvert research that's been done with native speakers. I also have
a seeond comment concerning sampling techniques. It seems to me that the
idea that you can adequately sample language in the traditional sense of the
term, or the notion of sampling in statistics. is really inappropriate. I think,
rathef™ that what we ought to be doing is trying to challenge or test the effi-
ciency of some internalized grammar. There’s an infinite number of possible
English sentences. and any test is an insignificant sampling of them.

Davies: In answer to the first comment. [ never claimed that my type of cloze
test is intended to be a direct test of behavior in the sense that this is what
people actually have to do. But as [ tried to argue this morning, I don't thirk
this is what most tests do in fact. There always has been a gap between what
is presented and what is expected, what it is meant to represent in some way.
Tnae fact that I present items that may occasionally come more than 5 spaces
apart is, I think. unimportant. since the initial letter is given. which makes a
very remarkable difference. obviously cutting down chance by a consid-
erable amount. Also, I have quite carefully determined that native speakers in
fact score at least 95 percent correct on this test. | don't mean approxima-
tions, but original words. 1 don't think that [ would accept your criticism at
this point on those grounds as being a very strong one. As far as the correla-
tion is concerned. again .4 to .7 is. remember. a correlation of each of these
tests with some kind of predicted criteria which sometimes came at the end of
a whole yecar of study. So that's a long time to be predicting anything. My
point of quoting the range of correlations is to indicate that sometimes they
were better, sometimes they were worse. There were worse ones than those
also. but they were always insignificant. It is, after all, a battery of tests. If
one of my tests had been predicting at the level of .85, I would have aban-
doned the other tests in the battery. But since it is a battery, the multiple cor-
relation that they adapt to does sometimes reach about .8. As to the other
question about sampling, | take your point about the infinity of possible sen-
tences 1n English. However, this does not prevent either linguists or teachers




S

Two Tests of Speeded Reading 129

from assuming that they are talking about the language in some way. If they
appreciated the vastiness of infinity. then it se2ms to me they would both give
up because they v.ould feel that they would never get anywhere. But people
don’t do that. They assume thai they are getting somewhere and that what
they're about is meaningful in terms of the language. What they're doing is
sampling. and the success of what they're doing is determined by the appro-
priateness of the sample they take.

Oller: it seems to me that the basis for the kind of cloze test that you've done,
Dr. Davies, is kind of discrete point philosophy related 1o the notion of sam-
pling techniques. | think that's your basic argument against the integrative or
overall global proficiency type of test. But there is a fundamental problem
with the sampling theory that assumes that even though a task is horrendous
and very long, that one should go ahead and tackle it anyway with relatively
primitive tools. That is, if there is an infinite number of twenty-word sen-
tences in Enghsh, then to tackle that task by any kind of procedure that as-
sumes listing and sampling of items from a list is not only a primitive method,
but one that 1s essentially unwerkable, I think. The alternative afforded by
integrative testing, or by what Spolsky speaks of as global proficiency testing,
is to assume that the learner is internalizing a grammar that itself possesses
properties which enable it to cope with an infinitude of sentences. Somebody
suggested this morning that people have competencies that involve samples
of language. 1 think that’s really not true for native speakers, who are capa-
ble of understanding just about any sort of English whether they've ever
heard it before or not. We don't really go about memorizing samples. These
two philosophies of testing, and of what language proficiency consists of,
are different in a very fundamental and deep sort of way. [ think that it's
important to make that distinction.

Davies: [t seems o me that your philosophy is that of a direct test. What you
really want is to get hold of some behavior that somehow is in direct equiva-
lence to what the learner is, as you put it, internalizing. It seems to me that
this is nut necessary, though, as I pointed out at the end of my paper, it ean
be of use. | don't think, however, one should assume that this is the only way
in which one can test.

