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Abstract

The ACTFL oral proficiency interview (OPI) test is widely adopted for second language (L2)
assessment, with claimed benefits of eliciting fluent, realistic dialogic speech, and fostering
a motivating learning experience. However, researchers have not reached a consensus on
operationalizing its usefulness (Bachman & Palmer, 1996), particularly in ways that would enable
direct comparison between test-taker performance and perceptions of the ACTFL OPI and in non-
interview type L2 oral tests (e.g. IELTS for English or HSKK for Chinese), leaving a gap which needs
addressing. Among non-OPI assessments, English tests such as IELTS have been widely evaluated,
but HSKK remains under-investigated, despite the rapidly growing number of L2 Chinese learners,
suggesting that closer investigation is needed of how different formats may impact on L2 Chinese
test-takers’ oral proficiency and their attitudes towards the tests. The current study aims to fill these
gaps in a novel mixed-methods case-study, investigating comparability between the ACTFL OPI and
HSKK, in relation to range of outcomes in test-takers’ performance, to proficient and authentic use
of linguistic knowledge, and perceptions of test experience. Participants were forty Chinese second
language learners of various first language backgrounds and proficiency levels, previously unfamiliar
with either type of test. Each participant was tested using standard ACTFL OPI and adapted HSKK
procedures by professional testers over a 2-day testing period. Speech data were analysed to assess
a) dispersion across ratings, b) proficiency in performance, using both objective indicators of
complexity, accuracy and fluency, and evidence of “real-life” authentic speech. In addition, a survey
and a group interview were conducted to gather data on participants’ experiences and perceptions
of taking the tests. Results confirmed that the ACTFL OPI ratings were not as widely dispersed across
test-takers as non-OPI scores; the ACTFL OPI speech samples elicited more variety of linguistic
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proficiency, and more real-life authentic speech style; the ACTFL OPI was also deemed more positive
with potential washback effects toward more motivated learning experiences. This study reveals
both limitations and advantages in using ACTFL OPI compared to non-OPI tests, particularly for L2
Chinese; overall the findings echo current pedagogic moves towards encouraging more authentic
communicative speech abilities, both for assessment and real-life use.
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1 Background

The Oral Proficiency Interview (OPI) of the American Council on the Teaching of Foreign Languages
(ACTFL) and its accompanying Language Proficiency Guidelines (ACTFL, 2012, 2018) has developed
into a globally recognised high-stakes proficiency test for many of the world’s languages, with both
firm proponents (e.g. Liskin-Gasparro, 2003) and critics (e.g. Bachman & Palmer, 1996; Salaberry,
2000). Briefly, the OPI measures oral proficiency through a structured interview lasting around 15-30
minutes, either face-to-face or online (Isbell &Winke, 2019). The interview is conducted by certified
testers, following established protocols, who assess the speaker’s ability to perform language tasks across
various contexts and content areas. The OPI is structured into four phases: a warm-up phase to set the
interviewee at ease, checks to establish general proficiency level, probes to test the range of the speaker’s
linguistic knowledge and speaking ability, and a wind-down stage to end the exam on a positive note.
During the check and probe stages, the tester elicits language samples which are then rated according to
the ACTFL Proficiency Guidelines, as Novice, Intermediate, Advanced, and Superior, with further sub-
levels within each category. Protocols around identifying different proficiency levels aim to ensure as
much objectivity as possible, but to some extent a tester has to rely on manipulating these two phases
and using personal judgment to identify the most proficient speech samples, so as to assign a sub-level
out of the 10 official levels as regulated by the ACTFL Proficiency Guidelines. The test is widely used in
academic, governmental, and professional settings to assess language proficiency for purposes such as
college class placement, certification, and employment (ACTFL, 2012).

In the forty years since its initial publication in 1982, scholars have debated extensively about the
test’s usefulness and general validity without reaching a final consensus (e.g. Bachman & Palmer, 1996;
Carey et al., 2011; Chalhoub-Deville & Fulcher, 2003; Halleck, 1992; Henning, 1992; Isbell & Winke,
2019; Johnson, 2000; Omaggio, 1986; Surface & Dierdorft, 2003).

The OPI, according to its supporters, has been improved since its earliest inception and now provides
more consistent positive advantages in response to the challenges identified by its original detractors.
First, the OPI format offers high face validity due to its flexible, communicative, testee-focused nature.
As indicated in its official tester training manual, the test “is an interactive, adaptive and speaker-centered
assessment”; “the OPI adapts to the speaker’s level of proficiency by limiting the range of linguistic tasks
to those that the speaker can manage more or less successfully. The topics treated in the OPI are based on
the interests and experience of the speaker” (Swender & Vicars, 2012). Its official examinee handbook
(ACTFL, 2018) claims that it elicits a speech sample that assesses examinees’ ability to communicate
in the target language (proficiency) while performing the functions that one might encounter in real-
life situations. The “adaptive”, “speaker-centered” and “real life-like” characteristics make it distinctive
from other standardised oral proficiency tests such as the English IELTS test or, for Mandarin, the Hanyu
Shuiping Kouyu Kaoshi (HSKK). These claimed features offer several notable benefits: 1) “every
testee would be tested with materials and tasks that best fit his/her proficiency level”, and the test result

might better disperse all participants, which is of significant importance if the test is used for high-stake
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purposes; 2) the test might result in participants producing more natural and real-life like speech, which
fit the its claimed purpose; 3) the test could have positive washback effects by encouraging the wider
second language education community to move away from performative exam-oriented tests towards
learning language skills that are effective in everyday use (Isbell & Winke, 2019). However, while the
ACTFL OPI has clearly gone some way to address original critiques, there remain two principal areas of
debate that drive this current study.

2 The Necessity of a New Comparative Study

First, we lack clear empirically-grounded agreement on how to operationalize its claimed linguistic
benefits for speech performance, particularly in ways that would enable direct comparison of oral
proficiency between the ACTFL OPI, on the one hand, and other official oral proficiency tests (usually
provided and endorsed by the countries that use the test languages as their L1) in non-OPI form —
for Chinese, this is the Hanyu Shuiping Kouyu Kaoshi (HSKK). Therefore, linguistically-informed
studies comparing the ACTFL OPI and its official non-OPI counterpart would help to validate the
former’s aforementioned suitability for developing oral proficiency. While the problem is not so great
for English tests such as IELTS, which have been widely evaluated, tests in other languages such as
Mandarin remains under-investigated, despite the rapidly growing number of L2 Chinese learners (Zhang
& Lin, 2017).

