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ABSTRACT

The speaking ability of 40 Finnish college students
of English as a Second Language was assessed in tests of
interactional and transactional language function. In the
interactional test, the learner introduced a topic of his choice and
attempted to converse with two native speakers of English. In the
transactional test, the learner watched a video clip from a
television crime drama and produced a spoken narrative about what
happens in the film. The tests were graded by both English and
Finnish native-speaking teachers. Substantial differences were found
in grades given to the same students by the different examiners.
Based on these findings, it is argued that pragmatic breakdown has
occurred between the first and second languages, and that it is
sociopragmatic features, which stem from culture-specific perceptions
of what constitutes appropriate linguistic behavior, that are the
cause. How such different conventions interfere with understanding
the intentions of a foreign language speaker is discussed. (MSE)
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INVALID TALK: REDUCTION OF PERSONALITY IN TIL
EVALUATION OF FORRIGN LANGUAGE SPEAKING SKILLS

DAVID MARSTH
Dapariment of English
University of Oulu

ADSTRACT

Porty university-level Finnish lesrners of English sre sasessed accord-
fng to their speeking abilities in tests m&ﬂng use of interactiona)
and transactional lsnguage function. In the intorsctional tost the
lesrner introducos a topic of his/her own choice snd sttempts to con-
, verse with two nstive-speskors of English. In the transsctional tost
; the ssme lesrner watches a video clip from s TV crime drama and
' produces a spoken narrative about what happens in the fim, The tosts

are g:ded by both English and Finnish pative-spesker lecturers and

startling differences are svidant in the grades allocated for the same
: student by theo ifferent ssts of examiners, It is argued that pragmatic
: breskdown between L} and L2 has occurcd snd that it is sociopragmst-
. io festures (which stem from culturaliy-specific perceptions of whst
; constitutes sppropriate iinguistic bshaviour which are the cause. How
such different conventions interfere with understanding the intentions
of a foreign language speaker are discussed in broader torms.
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1. Introduction

i
Eveluation is the focus of much research and development in applisd ln-~ :
guistics snd forelgn or second language tesching. This psper is not sbout i
the testing of spoken language so much sa an expression of concern over {
soma of the variables affecting such svalustion which raises a couple of ‘
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questions.
b‘ Firstly, why do the variables creste unexplsined wvariations of scores

for the same person at the ssme time in partioular types of spoken lan-
r‘ guage exsminsiions? Secondly, is it variablas such as these which provide
0 jmpetus for the sort of degrading snd very definitely inwvalid assertion
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Finns are mere beggars of love and sffection, deeply insecure persons
unsble 1o lovs and confront open conflicts. The results are clesr: We
are s humble subservient folk; We beat those who are wesker and lack
the solf-security to be tender... Sometimos we are expiicitly sanctioned
for showing our love, joy or hatred... People may get envious about
your hap ... Envy, that's the main characteristic of the Finns.
{Moore und Soto 1984),

This psper will discuss these two questions fn relation to spoken
language 88 it is taught and used in cross-cultural situations. It supports
the argument that we understand the neture of language by looking et how
it is used in communication, its pragmatic dimepsion.

2. The background

It may be useful to famillarise ourselves with some of the terms used in
this paper. In using 'cross-cultural' we refer to the different groups that
moy operate within any given society or culture. In this way we can avoid
referring to sny particulsr nation or culture as having s specific aet of
pragmatic norms embodied in its language and usod by ite members, Thase
groups msy be locslisod in areas, professions, religions, cults, sub~
cultures, etc. Thus we can see cross-cultural ss being used to refer to
communication between any people who do not share a common cultursl
background.

It is obvious that different groups of speakers differ in their choices
of linguistic expression. For example, oné group may not meke contextusi-
{sstion overt. whercas snother msy ecxplcitly contextualise, filling in
pronoun referents and background information, meking assumptions, and
using metalangusge, in other words comment on the talk itself. In pragmat-
jo terms. different groups follow differing language delivery rules.

Within esch society the symbols which comprise its cultural semiotic
systems are, of course, in 8 continuous state of adjustmunt and alteration.
Those changes repressnt important cultural and social processos, eg. those
of struggles for power and the formation snd roformation of networks of
human relationships. And this movement is certain to be msnifested at the
pragmatic level.

Cherles Saunders Poirce (1976) remarked: "It {s a strange thing, when
one comes to ponder over it, that a sign should leave its interpreter to
supply a part of its meaning.” Strange indeed but the hearer is required
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* to draw upon s wealth of world experience and knowledge of a ganeral
kind in order to make sense of individual words, uttorances. discourse,
non-verbs! and paralinguistic features of langusge use.