Cartier: When vou're faced, as | am, with the necessity of deciding whether
Sergeant Jones or Lieutenant Smith has some degree of skill in Russian or
Persian or whatever it may be, ycu have to figure out some system by which
you can report to the Air Force or to the Army something about that. In order
to do that, | have 1o make something that will be called a test. And regardless
of what I do, it's necessarily going to be a sample of his linguistic behavior.
Als., John Oller pointed out that native speakers have something more than
a sumple of the language. If you've ever talked to a lawyer about & court
decision or a contract or something, you know for a fact that his sample of
English differs from yours. This is also true for pilots and for cab drivers. I
happen to believe that is a part of the English language, but it is a special sam-
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ple that that person has, and 1 suggest that each of us has, along with his own
idiolect, his own special sample of . :e language at large.

Spolsky: It seems to me that we're using the term sample in two senses and
for two different purposes. One, we're using it in the general sense, that is,
a sample is something selected out of something and obviously any test has to
be a selection out of the total universe. Second, we're using the term sample
as it's defined and used within certain kinds of statistics to justify the fact
that a sample represents the whole.

Oller: ! think that one way of describing this other kind of sampling is that
you have to ask people to do something with language which gives you some
information about what kinds of langnage situations they are capable of re-
sponding in. Instead of thinking about taking a bunch of items out of a poten-
tial universe of items, you think in terms of the underlying grammar that is
appropriate to the situations that yvou're trying to put the learner into in order
to find out how well he handles the language of those situations. In other
words, how efficient is his grammar rather than how representative is your
sampie of some list We ought to be sampling or testing or measuring or chal-
lenging the efficiency of the internalized grammar. If we start thinking in
those terms. we formulate. I think, a substantially different set of questions
than we do if we think in terms of trying to find a representative sample out
of alist or universe of discrete items of some sort.

Davies: Yes, but the trouble with your argument, as | found it not only in
regard to my paper but in previous discussion also, is that vou seem to be
wanting to use your test not merely as a means of testing this internalized
grammar, but of finding out what it is. It seems to me, therefore, that you're
trying to do two jobs with the same thing, and 1 don't think that's satisfactory.
Oller: Suppose you do find out some fundamental things about the nature
of the grammar. | would say more power to you if you can. And if at the saine
time you also do a better job of finding out what level of proficiency the
student is at. again, more power to you.

Davies: It seems to me that you're justifying, as I understand it, the selection
of a text for cloze procedure on the basis that any text is as good as any other.
It seems to me that, if pushed, you would not in fact agree that that is the case,
and that you would have to admit that you sample in some way. And then |
would ask vou on what hasis you sampled.

Oller: If we're talking about testing for instructional purposes, and most of
us are interested in it from that point of view as well as from the other re-
search angles, | think we can assume that the classroom teacher has a mini-
mal amount of intelligence abou: what level of language is appropriate to that
class of students. The person who is admitting foreign students at the univer-
sity level has a pretty geod understanding of the kinds of language skills that
would be appropriate to those foreign students. One would construct a listen-
ing comprehension test that was appropriate to the sorts of things that would
happen in university courses.
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Problems of Syllabus, Curriculum and Testing
in Connection with Modern Language
Programmes for Adults in Europe

Gerhard Nickel

This paper reports mainly on work and research undertalen by the
Council of Europe in Strashourg with a view to developing a unit/
credit system for modern language learning by adults. This system,
of course, urgently requires a set of tests, large in nu.nber, adapted
to the different aims and objectives of the learners.

Beside the so-called objective tests, some of the classical tests like
compositio.. and translation are likely to be retained within this sys-
tem. Among other topics. therefore, I shall briefly discuss the possible
role of translation within the system. Finally, I should like to touch on
urgent problems connected with language testing which should be
tackled prior to devising tests, including the evaluation and grading
of ercors made by learners of foreign languages. There appears to be
more interest in this problem in Europe than in other parts of the
world. As [ stated in my paper at the 24th Annual Georgetown Round
Table, "The future of Europe requires the imperfect polyglot rather
than the perfectionist. . .." (Nickel 1973b:183)

Integration and mobility of population within Europe must be pro-
moted through increased foreign langauge learning, particularly
among adults. since schools have, on the whole. already intensified
efforts to teach foreign languages. Intensifving language teaching is
closely linked with the strengthening of motivations. Motivation again
depends heavily upon breaking down a global concept of language
teaching into units and sub-units, combined with the cluse description
of language needs in Europe. These needs must form the basis for
devising courses. tests and examinations. Thus, a multi-dimensional
classification of learners’ needs should provide a framework for the
content, type and standard of tests and examinations, already existing
tesls as well as new ones. In order to establish potential equivalences
within Europe and between Europe and other continents, the tests
and examinations should be monitored and constantly evaluated.

