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ABSTRACT

: Pronunciation is an impoértant subskill in second
language learning, therefore worth evaluating. Its quality is "
commonly assessed in a global, impressionistic way by having learners i
‘read aloud. While this aAllows comparison of examinées' skills, o
ability to read aloud is a possible confounding variable. An
alternative method is to have learners read texts in which only
marked elements are judged as correct or incorrect. A study compared
the reliability and validity of this and thé traditional, holistic
method. Pronunciation tests weére developed for Dutch learners of
French and German that incorporated words in which pronunciation
errors occur freguently. The tests wére administered to secondary
school students (German=26, French=19). Recorded readings were rated
in both the traditional way and with the marked-item method by
teacher panels to measure reliability. Results suggest the new method
can improve evaluation. To determine validity, another experiment
simulated regular teacher evaluation of student pronunciation in
French by comparing ratings of pronunciation in: (1) spontaneous
speech; (2) a traditional read-aloud text; and (3) marked items in a
read-aloud text. These results suggest that (3) marked items in a
read-aloud text. These results suggest the new alternative is not
preferable to traditional, holistic rating because it can not give a
general impression of pronunciation quality. Further research is
recommended. (MSE)
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TESTING PRO_NUNC!A’I’!ON

JAN van WEREREN
National Institute for Ediicitional Measurament (Cito)
The letheriands

ABSTRACT

Pronuncistion is regsrded se s valusble subskill in foreign language
teaching snd testing. Ita quality ia commonly saaceaed in a global way
by having testess read sloud, A more systematicn) and transparent
approach to evaluation is proposad, The relisbility of the experimantal
spproach ia compared with the veliabllity of a traditionsl rating pro--
cedure. In s second study the external velidity of tho experimental
spproach is determinad.

1. Introduction

There are good reasons for not neglecting pronunciation as &n important
subakill in foreign language tesching and teating. First of a)l, witir a good
pronuncistion one can mske oneself better underatood. It gives onc's oral
production s cortain redundancy and thia can help o spesker to get his
meseage scross more essily. Secondly, pronunciation ia quite attractive as
s learning objective becsuae of ita high psy-off. The number of sounds,
sound clusters snd intonation patterns in s langusge fa finite, just like the
slphabet, Once the syatom hes been mastered it can be spplied in one's

future performance, thus giving it fundsmentally sn infinite scope,
Thirdly, s deviant pronuncisticn mesna that one ia immediately 'mark-
ed' abroad. A 'foreign accent' is often used as the means to distinguish
non-natives from native apeskers, There can be some discusalon sbout the
propoasl that foreigners should cheriah their réle aa non-natives. liow-
\n ever, one can think of learners who would prefor s native-like pronuncis-
@ tion, for example those with s particularly strong intogrative motivation,
Q and one can imagine situations in which one wishes to avoid immodiate

identification as 8 foreiguer.

3 If pronuncieiion is worth tesching, it is worth evelusting. For this
0 evaluotion one needa a speech asmple of tho testee. This can be obteined
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oy -V‘i;wolirini him in w fore or lass 'o'p‘éhhtiiéun converaition of by asking
‘him questiond sbout & téxt ha haa read before, about. his hobbiés, tils