3. The method

In this paper these points are discussed in relation to the evsluation of
foreign langusge fluency. The focus will be on the ways in which s hesrer
decodes somo of the pragmatic aspects of student-talk found in spoken
language examinations st a university in Finland.

In this project 3§ Finnish isarners of English were sssgssed according
to their fluency in the language. AJl the loarners hsd been or wore to be
studying s foreign langusge other than English, such as Fronch, German
or Swedish.

The first test, cslied s 'Conversation Test', involved the student in
conversation with two nstive-speskers of English on = subjeet of tho
student’s choice for sbout ten minutes. The examiners evalusted each stu-
dent performance and allocsted s grade on a ten-point scale. The student
talk was marked smtterance by utterance.

Shortly after this conversation tost the students were invited to sit s
socond test. Thay knew that their talk would be graded but these grades
would not be filed. In this test the students first wstched a flve-minute
video clip from a TV play by Alsn Blaasdale. Before seeing the extract
they were told that they were to be ssked the question: Describe what
happened as though you were in the role of a bystsnder/eyewitness.
Immediately sfter seeing the film extract, which was predominantly a street
scene, esch student sttempted to answer this question in the presence of 8
nstive-spesker of English. The English spesker provided non-verbal feed-
back and reinforcers.

$. The situation and function

The film extract opens with a street scene in which two socisl workers try
to persuade 3 man, the father of thres children, to allow access tn his
home. The children are in no immodiate danger. This occurs whiist some
police officers sit outside the house in a car, The man refuses entry for
fear that the social workers will take his children away from him, The
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police force sn entry into the house, attack and brutally beat the man into
submission. At the end of the clip s young child shoots st & policeman
with an oir rifle (fe. not wounding him serlously) and another child vio-
lently strikes a sympathotic social worker. Although shocked and angry
the socinl workers present on the scene are unable to prevent the police
violence being inflicted on the man,

It is an extract which is low in dialogue but high in sction and drams.

The first test, the Conversation Test, draws on interactional skills,
Interactional language function concerns the development snd maintenance
of social relations. It is listener-orientated and jo the primary function of
spoken langusgc. One main purposs is the expression end enfoyment of
sharcd experience. It is closely bound to the expression of personality
and, thus, culture.

The second examination, the Harrative Test, draws on transactions!
skills. Transactional language function is essentially about the transfer of
information from one source to another, The message is the reason for
ta’king and thc mossage Must be understood by the hearer.

Interactiona} skills are the primary function of spoken lsngusge,
and tend to serve a Privste langusge function. Private language delivery
tends to be unplanned and thus spontaneous to some extent. Its form is
regarded as dovient from prestige Janguage forms. Transactional skills
serve # Public langusge function. Public langusge delivery is more lkely
to be rehearsed or planned and mors Hkely to represent yrestige language
norms.

Prsgmalinguistic differences between languages refer to the differing
means that any language might have for conveying the degree of forco in
sny particular illocution. Across cultures these may be found in the uss of
directives, aspologies, requests, ote. Work has been dome elsewhere in
rolation to pragmstic breakdown caused by pragmalinguistic differences
between the Englishes and Finnish in which speech sct strategles are
inappropristely transferred. and these play a minor role in what is de-
scribed here.

Sociopragmatic differences stem from cross-culturally different peor-
ceptions of what constitutes appropriste linguistic behaviour. These might
include ways of initiating and ending discourse, turntaking, treatment of
silences in conversation snd use of nonverbdal signailing devices. Socio-
pragmatic features concern the social conditions placed on langusge use in
any context,




165

5. The results

The conversation test was marked by two native speskers of English. Both
exams wers graded sccosding to lexis, grammar, pronunciation, and con-
tent. The narrative lest was marked by threc sets of expminers: twsn
native-speskers of English; two native-speskers of Finpish who had seen
the film extract prior to grading and two who had not.

The resulta of these examinations reveal two curious features. On the
one hand, there wes often 2 considerable diffsreiice between the grade
allocated for the same student in the conversation test snd the narrntive
test. In one case this involved a differcnce of six points (out of ten}. On
the other hand, there was also & substantial difforence between the gredes
allocated by the English and Finnish native-speskers for the narrative
test. Many of these fluctuate up and down betwecn the sets of Bcores.
These differences indicated that it was not merely fluency in o foreign
language that was being tested here but sbility to perceive nnd pdhere to
certain socigl rules governing communicstive context.

The sampie was not large enough to produce s normal distribution
curve, snd the test veriable wss very low at 0.9128. However, differences
exist between the scores snd the ressons for these differences mey lie with
pragmatic breakdown between English and Finnish snd differing concept nf
situation. Some of these are culture-bound and others are idlosyncratic,

6. Discussion

it appears that a few of the students who did particularly well in the
conversstion test may have been those who used cortain intersctional
language forms, increasingly common in private language, such ss samantic
trames (which serve to signal that the stretch of an utterance is to be
taken in a particular manner, eg. expressing opinions, convictions, person-
al viewpoints, evaluation); means of srgumentation; or subject expansion;
signais of social context (og. turn-taking signals or state-of-consciousncss
signals indicating what a person is ready to do) srd communication control
signals (cf. Keller 1879).