Before devising these teaching and testing units, one must under-
take a classification of situations in which the languages are to be
used by the learners. This classification may utilize different param-
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eters. A number of classifications have been set up in the United
States by different agencies. the most commonly known being the
U.S. Civil Service Definitions for Language Proficiency. Without
attempting to hierarchize the system of parameters, I think the follow-
ing are worth mentioning: situation. number. role. time. place {includ-
ing “macro-place.” e.g. countries). A further attempt to describe
learners’ needs in the light of situations in which the foreign lan-
guages will be used has been based on socio-professional data. The
latter very often combine with socio-cultural data. Thus. for instance.
a scientist will certainly be expected to know enough scientific items
in the target language (TL) to be able to understand, speak, read and
perhaps even write in his special field. Sometimes. however. he will
only need a passive knowledge of the language. On the other hand.
his socio-cultural ambition may motivate him to acquire a larger or
smaller part of the general ‘vocabulary of the TL so that he will be
able to discuss a variety of subjects outside his field.

An example of language achievements which can be aimed at within
a specific vocational framework. that of a qualified business secre-
tary. has been presented by Trim {1973:27). His list is an open-ended
one which will certainly vary from firm to firm and from country to
country. and it may be affected by other factors. It shows clearly how
many situational and linguistic tasks a secretary is confronted with.

If we consider the many kinds of situations in which languages may
be used and the various kinds of socio-professional and socio-cultural
motivations which may be operative. it becomes quite obvious that
different linguistic levels exist and that the finding of a so-called
“threshold level™ will be quite a difficult matter (van Ek 1973:95).

During the past few years the German Confederation of Adult Edu-
cation Colleges [Volkshechschulverband] hae developed basic pro-
grammes in sevelal langauges with mininial vocabularies for English,
French. German, Russian and Spanish ranging from about 2000 to
2300 items each. with the aim of establishing minimal language pro-
grammes for these languages. It has since become obvious., however,
that prourammes containing fewer items and even simpler structures
should a150 be made available for certain learners (tourists, migrant
workers who have just entered the country, etc.).

What 15 becoming increasingly frequent in Europe. particularly at
European committee meetings. is the use of two or even more lan-
guages in discussions Speakers use their mother tongues or other
languages which they assume their hearers will be able lo under-
stand. and are prepared to be addressed in a different language by
other spzakers using their mother tongues or idioms with which they
are familiar. This. of course. creates a new situation, which may well
ti" 2 to be taken into accnunt one day in devising language pro-
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grammes including language tests of different bilingual ty pes

Where language tests are concerned. two general courses are open
to us. tests can be devised for given language courses or language
material or courses can be designed for given tests. The former ap-
proach is the more popular one in Europe at present. The latter is not
infrequently used by some governmental agencies in the U.8. This
means that a considerable number of tests of different types will have
to be designed which take into account all the various parameters
mentioned above. There is little doubt that in additiun to short time-
saving tests of the so-called objective type (I prefer the term “tests
with reduced su*jcctiv.ty”) such as those of the mpnitiple-choice kind.
the old classical type of tests involving composition and translation
will be retained in spite of all the criticism in the past.

[t is very interesting to look at the history of the role of translations
in language teaching and testing. \While translations originally formed
part of the so-called “translation method™ (whatever that meant).
their pedagogical value outside the field of translation was sometimes
questioned on the grounds that translating is a “highly complex skill
[requiring] special talent and special training” (Lado 1967:261; Va-
lette 1967:162). Translating is undoubtedly an art, but so is writing
essavs and compositions. The choice of simple and more “concrete”
texts can reduce the expertise required and therefore simplify the
procedure. Just because translating is such a complex activity which
encompasses several skills, it has, I think, greater value from a diagos-
tic point of view than some other tests. All the so-cailed four skills
are complex. Therefore, I am sure that future test systems in Europe
will also include passages of translation. Swedish universities, for
instance. which have abolished translations in their state final exami-
nations have now discovered that a very important parameter for
testing higher skills has been thrown overboard both to the regret of
teachers and many students. Translations may, therefore, be re-
introduced into the Swedish university system.