Two further elements require further investigation to ensure the comparisons will be appropriate.
First, OPI tasks need sufficient difficulty to fully disperse a heterogenous group of test takers (Fulcher,
2014; Stansfield and Kenyon, 1992), so OPI must be evaluated whether it is a suitably difficult task
by comparison with non-OPI tasks. Second, effectiveness in eliciting and rating “real life-like
speech” is hard to validate, since the kind of speech itself is not easy to identify. If we compare more
“real life-like” speech samples with more “exam-like” tasks (e.g. describing pictures, answering
questions after preparation and retelling stories), two distinctive aspects of “real-life”” speech can be
seen as being unprepared and dialogic. These features can be further analysed in more detail using
objective linguistic frameworks, such as the CAF (complexity, accuracy and fluency) Framework
(see Housen & Kuiken, 2009). Several studies (e.g. Skehan and Foster, 1999; Wright, 2020) have
found that speech samples elicited under unprepared conditions were less complex. Michel,
Kuiken and Vedder (2007) found dialogic tasks triggered more accurate and fluent output, though
it was structurally less complex. Tavakoli (2016) also confirmed that dialogues can foster better
fluency, though this can depend on type of dialogue (Wright, 2020). We might hence assume that
if the ACTFL OPI does elicit truly dialogic and unprepared speech samples, comparatively higher
fluency, greater accuracy and lower complexity should be detected compared to non-OPI tests,
sustained across both objective CAF measures and rubric-based OPI-style holistic ratings. These
issues and gaps prompt our first three research hypotheses.

Second, debates also remain over learner perceptions of different test formats, and potential
washback effects (Malone & Montee, 2010; Thompson et al., 2016). Such debates have practical and
financial implications for institutions in terms of test selection and tester training, as well as ensuring
suitable student accessibility and positive learning experiences. Washback effects can be seen in Chinese
contexts, where learners who focus on test preparation may demonstrate effective rehearsed performative
competence in standardized prepared exam formats, but lack more spontaneous creative competence
for unprepared interactions (Wright, 2020), and can struggle to maintain motivation or confidence in
real-life conversations (Wright et al., 2022; Zhang & Du, 2023). Learner perceptions of such washback
effects and impact on test preparation or learning experiences are important to investigate, particularly
in a language like Mandarin which is experiencing very rapid growth in learners worldwide (currently
estimated to be around 25 million). To date, there has been little consistent empirical support for
claims of the OPI’s positive washback effect on teaching and learning (Isbell & Winke, 2019;
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Omaggio, 1986), so it is important to include evidence from test takers’ perspectives who have taken
both types of oral tests, including if they perceive OPI as a test which encourages more real life-
like speech and induces more positive learning attitudes. This gap drives the final hypothesis for our
study.

3 The Study

3.1 Four hypotheses

If the ACTFL OPI can live up to its claimed advantages as indicated above, the following hypotheses
should be validated:

Hypothesis 1: The ratings of the ACTFL OPI are more dispersed than those of non-OPI oral tests
for the same group of examinees, if graded according to set OPI rubrics by certified
testers, since OPI provides more proficiency-adaptive elicitations.

Hypothesis 2: The speech samples elicited in the effective “probe” phases of ACTFL OPI are more
dispersed in quality under objective CAF analysis, i.e., greater range across CAF
measures, compared to those elicited in non-OPI oral test tasks, since OPI provides
more proficiency-adaptive elicitations.

Hypothesis 3: The speech samples elicited in ACTFL OPI are dialogic and unprepared, so will be
less complex, but more accurate and fluent, in comparison to those elicited in non-OPI
oral test tasks. These characteristics emerge because the ACTFL OPI elicits authentic
“real life-like” and communicative speeches.

Hypothesis 4: The ACTFL OPI is perceived as reflecting more real life-like language use and
will be better accepted than non-OPI oral tests regarding aspects that promote
second language learning by examinees who take both types of tests under unbiased
conditions, since the former sets positive “washback” effects toward teaching/learning
as its aim, and tries to achieve it with its unique design.

3.2 Participants

Invitations to participating the current study were sent to all learners enrolled in a summer program of
Chinese as a second language covering all proficiency levels at a Chinese university. For ecological
validity and authenticity reflecting typical test-takers in such settings, as well as for practical reasons
given the complex nature of the study, we did not set L1 background or proficiency level as a specified
variable. Forty learners were selected through random sampling out of all 96 respondents to become
the participants of the study. Institutional ethical protocols were followed to ensure informed consent,
confidentiality and anonymity, and secure data management. The mean age of participants was 24.9
(SD=4.55), gender distribution was fully balanced at 20/20. The sample comprised Korean (12), English
(6), German (5), Spanish (3), Thai (3), Japanese (3), French (2), Russian (1), Filipino (1), Turkish (1),
Indonesian (1), Vietnamese (1) and Kyrgyz (1). At the time of study, the mean length of learning Chinese
was 18.07 months (SD=16.78 months).

3.3 Test materials

More importantly, none of the participants had ever taken any of the two tests, nor had even heard of
them, ensuring that there would not be confounding test practice effects. Materials were designed on
the basis of the two tests. We use OPI and Non-OPI to stand for the two types of oral test tasks being
compared here, although OPI was slightly modified in form to serve the purpose of the study. The term
Non-OPI was used instead of HSKK since there are significant modifications from its original form. The
reasons for modifications will be elaborated below.
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3.3.1 OPI testing

One ACTFL-certified examiner was invited to administer a standard complete face-to-face OPI test to
the participants, with all phases and features such as role play cards preserved. One hidden change was
added to the procedure: the examiner always said the same code phrase “xia yi ge wen ti” (meaning
“next question” in Chinese) once she began to “probe”. All tests were recorded with a computer and
saved as audio files for analysis. After completing all testing, two certified testers, including the one who
administered the testing, served as the analysts of the OPI data. Because of the existence of the code
phrase and the full participation in testing, they can easily identify the four stages of OPI (including the
ending of the “probe”, since it was determined by the examiner) as well as the role plays administered
in the test. Those stages and role plays were then truncated and saved as separate audio files (each stage
with multiple files if it happened more than once) for further analysis.