The snslysis of spoken discourse revenls that indeed these are fea-
tures of spuken interaction, snd the student who hove used them have
been credited sccordingly. But s look at the reports of the student tests
in which low grades were attained reveals startling ststements:
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Student A: no initiation

B: not fast encugh in delivery

C: making statements and not conversing

D: thoroughly unco-operative

E: no contsnt o answer

F: shotgun delivery

G: rather passive

H: talks in short phrases

1: not very willing to elaborate beyond a
sentence of two and needs prompting

J: not very convincing gestures

K: nceds some prompting

L: slow and boring

M: hesitent, very Finnish

Let us toke some quotea {rom the reports of the students who did
noticeably better in the conversation test:

Student A: casn fill up a silence
R: has quick reponses to questions
C: has good physical responses
D: is able to interrupt
E: is quick, lively and not wooden
F: {s very talkative snd carries the ball
G : shows interest
H: has good gestures

The srgument here is simply this: As experlanced larguage users the
Finnish students ame obliged to judge the psrameters of the situation are
the communicative context. and sttend to the form of language that they
deliver In the conversation test. The situation here appears to demand
intaractional, private use of languege, snd yet the context s far frem
suitsble for ths demands made of the student for intoractional lnguage
delvery . This is evident in self-raporting statements made by students
indiesting ¥V feelInG of having ones’s personafity on trial in the test.

The student is fkely to be parplexed over the  weighting of intar-
sctional and frsmoaetionsl fugetioas Bocause W situation is got elearly
defined, snd what is defined ¥ offéen contradictory. In other words, how
can conversation @erivete and imteractionsl) bd developed In & 10-point
formal gtaded context? This pregmetic breakdown through mishandiing of
certain sociopragmatic rules between Finnish and English casts the validity

of the test in some doubt,
Lot us move to the students whe srored substantially different results

on the narsstive tost.
In the parrstive test the student preSumably knows what is uxpected:

the message is the resson for talking and the messsge must be understood.
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So why is thers s difference between the evaluations by English- and

Finnish~spsaking examiners?

The student who describe the chain of events and tslk about those
events are those who do noticebly better on the English-spesker-evaluated
narrative. Some also opened and closed the narrative with some comment on
the film extrsct. Others provided opinions evalusting the conduct of the
police, the social workers. the father snd the children. Others compared
the behaviour witk thet likely to be found in such s situstion fn the
Scandinavian or Finnish context.

You will remember that the fiim extract dapicted polico behaviour which
was clesrly unneccesarlly violent with s corresponding lack of interforence
by the socisl workers on the scens. The beit was there and and the fish
thst bit were rewsrded; they intorpreted the events aithough they were
not explicitly ssked to do so. Remember the question put to the students
was 8 demand to recall the chain of events leading to the children being
taken sway by the socisl workers. Comment on the moral and ethicnl
implications of the action taken by the authorities was not regquested, Some
students provided that meta-comment and were duly rewarded and some did
not. These differences are probably due to different definitions of the
narrative being performed and these are probably sociopragmatic.

In reference to Brving Uoffman, Debornh Tannen (1080) suggesis that
such inclusion of meta-comment in nsrrotive is a particularly North
American phenomenon. Could it be that even though the context in which
the narrative was produced was carefully controlled and defined we still
have sociopragmotic problems occuring?

Coffman writes (1088) that ony verbal performance is sn exercise in
the presentation-of-self. Is thia what the English oxaminers regard 8s
icing on the cske whilst the Finnish examiners do not regard that cnke 88
needing icing? In turn does this not cast doubt on the wasy in which such
tests arc cariiad out? The implicstions of this may go fer in relation to the
evalustion of langusge use in all fts different forms.

Within sach culiure there are groups which respect and follow differcnt
cultural and social systems, A Isnguage belongs to esch snd everyone who
uses it, Each user tints it in some way or snother. and this ususily adds
to the wealth and scope of thot lsnguage.

Sociopragmatic breskdown is not so much s case of a producer being
necesssrily ‘wrong', ‘rude’, or ‘shotgun’, but perheps the interpretfer
being ignorsnt and displaying projudice. And when such persons have the
authority to judge the linguistic performance of snother then they may be
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unwittingly abusing the powsr bestowed upon them. Correct, permissable
and appropriate langusge usage are terms that some practioners in the
ficld need to re-evaluats. Recent developments in pragmatics enadble them
to do so. '
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