Supervision-investigations into the achievements of German stu-
dents at universities where [ have taught have indicated that on the
whole there was a closer correlation between the marks given for
written translations and oral perfermance in the TL than generally
has been assumed. As we all know, we have not vet investigated fully
enough the connections that mayv exist between passive and active
skills and particularly between non-speaking skills and the skill of
expressing one's self orally. Additionally we do not know enough yet
about the correlations between the different skills, and we have cer-
tainly been overrating the disparate nature of the different skills. It
dlso became clear to me that translating constitutes a clearer distin-
guishing parameter among higher marks than do other tests.
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There are many ways of detending and justitying a given type ot
test if the text is simple enough and does not make sufficiently high
demands on the testees’ non-linguistic skills. One should. where pos-
sible. make use of realistic. down-to-earth texts such as those in
middle-class journals and newspapers.

Another argument in favour of translations is that they often have
to be made in a given cultural context, at least where the European
cultural context is concerned. As examples one could start with the
wording on road signs. public warnings and the like. and nove on to
the situation where short passages from newspaper articles. advertise-
ments and other brief items have to be translated for acquaintances.
friends. tourists. etc. Here translations correspond to real-life situa-
tions. This criterion. of course. does not offer anyvthing new and
considers the value of translations within their own scope. Reliabil-
ity. validity and objectity of these translation tests are necessarily
increased if the text is relatively simple. Needless to say. there is an
increasing demand for good translators and interpreters in Europe,
but the specialized techniques they have to learn are taught at special
schools.

Other factors have contributed to the rise in popularity of transla-
tion texts in the recent past. A consequence of foreign-language in-
struction. geared to individual needs. of contrastive linguistics. and
of modern learning psychology. with its growing emphasis on the
cognitive aspects of learning. is that applied linguists no longer
insist on a monolingual approach to foreign language learning, and
the limited direct confrontation with mother tongue elements is no
longer considered harmful (Butzkamm 1973: Altmann 1972; Levin 1973:
Politzer 1968: Beck 1974). The use of mother tongue elements, which
includes the presentation of TL rules. does not seem to interfere with
the acquisition of the TL. Thus. a very important argument against
using the mother tongue as a metalanguage in FL teaching seems to me
to have lost some of its weight. This certainly does not mean that
intensive use of the mother tongue within FL teaching is to be ad-
vocated.

What is more, from a contrastive point of view a confrontation with
the mother tongue may reinforce one’s knowledge of rules of the TL.
One of the tasks of language testing is certainly to test the amount of
interference taking place between the mother tongue and the TL. Not
all types of learners will make more interference mistakes when
translating than when writing an essay or a composition, but un-
doubtedly some groups of learners will. However, there is a correla-
tion between the number of interference mistakes and the kind of test
depending upon the type of learner (Nickel 1971:225). Multiple-choice
tests. for instance. seem to elicit fewer interference mistakes than
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tests assessing the active use of language. Psy cholinguistic aspects like
stress. nervousness and depression and sociolinguistic features like
inhibition. which very often shows itself also in the use of the mother
tongue {lack of motivation. etc.), are some of the factors distinguishing
individual forms of behaviour, as is shown in the amount and type of
iterference between the mother tongue and the TL. If one of the
tasks of the test is to measure interference, then translation should
not be dismissed from the group of tests as a whole.

As has been pointed out by other scholars, the translation of
mother tongue sentences into the ‘I, has as a testing technique certain
advantages over purely TL tests involving completion and transfor-
mation of utterances. Thus. an example like my/pyjama/be/red
{rnay] tempt some pupil to make errors that could scarcely be made
~lsewhere: *My pyjama is being red, *My pyjama are being red, *My
pyjamas aré being red /! / are in my experience all possible answers
to this kind of test. vet I doubt if any of them would occur if the
printed word be had not occurred in the formulation of the test. In
addition, 1t may be said that the formulation of a TL question usually
involves highly unnatural and often semantically strained language”
{Mathews-Bresky 1972:59).