3.3.2 Non-OPI testing

This part was modified from the original form of HSKK to serve the purpose of the current study. To
explain the modification, a brief introduction to HSKK is presented here. The test has three main levels,
namely primary, intermediate and advanced, which provide their respective tests. An examinee will have
to decide which level to take at registration. The test results fall into “fail”, “pass” or “excellent” for each
level. HSKK is tape-mediated and include six types of tasks across all levels: T1: repeating the sentence
after listening; T2: answering a (short) question instantly after hearing it; T3: retelling a story after
listening to it; T4: Describing a picture after preparation time; T5: answering (long) questions written on
the paper after preparation time; T6: oral reading a long passage or text. Primary level delivers T1, T2
and T5; intermediate level delivers T1, T4 and T5, while the advanced level delivers T3, T6 and T5.

Participants in real-world HSKK exam contexts register for one specific level. In our study, aiming
for equivalent level-probing in both contexts, this was not possible. One simple solution to test an
examinee of any possible level would be to deliver all three complete tests to him/her and place him/
her at the highest level that his/her performance can hold. However, this would make the testing time
more than 90 minutes in length, since it would include 9 tasks, 47 items plus a lot of preparation time
between tasks. To solve this problem, in the study, we collapsed the overlapping tasks and items across
the three levels, and reached a test containing 6 tasks (T1 to T6) and 28 items. Different difficulty levels
within the same task for T2 and T5 were represented by corresponding items (see Appendix 2). After
the modification, the test became 40 minutes in length including preparation time, which is only slightly
longer than a typical OPI test. Using the official grading criteria issued by Chinese Testing International
(CTI, 2020) , the outcome of the test could be assessed after re-splitting it into three parts: Primary level
(5 primary items in T1, T2 and 1 primary item in T5), Intermediate level (5 intermediate items in T2, T4
and 1 intermediate item in T5) and Advanced level (T3, 1 advanced item in TS5 and T6). The outcome
in the highest passed level (pass/excellent) became the HSKK grade for the examinee, overriding the
outcomes in other levels. This removed the need for the “fail” category other than at the first primary
level.

A potential concern over collapsing tests to reduce time is that this could have reduced the validity
of the grading. Our three reasons to justify this decision are as follows. First, a 90-minute test would
possibly make examinees generate negative feelings against the test, which would not only affect the
reliability of the language samples elicited, but also interfere with the results regarding hypothesis 4.
Reduction in length thus became necessary. Second, all item types in the original HSKK test were
kept, while the results retrieved from three main levels can cross-validate each other to ensure accurate
grading. This is similar to the way of reaching a grade in the SOPI tests as mentioned in part 2. Third,
we believe the current task design and official grading system of HSKK is not perfect. Task filtering and
simpler grading as introduced here could, we argue, improve the quality of testing process (see part 3.5
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below). The 6 tasks in the non-OPI part of the study all demonstrate typical non-OPI features, which are
tape-mediated, monologic, fixed in form and content, and mostly prepared. In our study, the test materials
were fed into a computer program that could play the directions back to test takers and record their oral
productions, along the lines of a OPIc. Waiting/preparation time required by the test was also embedded
into the program to maximally mimic the situation of a real HSKK test. We believe therefore that our
minor changes to the HSKK testing format were appropriate to increase comparability of the two types
of testing at lowest cost to methodological validity.

After all the recordings were collected, a research assistant collated them into 6 audio files
representing T1-T6 respectively for analysis.

3.3.3 Survey

To collect participants’ data of demographic information and data addressing hypothesis 4, as well as
self-report data related to hypothesis 1-3 that could provide triangulation, a survey (see Appendix 3)
was administered to all participants after they took both oral tests (see part 2.4 for procedures). Besides
background demographic data (omitted here), the main body of the survey consisted of 8 pairs of
5-degree Likert scale questions investigating participants’ perceptions of various aspects of these two
types of tests. There were also two open questions asking participants to report perceived advantages and
disadvantages of the two tests.

3.3.4 Linguistic resource test

To better account for the possible findings, participants’ vocabulary size and syntactic knowledge were
also tested after the survey. For vocabulary size testing, stratified sampling was used to select 30 words
from the 6000-word official HSK vocabulary list. The accompanying multiple-choice questions were
meaning-translation tasks. Participants’ scores ranged from 0 to 30, which can be used to estimate their
vocabulary size if multiplied by 200. The syntactic knowledge test included 20 multiple-choice questions
covering the major grammar points of Mandarin Chinese to generate a syntactic knowledge score ranged
from 0 to 20. Shi’s (1998) study on acquisition of common syntactic structures was referred to when this
section was designed.

3.3.5 Group interview

After all participants completed both oral tests, the survey and the linguistic resource test, 4 of them were
chosen through random sampling to participate in a group interview, which is guided by the 5 questions
as listed in Appendix 4. This part was another means to validate hypothesis 4 and to explain the findings
of the study. The interview was about 35 minutes in length, and was recorded and transcribed to text for
analysis.

3.4 Procedures of data collection

The data collection went on for two weeks, however, each participant’s data were collected in two
consecutive days after he/she was scheduled by the research assistant. All 40 participants were evenly
split into group A and B through random sampling. They were briefed with the general formats and tasks
of each test by a research assistant right before they took it. Group A took the OPI test on day 1, and
the non-OPI test on day 2. They also filled out the survey and the linguistic resource test on day 2, after
completing the oral test. Group B went through parallel procedures, but with the order of OPI and Non-
OPI reversed. A group interview with the 4 chosen participants was administered by a research assistant
on the last day of the two-week period.
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3.5 Data analysis methods
3.5.1 Grading the tests

Four bilingual Mandarin-English raters were recruited to assess the data; two were officially ACTFL-
certified raters to assess the OPI data, and included the test examiner, as noted above; the other two were
HSKK-certified to evaluate the HSKK data. They were also employed as language teachers at the host
university, but were not known to the participants.

