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ABSTRPACT
Recent rasearch by Valstte, 0ller, and others has
.chyan the utility of dictation as a measur2 of genaral language
conp=+~nc: whan correlated with achievement and proficiency battesrises
£ac Franch and ©“nglish as a second lanjuage. No such studies hav=
h=2n conduct=2d with Spanish. The investigator hypothesized that sinc>
Spanish is a pponetic language permitting easy transcription without
~onpr=h=nsion, th=s dictation would not serve as a jood subhstituts
m=asar> of language competence. Tn ordsr to test this hypoth=ssis 127
ctgdants =nrolled in first-yesar Spanisi at the University of Colorado
wer~ r=ad a 106-word dictation togethar with a 100-item final
~ximini*ion. The results of s2ach test ware then cor.z2lated by
~onmpu*=r ani a Pearson product-moment coefficient of .50 was
~btain=2d. Ths scores on both tasts for all students are displayel on
A gcatt=ar diagram, and the reliability of both tests was ascartained
nsing the.Kuder-Richardson 21 formula. The results indicate gzneral
~anfirmition of thsz research hypothesis that the dictation is
~ijyaifizantly less useful as a profirizncy measure for Spanish than

for French and English. (Ruthor)
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i ? : The dictation is one of the oldest techniques known for testing progress
::: Zl in foreigh lénguage learning. It has long been associated with the traditional
o\ ﬁ or grammar translation method and for this reason was rejected by Gouin and others
o % ~ _
NN 3 who propagated the "natural" method during the secornd half of the nineteenth
fomm | %‘ century. Later it became popular again under the direct method, especially as
i

% phonetic dictation or phonetic transcription of spoken language, a task which was
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espécially pleasing to direct methodologists becauselof their scientific interest
in phonology. ~The reading method, which was popular during the 1930's and 1940's,
employed the dictation only sparinglyhsince this method's emphasis on listening

; camprehension ard spelling Qas slight.

B With the advent of the audio-lingual method at the beginning of the

1960's, dictation again received considerable criticism partly due to its

association with the writihg skill, which was to be postponed, and partly because

of it's association with the grammar translation method which became the whipping

boy of new—key methodologists. Therefore, in spite of substantial support for

research in forelgn lanquage learning during the decade follow1ng N.D.E.A., no
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research or interest in the dictation was demonstrated, but for a single exceptlon.

In 1964, Valette reported on a study she conducted at the University of

During a first semester French course, she divided six beginning

French classes into two treatment grotps. Group A received reqular dictations

during each class meeting throughout the semester. Group B received only sporadic

dictations for a total of only three or four during the semester. At the close

*The following paper was presented at the Semin:r on Tests and Testing held at the
1977 TESOL Convention on April 27, 1977 in Miami, Florida under the sponsorshlp
of the International Association of Applled Linguistics.
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of the course, all sections received thé same departmental examination which
included a 50 ‘word dictation. The maximum possible raw score on the examination
was 155, while maximum raw score on the subpart was 20. After calculating a
Pearson pféduct%ﬁanent coefficient for both groups between part score on the
N dictation and total score on the test, valette found corralations of .78 for Group
A and .89 for Group B. She concluded that for French at least the dictation is a
reasonably good measure of overall student proficiency, especially when practice
in taking dictation has not been offered.

Ironically, Vallette's finding went relatively unnoticed for the
remainder of the 1960's. Interest in the dictation returned again in the '1970's
due to the extensive research into integrated measﬁres cf language proficiency
spearheaded by John Oller. After reporting on the high correlations obtained
betwéén short cloze tests and multi—section{proficiency tests, Oller and others
turned their attention to the dictation. Inil97l, Oller reported a correlation

of .86 between a Section on dictation and total score on the UCLA English as a

Second Langquage Placement Examination. Four years later in response to.criticism

of his fiqures by Breitenstein, Oller and Streiff published a corrected correlation
coefficient of :94.'

In more recent aiticle on ﬁestinélE.S;L. university students in
Iran, Irvine, Atar, and Oller reported similar findings, although of lesser

magnitude, after correlating scores on a cloze test and a dictation with scores

on the Test of English as a Foreign language published by Educational Testing Service.