Here we encounter a clear methodological disadvantage of mono-
lingual tests. It is also apparent that certain tests produce and elicit
certain kinds of errors. and we must make sure whether a particular
kind of error is due to a particular kind of test or whether it is really
an "all-round” error on the competence level.

Thus. I have tried to show in this paper that there are several rea-
sons to support translation as one type of test. These reasons. by im-
plication, range from the psychological via realistic (translation for
its own sake) to the contrastive and even to the sociological type.

One problem that in my view has not received sufficient attention
anywhere in the world, and which certainly will have to be looked
into closely in connection with the previously mentioned European
scheme, is the question of error evaluation and error grading. It is
undoubtedly in this area that more objectifying is called for. On the
whole | think we have been talking more about tests than about the
grading of errors. 1 believe. however. that a discussion of how to
grade errors should precede the devising of tests or at least be carried
on parallel to test designing. Error grading on its part will be closely
linked up with learners” objectives, needs and motivations. to name
only some factors imvolved. This problem certainly cannot be solved
by linguists alone. since errors also have pedagogical implications.
We should endeavour. however, to set up a hierarchy of the factors
relevant to this 1ssue. The following four parameters have been sug-
gested among others: (1) degree of acceptability; (2) degree to which
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the communication act 1s distorted by the error, (3] significance in
the process of teaching and learming. {4) degree of difficulty en-
countered by learners. It has also been suggested that acceptability
should be given priority over the factor of communication distortion
{I.egenhausen 1974).

In the light of what [ said previously, this kind of hierarchization
cannot be considered an absolute one. Undoubtedly, with lower
“thresholds” communicability should be given priority over accept-
ability  Native speakers all over Emope will have to accustom them-
selves to applyving less rigorous standards of linguistic correctness
when confronted with various kinds of non-acceptable but clearly
decodable statements (Nickel 1972). The hierarchization | have just
mentioned may, of course, be used at a college or university level,
where higher degrees of proficiency are called for. It should by now
be clear that @ very important point in connection with language test-
ing will be the problem of setting up norms and standards of correct-
ness. This 15 a very significant point which is integral in establishing
the degree of validity of tests. Even ungrammatical and unidiomatic
forms may be deemed correct at certain testing levels and completely
incorrect at other levels. This is particularly true with low threshold
levels in connection with basic communication at a very simple level.

It is also quite clear that error marking should never be done by
non-natine spedkers working by themselves but only in cooperation
with native speakers. since there are enormous divergences between
native speakers’ and non-native speakers’ judgments concerning
errors. Natueally there are divergences also among native speakers
and among non-native speakers due to attitudes towards language
uses and language norms acquired 1n connection with their mother
tongue learning. Native speakers, for instance, who have stayed away
from their home-conntries for a long period have very often anti-
guated views on present-day usage. These views, by the way, are also
often reflected in teaching materials produced by them. If all these
factors are overlooked. tests of all types. and not only translation
tests, become quite unrehable and of little value.

The fact that a given error may be due to interference between
target languages or between one TL and the mother tongue should not
cause us to draw the false condusion that this is necessarily a serious
error. Other factors have to be taken into consideration, too. Thus,
error evaluation and grading 1s of great importance for the assessment
of tests {Nickel 1973:9).

I am convinced that the highly complex certification system for
language teaching, particularly where learners are adults, will involve
an equally complex set of tests incorporating different views on error
evaluation. In spite of the complexity of the nature of errors, where
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linguistic, sociological. communicative, pedagogical and other aspects
are involved. one should attempt to increase the objectivity of lan-
guage lesting by trying to describe errors and their significance in an
objective manner at different stages of learning with various types of
tests and in communication situations.