The complete recordings of the OPI tests were graded separately by the two ACTFL-certified
examiners. They each placed a participant at a level ranged from novice low to superior following
standard grading procedures and rubrics as regulated by the official tester training manual. The 10 levels
were also converted to a numeric scale of 1 to 10 as shown in Table 1 below. Mean value of the two
scores was used as the finalized OPI score of each participant.

Table 1

OPI Levels Converted to Numeric Scores

OPI level NL NM NH 1L IM IH AL AM AH S
Score 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Key: NL=novice low, NM=novice mid, NH=novice high, IM=intermediate low, IM=intermediate mid,
IH=intermediate high, AL=advanced low, AM=advanced mid, AH=advanced high, S=superior

Two different methods were employed to rate the non-OPI recordings. First, the official HSKK
grading rubric was referred to by the two certified HSKK testers who graded the recordings
separately. The HSKK grading rubrics gave “pass” or “excellent” to each of the three primary
levels, with an additional “fail” rating for those who failed to reach the primary pass level. The
ratings in each main level were then converted to a finalized HSKK score within a continuous scale
ranging from 1 to 7 as shown in Table 2. Those who failed the primary level test were given a “1”
since “0” should be total silence according to the official rubric. In this way, a more manageable
combined test could be carried out, instead of three separate tests at different levels; each
participant’s score was recognized as valid at the highest main level reached by the participant,
while the scores achieved in lower main levels were overridden by the former.

Table 2

Converting HSKK Levels to Numeric Scores

HSKK level  PF PP PE IP IE AP AE

Score 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Key: PF=primary fail, PP=primary pass, PE=primary excellent, IP=intermediate pass, [P=intermediate
excellent, AP=advanced pass, AE=advanced excellent

There were two reasons that another way of grading should be adopted. First, the previous way of
grading did not provide a set of universal criteria for grading oral performance; second, T1, T2 and T6
have been widely criticized for lacking validity. Hence our second method for rating the non-OPI part
worked holistically and only focused on T3, T4 and T5.

The band descriptors of the IELTS (International English Language Testing System) speaking test
(IELTS website, 2016) were borrowed to form a 4-category, 9-scale marking rubric. This choice was
made for a few reasons. First, the IELTS speaking was perhaps the most mature and widely accepted
non-OPI test; second, its grading rubrics assess (1) fluency and coherence, (2) lexical resources, (3)
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grammatical range and accuracy, (4) pronunciation, which were not only “non-English specific”, but
also highly related to the objective analysis of language samples (see below). Third, its wider range (9
points compared to 7 points in HSKK) also made it more comparable to OPI (10 points) in regard of the
capability of spreading participants. In fact, a similar attempt had been made by Wang et al. (2018) in an
oral proficiency related study. Both the HSKK rating (method 1) and IELTS rating (method 2) were used
in data analysis below, which can also validate each other.

3.5.2 Objective analysis of the language samples

To test hypothesis 2 and 3, objective analyses of speech samples elicited in both types of testing
were needed. Considering the characteristics of Mandarin Chinese and the length/types of the speech
samples, the following 9 sub-indices were used to analyze the speech samples. For syntactic and lexical
Complexity: words per AS-unit (Analysis of Speech Unit, Foster et al., 2000), clauses per AS-unit and
type-token ratio (Foster et al., 2000). For Accuracy: pronunciation (consonant/ vowel/tone) errors per
AS-unit, lexical errors per AS-unit, syntactic errors per AS-unit (Yuan & Ellis, 2003). For Fluency:
total syllables per minute, mean length of run (number of syllables between pauses), pauses per minute
(Tavakoli, 2016).

The following five audio clips were truncated from the original recordings of the two types of testing
from each participant to enter comparison. From OPI: RLC (Random Level Check): a random round of
level check, defined as a complete piece of utterance elicited by a single question or direction from the
tester, which was not marked with the code phrase; BPR (best probe): the best utterance elicited in the
“probe” phase of the OPI, defined as the speech sample of highest proficiency level that a participant
was able to maintain (without obvious linguistic breakdown). The breakdown appears in the language
samples elicited by a probe at the next higher level, and was elicited by the question or direction
marked with the code phrase. According to the OPI’s grading rubrics, the BPRs were actually the major
determining elements for level placement. The location and extraction of RLCs and BPRs were done
manually by the OPI tester who had administered the test. Since there were usually more than one BPR
for each participant at the same highest proficiency level, which cross-validate each other as required by
standard testing procedure, the longest one was chosen by the tester for analysis in the study. From non-
OPI: although all six tasks had already been extracted from the recording, and coded to retrieve CAF
indicators (see below), the data from T1, T2 and T6 were not included in cross-task comparison for the
reason indicated above. Among “core tasks”, RTS (T3, retelling stories) and PD (T4, picture description)
both involved the combined data of two items in each task since they were at the same difficulty; ALQ (T3,
answering long questions) only involved the data from one item at the highest difficulty level that was
“passed” by the participant out of the three. Table 3 exemplified OPI elicitations and HSKK tasks that
elicited the 5 types of speech samples from a participant rated as Intermediate Mid.

Table 3
OPI Elicitations and HSKK Tasks Used to Elicit 5 Types of Speech Samples from a Participant Rated as
Intermediate Mid in OPI*
Sample types  OPI elicitations/HSKK tasks
RLC R REER AT LT RT
(What do you think are the benefits of watching movies?)
BPR AT —ANE R AR 48 i fr i B Bt e — T 7
(The next question is that could you compare Heidelberg to Shanghai?)
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RTS (Listen and retell the story) - £, ZMAKEEEHF FHRR, AHFHFETFRT L
Ko —EX, RALS L) EAERFHEER, TREHEX WM. “BEF
EUERBEELEE? 7 LI LAKEWTAHET &, ARH: “RAReE,
aBBFEEREGRIL. FEAL, 7
(In the morning, I took newly bought clothes out of the wardrobe, and tried them on
in front of the mirror. When I turned back, I found my five-year-old daughter standing
there. I asked her happily, “Does the clothes fit mom?” My daughter stared at me from
head to feet, and said, “the clothes fit, but mom needs to be a little taller and slimmer.)