Thus far.research on the dictation has focused on two languages,
English and French. The results of this reSeafch have greatly éimplified the
task of proficiency and placement testing in these languages and rejuvenated
oconfidence in the use of dictation by E.S.L. and French teachers. 6ller and '~\\

others have posited that the success of the dictation‘is due to the fact that it \\\
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itself is an integrated measure of langquage competency, testing many factorsl

such as sound discrimination, word recognition, rapid decoding of speech, infonma-
tion storage in short term memory, fecoding anG spelling. In several interesting
'articles, he refers to the cognitive model of the active listener who constructs
in his mind what the speaker is saying or will say . and then campares this
expected model with what he actually hears. The ability to accurately and rapidly
construct this model which Oller calls a grammar of gxpectapcies, and then
accurately campare it with the perceived stream of‘spééch;‘ié viewed as the

active applicatio; of ﬁhe listener's underlying linguistic campetence in the
lanquage.

| ‘Yet it remains to be seen whether the activity is as useful in
languages such as Spanish and German which show much simpler phaonological and
orthograéhic systems therelby allowing the learner to merely transcribe what he
hears. 1In order to ascertain whether the dictation correlates highly with
cqmprehénsive language skills test scores in Spanish, and can therefore serve as a
good "qﬁick and dirty" Spanish proficiency measure, the researcher conducted the
fbllomying experiment . - |
Methcéolggy, All one hundred tweuty seven (1275 studéhts enrolled iﬁ"the second
semeéter of a first year Spanish éourse at the University'of Colorado were
selécted.as subjects. Undergraduate students ét the'University of Colorado are
generally above avérage in intelligence and show mean scorés of about 550 on the

verbal and 570 on the quantitative sections of the College Entrance Examinétion

... "_Board!s Scholastic Aptitude- -Test. The subjects were giQen a 100 item final
| writtén examinaticn three hours in length.. In addition, approxhnatelilone hour
after the test began, students were administered a 106 word dictation'constructed
by the investigator and a graduate student. When both tests were gradéa they
were’ turnel ovér to the reééarcher for statisﬁical analysis.: .
Since the pﬁrpose of this study is to determine the suitability of the

dictation as a substitute measure of achievement or proficiency, .the two sets of
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data. were correlated using the Pearson product-moment correlation co-

éfficient (rxy)' This statistical technique is appropriate when we
wish tO correlate scores on two interval scqles. The'folIOWing decision
rules were méde regarding thelinterpretation of the data. Since a

high oo.rr'elation" coefficient is necessary to demonstrate the .empirical
validity of an instrument, and sihce the N was large enough to give
éubstaﬁtial power to thé statistical technique, it was decided that
theinull hypothes%s, Pyy = 0, would riot be rejected unless the
probability of the obtained r was less than one percent (p{ .0l).
Furthermore, s;nce correlations based on a single sample are subj ct

to sampling“error,vit was decided to constrﬁct a 95% confidence

interval around the obtained correlation coefficient using Fisher's

z-transformation of r as described by Glass and Stanley. Such a

confidence interval offers-éonsiderable certainty of capturing the
true correlation between thé two instruments while prcviaing a truer
icturc of the generalizeability of the findings. |

The data were then analyzed as described above by a CDc‘64OO
camputer employing the standard §tatistical prcgréms included in the

Statistical Package for the Social Sciences.

Calculation of the reliability of a teacher scored test is often
tedious,vparticularly when the test contains a large.nunber‘of iténs
and ‘is given to a large number of students."In order fof the normal
point—biserial,coefficient:to béjcalcuiaﬁed, it would be necessary to
tally correct and incor;éct responses tC every item on the two tests.
This would involve the cﬁllection of same 27,000 pieces of data.

Fortunately,'there_is a’much simpler procedure available to

researchers known as Kuder-Richardson Formula 21. KR 21 requires
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knOMledge of only the test mean, the standard deviation, and the number
of items on the test, and these statisticsv are readily available

through computer analysis of scores. KR 21, however, is only an estimate
of true reliability. 15 analyzing 58 tests, Lord found that\KR 21
consistently underestimated the true reliability, though usually by

.05 oi less. Because of this, KR 21 is often usad as a lower-bound or
minimal estimate of reliability (Stanley and“HDpkins,'l972, p- 127).