In connection with this certification system, all kinds of tests will
have to be considered. Some of the classical and less objective types
like translation will have to be re-considered from the point of view
of psiychology, contrastive linguistics, real-life situations, socio-
linguistics and other factors. Looking at the matter from the point of
view of psychology. I am convinced that quite a few speakers of for-
eign languages formulate their TL utterances via silent translations,
though perhaps they do this subconsciously. This may also be true
with other tests like cloze testing, where some learners may also use
silent translations for help.
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DISCUSSION
Lado: | think translation as a test of translation has a certain amount of tace
«alidity. It's the business you're engaged in. Therefore. when vou use trans-
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lation to test translation. the validity questions are. is it a good sample of
translation. is it an appropriate sample. and so on. However, when vou use
translation as a test of speaking. then you have a problem of face validity
because translation 1s different from speaking. Therefore. the burden of
validaton is to find out whether this test of translation correlates highly with
a valid test of speaking If it does. then you can use 1t. If it doesn’t, then you
can’t. I would like also to contribute some of my research in a series of ex-
periments on language and thought. In one of the experiments I had subjects
do 1mmediate translation, and an equivalent group of subjects did, if vou
want to call it, delayed translation. They took some time in between. The
number of errors of various types of those who did immediate translation
was 3 to 1 higher than those who were asked to retranslate with a time delay
between the two And this was in both directions. going from L1 to L2 or going
from L2 to L1 When you're forced to do immediate translation. your immedi-
ate memory is tn full operation because you can retain a phrase in immediate
memory and vou tend to go from surface structure in L1 to surface structure
in L2 or vice versa. This increases the complication.

Nickel: I don't think we disagree basically. First of all, I've also noted the
difference between immediate and delaved translation. Secondly, 1n the
terms of the validity we have the same problem in connection with any other
kind of testing. and I wonder whether the correlation between multiple-
choice tests and other tests is much higher than between these tests and 'tans-
lations If my assumption 1s correct, more speaking is done via some kind of
subconscious underlyving and silent translation. and translation 1s underlyving
lots of testing performance. I'm really pretty well convinced that we have
heen umlé;ratmg the amonnt of translation that 1s being done in practice.
This 1s. of course, an assumption that we have to prove, and I don't want to
give you the impression that I'm in favor of a mass translation test, but rather
a battery of tests with one of the exams a translation. I'm also in favor of
some kind of guided translation, where certain rules and hints are given.
Oller: 1 agree with the 1dea about translation. and just wanted to call atten-
ton again to imgoctant research which show ed that the kinds of errors people
make in translating from the native language into the TL are pr cisely analo-
gous to the kinds of errors they make in spontaneous speech i, - language.
and also in imutating fairly long sequences of information in the TL.
Rashbaum: I'd like to ask Dr Nickel what specific criteria were used in that
translation test, and what were the weghts attached to them, ranging from
grammar, lexicon, and the fluency of the style of translation?

Nickel: We have not vet set np concrete tests which have official acknowl-
edgement We envision tests where lexas will be given priority over grammar,
for instance for migrant workers staying only a short time in European
countries Al higher levels we will give acceptability priority over communi-
cability, but there will be other groups of learners where we will have priority
O _ommunicability, including a certain weighting on vocabulary.
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Bernard Spolsky

One of the best ways to try to sum up this Symposium is to consider
the four questions that Randall Jones set for us at the start of the
Symposium and examine how well we have answered them.

The first question that he suggested we consider was the state of the
art of language testing in the United States Government. He made it
clear how difficult it would be to make any changes, but urged us to
propose any improvements that we considered worthwhile. I think
we touched on some important aspects of this question. First, there
was our intensive discussion of the Foreign Service Institute’'s oral
interview. Most language testers have a deep respect for this test but
are usually frustrated by the lack of published description and dis-
cussion of it. I know of only one article dealing with it at any length,
and even that is quite brief. Presumably. there is a good deal of in-
ternal documentation, and there has surely been a great deal of in-
house discuscion. But I know ef no opportunity before this meeting
for acadennc testers tu discuss it in public with the Government
testers who are working with the technique. It was very helpful,
therefore, te hear Claudia Vilds paper and to listen to the discussion
that followed. The doubts . aised about the validity of the scale and
about the sociolinguistic limitations of the formal interview, with the
consequent questioning of its predictive validity for other situations,
are healthy and useful. We reached no conclusions, but the discussion
that started was a fruitful one. It was particularly encouraging to find
that, with all the great investment of time and effort that has gone into
the oral interview. there was no suggestion that it was not still open to
debate and improvement.