~ ulary, and grammatical nceuucy. and judgo it lndepondanﬂy (Clark. and
8winton 1980).
It the tasting. focus {s on pronuudmon. it is a common ‘practice to
lisve the testes read aloud a faw lnes or parsgraphs of s writtan teit,
Ths advantage of this procedure ia ths: ons can obtair ¢omparsbls apeech
. asmplea from different tastess, It catot be danied, howavar, that this
e alicitation procedure evokss an urknown varlable: .the ability to read
aloud. Tha impact of this varisbls {s unclaar, As far ss we know, no
relevant rescarch has baen carried out in ordsr to detsrmine its effect. It
5 could causa severs problema with tastees who are to some extant dyalectic,
tavertholaas, reading aloud {s very common in language teaching and
usually testces are familiar with it, Moreovar, we cannot neglect the ad-
vantage of obtaining comparsble apesch esamples. Having tham collectad {a
neceasary in order to datermine tha quality of tsating procedurea,
Normally, rating {s dons by giving ths tastes a mark for the overall
impreasion of his pronunciation. Rating can bs based on a four-, five- or
aix-point-acsla, Every point on tha acale is definad by a description of one
or two prominent charactoriatics of tha taastee's performance, llke ‘'occa-
aional phonemic errora, but genucally comprehanajble' or 'many phonamic
arrors: very difficult to porceiva mesning' (Clark 1872:88). The aelection
of a certain mark or scale point can be both aupported and motivated by a
written record made during tha teatee's performance in which pronunciation
errors are succsasively noted down. Tha accountabllity and tranaparency
of such a rating procedure can be improved by working out auch records
in a ayatemstical way and by letting the final mark depand on it contirely.
Furthermore, o systematic snd complete record can be used for dlagnostic
purposea. VYeak pointa in a tsatec's pronunciation can be subjected to
aubasquent training. Proposala for aetting up such reccords are found in
asveral tsating guidslinea (eg. larria 1969:88-87, Heaton 1979:84-88, and
tadasn 1983:86-88), Theas procedurea have in common that in a running
text or in a liat of unconnectad sentencea posalble pronunciation problems,
including stress and intonation problems, are marked; for example (Harris

1069:86) .
While Lir. Brown read his newspaper, primary streaa
his wife finished packing his clothea *  volced flnal consonant(s)

plins for the futuve, eté: Howivér, it ia diffiult to separaté pronunclation . -
" from othar aspects of the teatée's ¢fal production, such as fiuensy; vocab- . .-



for the trip. The suitcase wis &l- ' o
‘ready quite full, 4iid she wis having vowel quality
-great-deal OF difficulty finding - primary stram

"An uhmarked version of the teat is reid sioud by the tostee and the tester
ticke off the places where an error is made. o

3, Statement of the problem

We decided to exumine the reliability of s rating procedure for the evalu- .
ation of pronuncietion by which only marked elemonts in s text vesd aloud
are judged in & rather atraightforward way: the realizstion of cach element
could be judged either as correct or as incorrect, The reliability of this T
procedure wes to be compared with the relisbility of the common practice

when sn overall impression mark is given for the quality of the testee's
pronunciation sfter reading s text sloud. We will call the first, the expe-
rimental method, 'stomistic' snd ths second, the traditionsl method, ‘hol-

istic',

2.1, The Pretest

Firat of all, an inventory waa msde of common pronuncistion errora in
Carman and Fronch as spoken by Dutch people. Such inventories can be
extracted from seversl textbooks for the tesching of the pronunciation of
German and French. Two texts were selected and adapted slightly. On an
average, every 5th or 6th word (Cermsn) and every 8th or 9th word
(French) contained a pronunciation problem. The German text was rend
aloud by 10 ndults, the Fronch text by 14. All testecs had jearned the
reapective foreign language in tho secondary school, The testees' tape
recordings were marked by s panel of fully qualified toschers, 7 for both
German and French, wufter a short inatruction. The tapu recordings wcre
presonted only once, without stops or replays. The raters wcrc to mark
the separate items on s rating sheet of the type that was outiined above.
Only incorrect realigstions of elements in the texta werc marked, so that
for csch tostee and rater the number of pronuncistion orrors could be
calculated _

tlowever, unmarked items are ambiguous with regard to their interpreta-
tion. An unmarked item can mesn two things:




"'€1) no pronunicistion eiror has been wadéi or
©'(2) & prohunclition-error has not:bedn regiitéred. -
Items that ave hardly wiarked by the Yaters at all are of no {nterest. The
_"-mmu' pronuncmhn lu omm oornct or nmu uo not wldum cnwch.