PD

(describe the picture)

ALQ IRE WA —RIRIET AT 47
(Who would you like to travel with? Why?)

*Words in bold are the “code phrase”

Using the software ELAN, we coded all CAF indicators for each audio clip. The coding was performed
by two trained bilingual Mandarin-English research assistants; all coding judgments were cross-checked
between the two assistants to reach 100% consensus. Figure 1 below is an example of the coding.

Figure 1
An Example of Objective Coding with ELAN

The CVs (coefficient of variation= (Standard Deviation / Mean) * 100, see Everitt, & Skrondal, 2002)
of gradings of OPI and non-OPI were compared to test hypothesis 1. The CVs of all CAF indicators
among participants were compared between tasks, with special attention paid to BPR to test hypothesis 2.
Repeated measure ANOVAs were performed for all CAF indicators across all 5 tasks to test hypothesis 3.

3.5.3 Analysis of survey, interview and linguistic resource test data

The 8 pairs of Likert scale questions in the survey were put into paired sample t-test to investigate
whether there were significant differences in participants’ acceptance and preference of the two types
of testing. Feedback from the two open questions and the group interview were put into the Nvivo
12 software for qualitative analysis. Results were used to validate hypothesis 4 as well as to provide
explanation to the validation/invalidation of hypotheses 1, 2 and 3, so were results retrieved from the
linguistic resource test.
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4 Results

In regard to hypothesis 1 to check ratings dispersal, we first obtained mean OPI and HSKK scores for
each testee. The mean OPI score graded by rater 1 was 4.83 (SD=1.32), that graded by rater 2 was 4.80
(SD=1.16). The frequencies of all sub-levels identified by the two raters were displayed in Table 4. The
Cronbach’s Alpha of the two OPI raters was 0.952, paired sample t-test showed no significant difference
(t=.298 p=.767), therefore it was reliable to use the mean scores of two raters as the OPI grades for each
participant. A histogram was plotted in figure 2 to demonstrate the distribution of the OPI scores.

Table 4
Frequencies of All OPI Sub-levels Identified by Two Raters (n=40)
Sub-levels Numeric score  Rater 1 Rater 2
NL 1 0 0

NM 2 0 0

NH 3 7 4

IL 4 10 13

M 5 11 13

IH 6 9 9

AL 7 1 0

AM 8 2 0

AH 9 0 1

S 10 0 0
Figure 2

Distribution of Mean OPI Scores
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The Cronbach’s Alpha of the two HSKK raters was 0.921, and that of the two IELTS raters were 0.950,
therefore it was reliable to use the mean scores of two raters as the grades generated by the three types of
rating for each participant. A comparison across the three types of ratings were then conducted to check
hypothesis 1. However, the results were not quite as predicted. As shown in Table 5, the CV of OPI was
0.25, much lower than that of HSKK (0.43) and IELTS (0.36). To make the results more comparable, we
converted all three types of rating into z-scores. The boxplots in Figure 3 showed that the OPI was more
ineffective in dispersing participants’ oral proficiency compared to either type of rating for the non-OPI
test. Hypothesis 1 could therefore not be fully supported, as will be explored in the discussion section
below.

Table 5
Dispersion of Three Ratings (n=40)

Mean SD Cv
OPI 4.81 1.21 0.25
HSKK 3.58 1.55 0.43
IELTS 4.83 1.76 0.36
Figure 3

Comparison of Dispersion of the Three Ratings Converted to Z-Scores
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In regard to hypothesis 2, to check range of speech performance between both tests using objective
CAF analyses, we inspected the means, SDs and CVs of all CAF indices, first by examining results
combined across the tests, shown in Table 6. The BPR task yielded greatest CV value at 7 out of 9
indices. All complexity and fluency indices were most widely spread out by the effective probe phases in
OPI. The case for accuracy was a little complicated. BPR had a very slight advantage in differentiating
phonological accuracy (CV=1.01), while lexical accuracy was best dispersed by both RLC and ALQ
(CV=1.06), and syntactic accuracy by PD (CV=1.33). These findings, in general, thus support hypothesis
2 that OPI can yield greater dispersal in results than non-OPI tasks when using objective CAF measures.
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Table 6
Dispersion of CAF Indices Values across All Tasks

Tasks

RLC BPR RTS PD ALQ

Mean 1478 1930 16.79 16.09 22.06
words per AS-unit SD 6.56 8.93 5.47 5.81 6.34
CvV 0.44 0.46 0.33 0.36 0.29
Mean  2.43 2.80 2.56 2.44 3.13
Complexity clauses per AS-unit SD 0.78 0.96 0.85 0.63 0.77
Cv 0.32 0.34 0.33 0.26 0.25
Mean  0.44 0.51 0.61 0.52 0.42
type-toke ration SD 0.10 0.13 0.09 0.10 0.09
Ccv 0.22 0.25 0.16 0.19 0.22
Mean  0.36 0.55 1.61 1.40 1.70
SD 0.36 0.56 1.20 1.05 1.13
Ccv 1.00 1.01 0.75 0.75 0.66
Mean  0.14 0.31 0.34 0.30 0.27
Accuracy lexical errors per AS-unit  SD 0.15 0.27 0.35 0.29 0.29
Cv 1.06 0.86 1.05 0.94 1.06
Mean  0.10 0.20 0.16 0.14 0.16
syntactic errors per AS-unit SD 0.11 0.21 0.19 0.19 0.13
Ccv 1.17 1.07 1.23 1.33 0.82

total syllables per minute ~ Mean  128.52 123.88 129.36 112.61 121.31

SD 4419 4342 4250 3582 41.89

Ccv 0.34 0.35 0.33 0.32 0.34

Main category  sub-category value

pronunciation errors per
AS-unit

mean length of run Mean 13.18 1145 846 8.94 10.49

Fluency SD 13.11 1330 9.17 9.18 11.36
CvV 0.99 1.16 1.08 1.03 1.08

pauses per min Mean 1535 1437 17.13 18.84 16.95

SD 6.94 7.81 7.34 8.66 7.78
Ccv 0.45 0.54 0.42 0.46 0.46

Key: RLC=random level check, BPR=best probe, RTS=retelling stories, PD=picture description,
ALQ=answering long questions