A similar openness was obvious in the other statements by members
of the Government testing community. When the testers from the
Defense Language Institute and the Department of Defense proposed
new techniques or expressed concerns about validity, they did so
with a degree of scholarly tentativeness that any academic researcher
would be proud of. That is to say. there were no signs that Govern-
ment language testers were set and smug about their existing programs
or certain that any new ones they were working on would be perfect
solutions to their problems. They showed both concern for what

_ works and interest in fundamental principles. In this situation, I think
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we can answer Dr. Jones  question by saying that language testing in
the United States Government 1s alive, inquisitive. and healthy.

His secund question was whether there were common problems for
various members of the testing profession. We did very well with
problems, even if we could not agree on any solutions. Here, 1 think
a number of useful and interesting contrasting trends became clear
in the course of the meeting. There was the usual contrast between
those who want to know what they are going to do tomorrow to test
3.000 employees about to be sent overseas. and those of us who ask
what o language test really is. But we generally did well in balancing
the theoretical and the practical. A second. more theoretical. argu-
ment ran through the meeting: the old question of discrete point
versus integrative tests. With most of the big guns now on their side.
the integraters have not yvet squelched some discrete practitioners. A
thaird 1nteresting struggle was kept beneath the surface most of the
time. the sometimes completing claims of psychologists and linguists.
each with their own conception of what language testing should be.
Of all fields in which testing is used. language testing is. [ believe. the
one where the subject matter specialist does best. It may have been a
result of the proportion of linguists to psychologists at this meeting,
but I think that it is a fair reflection of what is happening in the field.
Linguists are, 1n fact, easily interested in such testing questions as the
distinction between proficiency and achievement (related to compe-
ten.e and performance), the sociolinguistic questions of how a direct
test differs from an indirect onc, wiid the common problem behind all
this. that of validity: how do vou know what areas of linguist.c or
communicative competence you are measuring and which do you
want to measure anyway? That is to say. our practical problems tend
to be common to all language testers; our theoretical ones tend to
unite language testers with linguists.

The third queation that Randall Jones raised was whether there are
any new ideas ur techniques in testing. New is, of course. a relative
term. There were a lot of things said or suggested here that might have
seemed surprising twenty vears ago. but few that would not have
fitted into the 1967 Michigan meeting {Upshur 1968). Some of the
questions raised there were discussed here: the basic question of what
does it mean to know a language and the question of whether one
tests for knowledge of items or rules. Another question raised at
Michigan, and under-represented here because some of the scholars
invited weren't able to come. was the sociolinguistic aspect of test-
ing. What does it mean to test communicative competence? What is
the influence of the testing situation itself? We didn't raise many new
questions. nor did we propose new techniques. Indeed. some ideas

@ uth new names turned out to be old techniques in different contexts.
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There are some new techmqgues we didn't hear much about such as
those involving communication tasks, but we can guess that if they
had been described. they would have turned out to be something
tried in British West Aftica in 1897 and never hefore referred to in
print!

The fourth question we were set was to suggest directions for future
research and development. There are two khinds of rescarch strateg
that we seem to agree are most necessary. The first is to test a small
group of subjects with a great variety of techniques. so that we can
find some way of deciding the relationship between the variable
kinds of measures that are used. The second is to try certain tech-
niques on a great variety of subjects, so that we can consider the inter-
action of subject and technique, looking, for example, at the relation
between the subject's learning history and the test technique.