. oasis of the quality of their pronnnom!on. ftems tlm are marked o8
~_fri|_1cormt e substantial extent are more important in this respect,

" For & good itém, fe. sn ftem with e ocertain discriminative power, -

registration of errors is @ necessary, but not a sufficlent, condition. It {s
also necessary thst s vast majority of raters should react in the same way
on the sama item and thé ate testes. Idelly, avery rater should mark sn
item a8 {ncorrect sach time tlm tt ‘is nll(ud lneomctly and do nothing 1t
it {s restited in ‘& correct way. In that case the procedure is absolutely
relisble, iowever, as & rule abaclute relfabllity cannot be sttained. Factors
such ss lack of power of perception or flagging condentration among the
reters will prevent this. Nevertheless a éertain minimal requirement of
reliability must be met if the rating procedure is to be worthwhile,

In order to salect sucossaful items for the testing procedure under
investigation we sat the following conditions:

(1) the majority of rators (5 out of 7) should register en error mads by o
certain testee on & apecific {tem;

(2) the raters should sliow s certsin messure of sgresment in their ratings
of all the teatees on s particulsr item. A minimum value of .70 for en
interrater relisbility coefficient was set.

(As sn index for sgresmant we used parcentege of sgreemert uncorrected

for chance.) About 30 of the Cermen snd French items met both criteris,

There sre reasons to believe that there s some systematic difference
batween sucosssful snd unsuccsssful items. In general, successful items do
not allow grades of correctness in their realizstion. They sre either res-
Hsed corrcctly of incorrectly but not 'more or less' correctly. For exampls,
the reslisstion of {s either correct or incorrect, whoress a vowel can
be more or less diphthongised or nesalized., Here tolerance can very smong
raters. in the same wey the sspiration of s unvoloed ploaive cen be more
or less pronounced, There ie no clear cut-off point,

Both tests wers revissd; the main difference betwesn the resulting
Germsn snd the French test was thst the first was revised in s strictly
mechenical weay: only pronunciation probloms repressnted by items thst
pessed tha pretest were selccted, wheress the French test was sdjusted
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7" With the help of the sctual tape recordingd. Alncet al the original pro-
" nunclation problens were preserved in the definitive version, R

" .3, Test and snalyeis of dats

. Vor the teial of the definitive tests new tape recordings wero made. The
" “toxt wae vead aloud by pupils in secondary echools who hed lsarned German
for 244 years and French for 3-8 yesrs, ’

There were 38 teatess end 3¢ items for German snd 10 testesa and 40
{teme for .French. The tepe recordings were rated by 14 fully quelified
teachers of German and 18 fully qualified teachers of French, egain after &
short {netruction. The rating procedure wee carried out in the same way
D sa in the preteat, '

The purpose of the data anslysis was to eatinate the relisbility of this
i propossd atomiatic procedure. Rellabllity can be expressed in a cocfficlent -
: betwesn 1 and 0; 1 meana that the test moasures the differences between
the teatess in a very eystematicsl, perfect way: there {e complete agroe-
ment emong raters. Bvery item puts the testees in the same rank order
trom higher to lower ability. 0 means that the test ie completely unrelisble,

that there ie no eystematical variance at all,

e

The following relisbility coefficients wore found, using generslizability
theory (Bolue et al. 1982, Brennan 1983).

Franch German
1 rater/ .86 .53
3 ratere 92 .82

2.3, Setting a oriterion

So far wy have only compsred the resuite of the French snd Cerman
experimental teate. It would be helpful to know if the new procedure would
entall an improvement of traditiona) practice. In order to answer this
queation the tape pecordings were played once more and the raters were
asked to give tho toetees @ traditional impreasion mark on & twenty-point
scale (that is: the ten-point scalo with helf pointe as ie commonly used in




the Netherlands), This time, the following iihctiiinbﬂity coefficients were
'in'l‘i S S oxiati e U - '

- Frengh German

1 retos! 1 .82

. .2 rators N | T8

e 4

A comparison of these figures with thoss of the atomistic teats shows that

the French test ia superior to holistic rating and that tho German teat {s
not,

2.4, Preiminary conclusions and discussion

There seems to be a chance that traditional practice in the teating of
pronunciation can be improved if an atomistic test is used. Buch a teat can
further the tranaparency and sccountability of the evalustional procedurs.
It should consiat of sbout 40 itema and be designed on the basis of rec-
orded performancea. With an inventory of pronuncistion problems sa a
atarting point one should try to find regular pitfalls in a text aa it is
spoken, '

In this study we focussed on the reliability of s rating procedure that
tried to make the ovaluation of pronuncistion more expiicit and transpar-
ent, )