In this study, KR 21 reliability coeffiaients were calculated by the

investigator on a hand calculator.

- Instrumentation. The final raination was an achievement test based

on the content of the textbook Espanol a lo vivo by Hansen and Wilkens.
It was‘graded by each studéat's reqular instructor based on a previcusly
agreed upcn system of sqoring. Since same sections required'the student
to write several words or a sentence, same errcrs counted only one-half
point. The examination consisted of sentence rewrite exercises.asing
various syntactical transfofmations, aﬁd fill—ththe—blank exercises for
testing morphology. It was a totally discrete point test and was given
during final examination week in May, 1976. The test was designed to
be cumulatiﬁe in nature and covered the conteat of ti2 entire text.
lff;;ili”'irltiwas not merely limited to the second half of the Eook. Because of ;
ithis, the test can be considered a good indicator of the beginning
'rstudent's gramnaﬁical écnpétence.
The dictation was likewise based on the vocabulary and structures

encountered by students taking first year Spanish with the Hansen and
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Wilkins text. Designed to be somewhat challenging in order to obtain
a reliable spread of scores, it was administered in the normal manner
".‘gs described by Valette\?nd others, and lasted about twelve minutes.
étudents first listened gb the entire paragraph for_meaning. ihen each.
breath group of five to eight words was read twice by a graduate student
from Mexico,_ Finally,  the entire seiection was reread at normal speed.
Following théhd}ctagion, students continged work on the exaﬁination.
Since one t¢$t:whéhg;§en in the,ﬁiddle of the other, history and

N

maturation can Le disregardod\@s possinle threats to the internal -

validity of this study.
The dictations wgfé graded gy’aagraduate student
under the dir« :tion qf the invdstigatof based on a systém
which counﬁed one'poiht off for each word Qﬁiqh was in-
correctly written’in any way or which should néé‘h;ve |
appeaied. No partial credit was given since préviéﬁs\
research on thg/cloze test has éhd@n no change in then
respective ranks of subjects when more~elaborate's§oring.«
systems are used. Oller (1975) has also employed this ;

same procedure in his research on the dictation.

Analysis 9§,Results£ Table 1. depicts some describtive

statistics for both tests. The correlation between the two
‘ _ -
indices was .495 which is significant at the .001 level.
This again confirms the validity of the dictation as a
,profici;ncy measure.

By employing Fisher's Z-~transformation of r, we can
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produce a confidence interval on p, the true correlation
between the two indices for the population, by a process
which céptures p within ité limits 95% of the time. The
resulting interval is .36 - .72. This means that we can be
reasonably certain that the true correlation produced by -
taking an infinite number of samﬁles is greater than .36

and less than .72.

TABLE I ‘
NESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS

Final Exam Score ' Errors on Dictation

Mean  __  —68.9 Mean . 17.9

std Dev 1€.6 Std pev 7.2

Std Err - 1.4 y Std Err .6

High 94.5 r_ ==,495 High 40.0

Low 12.5 Y 001 Low ' 6.0

Range 82.0 p < .00 Range 34.0

TKR21 .93 - Trep21 .72

Note: The score on the final exam was determined by counting
the number of right answers. The score on the dictation -
was determined by counting the number of errors. The

result is a negative correlation coefficient. A positive
correlation of equal magnitude would be derived by scoring
according, to the number of right ancwers or wrong answers
on both tests. :

Thé reliability ~f both tests is good, particularly when one
considers that the coefficients reported here, .72 for the

dictation and .93 for the final exam, are minimal or lower

bound estimates. The reliability of the final exam indicates
‘that the test functioned as an effective discriminator

between different levels of knowledge among first year
' /

students. .
8



Page 8

Because the relationship between two variables will be
weakened by any lack of reliability in the measurement of
either or both variables, statisticians have developed a
technique for dvrivinq the.true correlatidn. This procedure,

called the corrcction‘for attenuation, estimates what the

e

correlation between two variables would be if both tests
were perfectly reliable; The formula: for deriving an

estimate of the "true" rclationship 1is

r
r = Xy
t LY
Ex Y YooY
v owxyY
ere: r .
whe "t _t. = the correlation between true scores on

% y variables x and vy.

rY = the obtained correlation between.variables
XY x and y, and

r.r, = the reliability coeffic’ents of variables
x and y, respectively.