There is another area in need of attention that [ should mention
here, that of terminology and defimitions. The fact that most of us
come from language teaching or linguistic backgrounds means that
we do not have to accept standards of terms or tests such as those set
up by the American Psychological Association. And as linguists, we
assume that we either take part in the writing of dictionaries or that
dictivnary makers record our usages. But we should still be careful of
the way we use words. Very often, we were talking about the same
thing but using different terms, as when Clark talked of face validity
and Davies of content validity, or when Oller talked of cloze tests and
Bondaruk and his colleagues of contextual tests. And quite often, we
were probably referring to different things when we used the same
terms. The more we have meetings and discussions like this, the more
thance we have to understand each other’s specidal terminology. or to
come to agree on standardization.

There are three areas in which research is clearly going to be im-
portant The first might be labeled the psycholinguistic area, where
the concern is to understand what 1\t means to know a language. The
basic question of the distinction between discrete point and integra-
tive tests might be considered here.

The second is the psychometric and statistical. Language tests in
general and global or integrative language tests in particular raise
sume very interesting statistical problems. Knowing a language ap-
pears to be different from knowing a lot of other things. Linguists
believe this, and will keep on saying it to each other whether anvbody
else will listen to us or not. But if we are right, then testing knowledge
of language and testing knowledge of other things should turn out to
be different in crucial ways. Most of the statistical and psychometric
techniques used within the various fields of testing seem to assume

O aat you have to handle lots of discrete items and find ways of pulling
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them together. There are. however, good reasons to believe that, in
the case of language, one is dealing with sizable or complete chunks:
rather than having to pull them together. one assumes that the to-
getherness is there but needs to be explored. It was particularly inter-
esting, then. to find a statistician pointing out the existence of prob-
lems like these and suggesting that new kinds of statistics will be
needed to handle the special problems of language tests.

The third area requiring a great deal more research than any of us
talked about is the sociolinguistic aspect. A first question here is what
a direct measure really can be. The criticism of the FSI oral interview
wdas not that it fails to measure how well people perform in a formal
interview, but to what extent a formal conversational interview might
predict other kinds of real language behavior. We need, therefore, the
kinds of definitions that sociolinguists are giving us of various aspects
of communicative competence, and we need to know how one might
go about sampling from the various situations. There are already
quite a number of clues to the answer to that question in work on
bilingualism, where the concept of domain turns out to be a very
useful construct for lumping together large areas of different situa-
tion. role. and style. It may well be that when one tests for real-life
situations, Fishman's work with domains might turn out to be a way
around the enormous task that Gerhard Nickel suggested when he
talked ot listing all the possible linguistic situations in which a person
needs to perform. We will also need to face up to the problems of
styvle and register testing that are involved.

I think these are more or less the answers we gave to the questions
that Randall Jones set for us. whether or not he will be satisfied that
we have answered them is another matter. As an extra question of
my own, it would be reasonable to ask, "How might such research be
done?” | am reminded of the distinction sometimes made between
applied and basic research. It goes something like this: basic. research
15 what you want to do: applied research is what theyv will give vou
money ‘0 do. | believe we have seen at this Ssmposium a display of a
field in which there is a very uscful connection between the prac-
titoner who can get money to do something and the theoretician who
15 asking basic questions. This tie between practice and theory,
whether moneyv is invelved or not, is. [ believe. why linguists find
language testing such an intriguing field. The theoretical questions, the
basic questions that need to be solved if useful tests are to be pro-
duced, are very similar to the theoretical questions that need to be
solved to understand language, That is to say, developing a good
measure of language competence is very close to understanding what
language is. or, put another way, the problems of language testing

B TCn out to be very serious challenges to our understanding of what
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language is. There is. therefore, an extremely useful relationship set
up at a meeting like this between those of us from universities who
tend to worry about basic issues and those in the practical world who
need to produce workable tests. It is very useful for the two groups
to come together, to notice common problems, and to notice that
ultimately the solution to the practical and the theoretical problems
will come at the same time, whenever that may be. There is not the
very strong division between theory and application that we some-
times seem to feel when we first start talking to each other.

I would like to take this opportunity. then, to thank the sponsors of
this Symposium. to thank the Government agencies for inviting the
Commission on Language Testing to join with them in setting up this
meeting, to thank Georgetown University and the Center for Applied
Linguistics for their work in making the meeting possible, and to
thank the audienee who patiently listened to our discussions and
raised new questions for us to consider.
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