It ahould be atressed, howevar, that there could be factors involved
in a holistic rating that are not covered by the atomiatic teating
procedure, auch as prosody, liveliness, snd overall erticulation. Therefore
we decided to carry out further research into the wvalldity of the
procedure. And, last but not lesat: the wvalidity of evalusting
pronuncistion on the basis of a text that is read aloud haa not been
determined yet,

3. Validity atudy

In order to dotermine the validity of the atomiatic procedure, s new exper-
iment has been set up for French. In this experimant wo tried to simulste
the regular procedure of a teacher evalusting the pronuncistion of hia or
her own pupils. One can conceive of three different waya of judging
pronunciation in such o 'nstursl’ setting:

7




. €1 By hollstio rating of spontansous apeesh;
..€3) by holistio Fating of a resd dloud text; or
143 by stomistic scoring of & read aloud text,
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The rating of spontansous specch is considered most valid for there is
no {nterference with a testee's ability to read aloud. If there is o fairly
strong positive correletion between the outcomes of an atomistic scoring of
reading aloud and e holistic rating of spontanecus speech, then the sxperi~
mental method should be considerad valid as well, If the correlation be-
tween holistic rating of apontsnecus speech, on ths one hand, and holistic
rating of reading aloud, on the other, is sufficiently high, then the as-
sumption thst reading aloud and spontaneous speech will yield a different
quality of pronuncistion ia falsified, st least for our targot group, pupila
in secondary education one year bofore their final examinstion.

3.1, Dasign

The experiment was set up in such a way that 5 teachers of French each
had to evaluate the pronuncistion of !0 of their own pupila, The pupils*
voices were tape-recorded, First, the teachers liatened to 10 testees
reading s text sloud. They had to nota down s global impreasion mark for
esch testee's quality of pronunciation, Then, they had to judge the same
testeces reading the ssme text sccording to the experiments! atomistic
method. Hext they heard ssmples of French spoken spontoneously by the
testees. Thoy wore, howaver, put in s different sequence in order to
reduce 8 poasible recsll effect.

Samples of spontsneous speach ware elicited by rd le-playing. The
teatee was involved in a situational dislogue with s renl native apeaker,
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pliying the pirt of a forelgn sdquiintence who could piovide a holiday fob
r'a paliée officer who had to cope with the probleins of @ atclen blcycle. -
“Agaln ‘they were -asked to.'note “down -4 -global ‘impredaton merk. In
“efder to assess tha raliabllity of the concurrefit projedures the complete -
éyélo had o be repested with the éame teschers and tha eame testess but
. ‘with another text and enother sample of spontsnecus apeech. This is s
=~ vather steong form of reliability asssssment, It is estimated by compaving
" parallel testforms. The method was not restricted to s simple test-retest
procedure with the same test. '

. " The following reliability coefficients were found:

1].79 ¢ .84 ¢ 01
85 ¢ 19 < .08
3 L) (KR 30)

From those results it follows that the thres tast formats are approxi-
mately cquivalent if wa take the usual 954 confidence limits into account,

Holistic rating as well as atomistic scoring are proved to be quite
rolisble. Now, if there ia s fairly strong positive correlation between both
procedures, then stomistic scoring and holistic rating messure the same
variable. The following correlstion coefficianta were found (again with 958
confidence limita):

2 3
1.7 < .84 < .90 .27 ¢ 81 ¢ .70
38 < .88 ¢ .74

The correlations between holistic rating and stomiatic scoring are only
moderate, whereas the correlation between holistic rating of spontsneous
speech and roading sloud is quite high.

3.2, Conclusion

On the basis of this validity study the following conclusions can be drawn.
In the uppor forms of aecondary achool one can give value judgements for
pronunciation by having the tastecs read aloud a text, ss well as on the

a




‘vasls of & ssmple of epontenecu spaech, Furthermore, étomistic acoring s -
" not.m very good siternative for hollatic reting. it cannot predict s genersl .
/. tmprenssion of the quality of & testée's pronunciation; Desides segmental
~*fostiiréa snd stress or intonation ‘pattorns there must-be ono or .two othep
" pelaviint ectors in it that determiné the quality of pronunciation,

Natural rhythm, Hveliness, speaking rate? We do not know yat exsctly
" what thay are. Purther ressarch haa to be carried out.
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