Next, for hypothesis 3 to investigate predictions of less complex, but more accurate and fluent speech in
OPI tasks compared to non-OPI tasks, one-way repeated measures ANOVAs were conducted to compare
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the effects of testing tasks on CAF indices in RLC, BPR, RTS, PD and ALQ conditions, yielding rich
details of how each test impacted on speech performance, in ways that analysis of dispersal of general
proficiency category ratings could not do. Under the complexity category, significant effects of testing
tasks were found on all three indices. For words per AS-unit, Wilk’s Lambda=0.40, F (4, 34) =12.58,
p=.000; for clauses per AS-unit, Wilk’s Lambda=0.55, F(4, 34)=6.83, p=.000; for type-token ratio,
Wilk’s Lambda=0.15, F(4, 34)=50.31, p=.000. Results of post-hoc comparisons are displayed in Table 7;
Figure 4 shows the plotted difference of means of all three complexity indices across the 5 tasks. Across
the 9 areas of comparison against non-OPI tasks, RLC was significantly lower (less complex) on 4 of
these. BPR was significantly higher (more complex) in 2 groups, insignificantly higher in 4 groups, and
was lower in 3 groups. BPR also elicited significantly more complex speech samples in all 3 comparison
groups against RLC. Overall, RLC induced lower complexity values in 8 out of 9 comparison groups
than non-OPI tasks, and evidence in BPR was very mixed; the OPI thus seemed to elicit less complex
speech samples except in its effective probe phases, compared to non-OPI tasks.

Table 7

Post Hoc Pairwise Comparisons of Complexity Indices across Test Tasks

Words per AS-unit Clauses per AS-unit Type-token ratio

Mean Difference ) )
p Mean Difference p Mean Difference p

BPR -4.452% .002 -.402* .042 -.073* .003

RLC RTS  -1.835 141 -.122 538 -.163* .000
PD -1.556 222 -.048 758 -.072%* .004

ALQ -7.395* .000 -727* .000 024 215

RLC 4.452%* .002 402%* 042 073%* .003

RTS  2.618 053 280 178 -.089* .001

BPR PD 2.897* .045 354 068 .002 956
ALQ -2.943* .046 -.325 124 .098* .000

RLC  1.835 141 122 538 163* .000

RTS BPR  -2.618 053 -.280 178 .089%* .001
PD 279 760 .074 .645 091* .000

ALQ -5.560%* .000 -.605%* .002 187 .000

RLC 1.556 222 .048 758 072% .004

D BPR -2.897* .045 -.354 .068 -.002 956
RTS  -279 760 -.074 .645 -.091* .000

ALQ -5.839* .000 -.679* .000 .096* .000

RLC 7.395% .000 27 .000 -.024 215

BPR  2.943* .046 325 124 -.098* .000

ALQ RTS 5.560%* .000 .605%* .002 - 187* .000
PD  5.839* .000 679%* .000 -.096* .000

* Mean difference is significant at.05 level



146 International Journal of Chinese Language Teaching 6 (2)

Figure 4
Comparison of Means of Complexity Indices across Test Tasks
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Under the accuracy category, significant effects of testing tasks were found on two indices, while
the other one was close to significant. For pronunciation errors per AS-unit, Wilk’s Lambda=0.28,
F(4, 33)=21.77, p=.000; for lexical errors per As-unit, Wilk’s Lambda=0.55, F(4, 34)=6.98, p=.000;
for syntactic errors per AS-unit, Wilk’s Lambda=0.78, F(4, 34)=2.43, p=.066. Results of post-hoc
comparisons are displayed in Table 8, and Figure 5 shows plotted difference of means of all three
accuracy indices across the 5 tasks. In the 9 pairs of comparison groups against non-OPI tasks, RLC was
significantly lower in value (more accurate) in 7 of them, and was insignificantly lower in 2. On the other
hand, BPR was significantly lower in 3, insignificantly lower in 1, and insignificantly higher in 5. BPR
also elicited significantly less accurate speech samples in all 3 comparison groups against RLC. The fact
that RLC induced higher accuracy in all 9 comparison groups than non-OPI tasks, while the case for
BPR was very mixed indicates that the OPI elicits more accurate speech samples except for its effective
probe phases than non-OPI tasks.

Table 8

Post Hoc Pairwise Comparisons of Accuracy Indices across Test Tasks

syntactic errors
per AS-unit

pronunciation errors per

AS-unit lexical errors per AS-unit

Mean Difference
p Mean Difference p Mean Difference p

BPR -227* .005 -.179* .001 -.095* 017
RLC RTS -1.258* .000 -.194* .001 -.060  .123
PD -1.090* .000 - 173% .002 -.043 .289
ALQ -1.370* .000 -.129* .022 -.060*  .026
RLC 227*% .005 179%* .001 095*% .017
BPR RTS -1.031* .000 -.015 .829 .035 497
PD -.863* .000 .006 920 .052 128
ALQ -1.142* .000 .050 412 .035 .360
RLC 1.258* .000 .194* .001 .060 123
RTS BPR 1.031* .000 015 .829 -.035 497
PD 168 307 021 738 017 719

ALQ -.111 541 065 381 -0.00 999
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RLC 1.090%* .000 173% .002 043 289

D BPR 863* .000 -.006 920 -.052 128
RTS -.168 307 -.021 738 -017 719

ALQ -279* 024 044 452 -017  .627

RLC 1.370% .000 129% 022 060% 026

ALO BPR 1.142% .000 -.050 412 -035 360
RTS 111 541 -.065 381 0.00  .999

PD 279 024 -.044 452 017 627

* Mean difference is significant at.05 level

Figure 5
Comparison of Means of Accuracy Indices across Test Tasks
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Under the fluency category, significant effects of testing tasks were found on two indices, while the
other one was insignificant. For total syllables per minute, Wilk’s Lambda=0.66, F(4, 34)=4.31, p=.006;
for mean length of run, Wilk’s Lambda=0.81, F(4, 36)=2.05, p=.108; for pauses per minute, Wilk’s
Lambda=0.70, F(4, 34)=3.66, p=.014. Results of post-hoc comparisons are displayed in Table 9, and
Figure 6 shows plotted difference of means of all three fluency indices across the 5 tasks. In the 9 pairs of
comparison groups against non-OP]I tasks, RLC induced significantly more fluent speech samples in 4 of
them, insignificantly more fluent ones in the other 5. On the other hand, BPR was also significantly more
fluent in 5 groups, and insignificantly more fluent in 3. There was no significant difference when RLC
was compared to BPR. We can then conclude that OPI in general elicited more fluent speech samples
than non-OPI tasks, including its effective probe phases.