By substituting the obtained cdefficients into the

above formula, we get: @
. 495 |
txty = /1.93) <'725. = .61

This procedure further corroborates thefCOnfidence
interval (.36 - .72) which was developed earlier. Again
it appears that even if both tests had been hafder, resulting

in a g¢greater dispersion of scores and differention among

.students, the resulting correlation between test scofes

would still be moderate, rather than high.

Since correlations may be linear, curvilinear, or

random, it is best to depict them on a scattergram (or

9
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SCATTERGRAM OF  (DOWN) FINAL , FINAL EXAM SCORC (ACROSS) DICTADO ERRORS ON DICTATION
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+ scatter diagram). A visual understanding of the strength
of a relationship can be gained by studying a two-way
scattergram of tallies. EFEach asterisk represcnts the
intersection of two scores gbr a single subiject. If th\
or more subjects fall intou the “same poéition oguzhu\fcatter—
gram, the actual number of subjects is printed. ‘
The relationship between twolindicés is linear if an
‘imagined straight line through the center of the tallies,
called é regression line, more closely fits the pattern of
the scattergram than does any curved line. The scatter-
gram reproduced here indicates a definite linear relation-
ship between the two indices, so that as the score on the
fiﬁal decreases, errors on the dictation increase.
Nevertheless, the relationship depicted is far from
perfect as one can readily perceive many scores Which do
not fit the regression line closely. 'In such cases, the
scoregon“one test will not serve as a predictor of»the
score on another since the difference between the predicted
scéfe and the actual obtained score is con51derable It

is on these differences, otherwise known as errors in

prediction, that the correlation coefficient is based.

(- o
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F

Conclusions and DiscuSsion. This study Compafed Scores OF

a dictation with scores on a 100 item Spanjsy achiEVement
test considered to be a valid indicator of ngfall ’
grammatical competence. Iflfound the dictatioﬂ Yo be only

a moderately good indicator of overall compet@ﬁce when uﬁed
with learners of SpahiSh. It does not Pﬁfport to contradict
the findings of other researchers who have fQuﬂd highér
correlations for learners of English and Frep. Ingeed:

ag the invesfigator hypothesized before collecbihg the gatér
épanish ean be transcribed by.the language leaanr with
consiéerable facility, and, this reduces the defehdency on
the internalized grammar of expectancies Positﬂd by oller"’
While the Spanish learner will employ his intefnﬁlized
grammar of the langﬁage.inbtakingna dictation, he is- not
*left to depend on it alone. If he does not reﬁognize a

word he hay ét}ll tfanscribe it correctly due’&o the good
£it of the language. He is not forced to consﬂrth a.
distorted vérsion of what the "dictatocr" hag sﬂid (though

he sometimes does) thrdUgh the active use of hj”° internaliéed
grammar;} Hé.can instead rely on simple spe]ljp? QonVe;tioﬂs
té f;rfiin the gaps when his linguistic comPEtéﬂCQ fails
‘him. Ollerj(l976, p. 77) has stated, "Low int@’chrelatiOﬂs
”must be interprgted‘as indicating low test valiﬂity, i.e.s
that one of the tests béing correlaéed_gpes not "8P ypder~

lying linguistic compeﬁence or that - -ic doesg S0 t0 an

i3



Page 12

insufficient extent." It is my belief, supported by the
findings described here, that the dictation does not
sufficiently tap the learners underlying competence so that

the learher must depend on that compétence exclusively in
order to perform correctly in Spanish. On the other hand,

the validity of the close test és a proficiency measure

would be generalizeable to Spanish because in constructing

an appropriate response the learner.is depending exclus;vely
on clues provided him by his‘internalizeg grammar. If éuch

is the case, we can expect a large diéparity in.correlations
on close tests and dictations in.Spanish. It is probable that

future research'applying integrated measures to languages

with good fit will demonstrate this.

Charles Stansfield
University of Colorado
Boulder, Colorado ’
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