Table 9

Post-Hoc Pairwise Comparisons of Fluency Indices across Test Tasks

Total Syllables per Minute Mean Length of Run Pauses per Minute

Mean Difference . .
p Mean Difference p Mean Difference p

BPR 5.381 271 1.735 .309 723 .500
RLC RTS 1.610 926 4.716* .023 -1.963 .081
PD 17.163* .000 4.244 071 -2.991* .008

ALQ 9.313* .039 2.686 .086 -1.721 129
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RLC -5.381 271 -1.735 309 -.723 .500
BPR RTS -3.771 .824 2.981* 014 -2.686* .025
PD 11.782%* .009 2.510 105 -3.714* .001
ALQ 3.932 332 951 309 -2.444* 021
RLC -1.610 926 -4.716* .023 1.963 .081
RTS BPR 3.771 .824 -2.981* 014 2.686* .025
PD 15.553 360 -471 718 -1.027 291
ALQ 7.703 .637 -2.030 105 242 .823
RLC -17.163* .000 -4.244 071 2.991* .008
D BPR -11.782* .009 -2.510 105 3.714* .001
RTS -15.553 .360 471 718 1.027 291
ALQ -7.850% .032 -1.559 210 1.270 .059
RLC -9.313* .039 -2.686 .086 1.721 129
ALQ BPR -3.932 332 -951 309 2.444%* .021
RTS -7.703 .637 2.030 105 -.242 .823
PD 7.850%* .032 1.559 210 -1.270 .059

* Mean difference is significant at .05 level.

Figure 6
Comparison of Means of Fluency Indices across 5 Tasks
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To sum up the above findings, we argue that hypothesis 3 was validated with a condition added, that is:
The speech samples elicited in ACTFL OPI are less complex, more accurate and fluent in comparison to
those elicited in non-OPI oral test tasks in general, except for those from the effective probe phases.

To address hypothesis 4 on learner perceptions favouring OPI or not, paired sample t-tests were run
between responses to the eight pairs of questions (Q1 to Q16) in the survey (Appendix 3). As shown
in Table 10, all results favored OPI except for pair 5 (motivation), which did not show significant
difference between the two tests. Pair 1 showed participants thought OPI more faithfully reflected their
oral proficiency than non-OPI; pair 2 showed participants favored the experience of taking OPI than
non-OPI; pair 3 showed participants thought they gave better performance in OPI than non-OPI; pair 4
showed participants thought they gained more confidence of learning after taking OPI than non-OPI; pair
6 showed the participants felt less anxious after taking OPI than non-OPI; pair 7 showed the participants
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thought that OPI more authentically reflected real-life language use than non-OPI; pair 8 showed the
general acceptance of OPI was much higher than non-OPI.

Table 10
Paired-sample T-test Scores for Survey Questions
Mean N SD t p

i 1 (OPI 4.20 40 .648
Pair 1 | | QL (OPT) 4363 000
(faithfully reflecting proficiency) Q2 (Non-OPI) 3.38 40 979

i 3 (OPI 4.33 40 .656
Pair 2 | Q3 (OPI) 5312 .000
(liking of the test experience) Q4 (Non-OPI) 3.38 40 174

i 5 (OPI 4.18 40 .984
Pair 3 Q> (OP1) 7127 000
(perceived better test performance) Q6 (Non-OPI) 2.33 40 944

i 7 (OPI 3.60 40 .900
Pair 4 Q7 (OP1) 6259 000
(getting more confidence) Q8 (Non-OPI) 2.55 40 749
Pair 5 Q9 (OP) 3.90 40 871 1.325 193
(getting more motivation) Q10 (Non-OPI) 3.65 40 975
Pair 6 Q11 (OP) 2.28 40 905  -4.443  .000
(getting more anxiety) Q12 (Non-OPI) 3.13 40 1.202
Pair 7 Q13 (OPI) 4.15 40 864  6.548  .000
(reflecting real life use) Q14 (Non-OPI) 2.95 40 815
Pair 8 Q15 (OPD) 4.18 40 874 4707  .000
(better acceptance in general) Q16 (Non-OPI) 3.03 40 920

The above results not only provided perceptual evidence to support hypothesis 1 (pair 1 and 3) and
hypothesis 3 (pair 7), but also supported hypothesis 4 from different angles. First, participants considered
the OPI experience more authentic, in terms of better reflecting real life language use (pair 7). Student
experiences of OPI were also more positively viewed (pair 2 and 8), and better ranked in terms of
affective factors (pair 4: stronger motivation; pair 6: less anxiety). Such positive views of OPI compared
to non-OPI tests can be seen as justifying the higher cost of OPI. We also argue for positive washback
effects by building communicative language practices into second language curricula more broadly,
connecting the experience of language testing to learning skills which are more relevant for use in real
life, than on curricula based on traditional grammar-based knowledge.

To gain a more insightful understanding of potential positive washback effects, we analysed the open
question and interview data for key themes that were mentioned frequently. As summarized in Table 11,
the most frequent themes found in the interview and open question data were consistent with those found
in the survey. Comments that the OPI “boosts confidence”, “encourages speaking”, “tests language use
(instead of linguistic knowledge)” and was preferred by participants to non-OPI tests are in line with
the goals that the ACTFL OPI was supposed to achieve. The cross-validation of survey and interview

findings thus confirmed hypothesis 4.

However, we found some unexpected feedback from the interview data. Participants considered OPI
put them in a “comfort zone”, while the non-OPI test pushed them to their limit and highlighted some
weaknesses. The notion of “comfort zone” could work against the design goals of OPI, being somewhat
two-sided. It could mean both offering a better experience, and also entailing the inability to differentiate
participants, an aspect of our findings which we discuss further below.
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Table 11
Key Themes Emerging from Group Interviews

Thematic code Frequency of references
I like OPI 8

OPI tests language use

HSKK tests knowledge

OPI puts me in the comfort zone
OPI is adaptive

HSKK pushes me to limit

OPI boosts confidence

HSKK more difficult

HSKK made me less confident
HSKK spots weakness

OPI is weak in differentiating

OPI gives more freedom

OPI is more fun

HSKK is more comprehensive
HSKK is more restrictive
HSKK is rigid

HSKK is less humanized

I like HSKK

OPI encourages speaking

_— e e e = = NN N NN WA D D

5 Discussion

In this study we used a number of carefully designed measures to compare oral performance in OPI to
non-OPI tests among second language Chinese learners at different levels of exposure to Chinese in an
immersion setting in China, and to gather data on testee perceptions of the two types of tests, in relation
to promoting real-life authentic communication skills. To evaluate the claimed advantages of OPI against
its resource-intensive demands, we tested four hypotheses: 1) that OPI ratings would be more dispersed if
using OPI rubrics, 2) that OPI speech samples would be more dispersed, due to the proficiency-adaptive
test design, 3) that OPI speech would be more less complex but more accurate and fluent as unprepared
dialogic speech, and 4) that participants would perceive OPI as more related to authentic communication.
In general, the data outcomes as shown above can be taken to indicate evidence in favour of the claimed
benefits of OPI. Linguistic performance benefits were clearly found when using objective CAF measures
of complexity, accuracy and fluency (as predicted in hypothesis 3). In our data we found that the OPI’s
benefit for accuracy did not extend to the effective probe phase, but we do not see this as particularly
significant. The findings for that phase comprised only one sub-component of all the CAF analyses;
furthermore, mixed outcomes for CAF interactions have regularly been found in the literature (e.g.
Awwad et al, 2017); however, it is an aspect that would merit further exploration, particularly cross-
linguistically, to validate our findings here for Mandarin against data from other languages.

There was a less clear outcome in regard to our first hypothesis about the value of OPI to create

clearly dispersed ratings; as noted above, this was only partially supported, which we now discuss
further.
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While OPI did not significantly disperse scores overall, dispersion was better for OPI than all the
three core tasks in non-OPI when considering performance during the probe phases (hypothesis 1),
and when taking into account the objective linguistic indicators of lexicogrammatical knowledge and
complexity, accuracy and fluency in production (hypothesis 2). However, OPI dispersion was weaker in
the same dimension if subjectively rated, whether using HSKK or IELTS style ratings. We suggest this
relates to fundamental differences in the two tests’ grading criteria. In its official familiarization manual,
the ACTFL OPI overtly claims to be an integrative assessment that evaluates spoken language ability
from a global perspective rather than based on the presence or absence of any given linguistic feature.
Linguistic components are viewed in the context of their contribution to overall speaking performance.
(ACTFL, 2012). A summary of assessment criteria attached to the manual (Appendix 5) specified the
above principles. By contrast, the IELTS speaking band descriptor uses highly linguistic indicators
(Appendix 6), while the HSKK rating primarily focuses on the testee’s ability to complete the test task or
not.

We suggest these contrastive rubrics led to the difference in grading. To verify this, we reinspected
the correlation coefficients across test scores and between test scores and learners’ linguistic component
scores. As shown in Table 12, all three test scores were highly correlated. The HSKK score and IELTS
score were almost collinear (r=.989, p<.001), which was not surprising, since they evaluated the
same set of oral data. However, other correlations were rather different. The correlation coefficient
between OPI score and vocabulary score (r=.494, p<.001) and between OPI score and grammar score
(r=.385, p<.005) were lower than those found for HSKK score with vocabulary (r=.585, p<.001) or
with grammar (=424, p<.001); the lower correlation coefficients was also found for IELTS score and
vocabulary (r=.622, p<.001) and grammar (=419, p<.001). These findings were within our expectation,
and confirm our conclusion that shifting from measuring specified linguistic components to emphasizing
“overall” performance was the cause of OPI’s inability to show dispersion across the testees. However, it
should also be noted that Language Testing International (LTI, the testing body licensed by ACTFL) now
provides diagnostic grids upon request, which deliver linguistically-centered feedback on what is lacking
to reach the next level. We believe this instrument, if integrated in some way into ratings, could provide
added data for dispersing testee ratings.

Table 12

Correlations Between Oral Test Ratings and Linguistic Component Scores

OPIscore HSKK score IELTS score vocabulary test grammar test

SCore SCore
OPI score 1 744" 7457 494” 385
HSKK score 1 989" 585" 424"
IELTS score 1 6227 4197
vocabulary test score 1 5397
grammar test score ) 1

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
* Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).

Based on the above findings, the design of the ACTFL OPI and its effectiveness can be re-evaluated.
When compared with typical non-OPI tasks, the current OPI test did realize three of its expected
advantages, which were eliciting more linguistically-dispersed speech samples, eliciting more real life-
like speech samples (though the two happened in different phases of the test) and better acceptance
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by testees, which might potentially promote their learning. Moreover, the effect of eliciting more
linguistically-dispersed language samples was achieved while participants felt they were within their
comfort zone. This reflects the OPI’s aim to subtly conceal “the phases that push the participants to their
limit (probes) by making them feel at ease with its gradual approaching elicitations (including the warm
up and wind down)” (ACTFL, 2012). This also means the high cost and complex procedures of the OPI
were rewarded with both differentiating effectiveness and good participant experience. However, the OPI
might be comparatively weaker in differentiating reported test outcomes, and might offset its advantage
in eliciting linguistically dispersed language samples, which can be arduous to achieve through the test’s
costly and complex design.

Overall, we believe the OPI reliably retains the requirement of being a useful test, as found in
previous research (Henning, 1992; Surface & Dierdorff, 2003). Referring back to Bachman & Palmer’s
(1996) original formula for checking usefulness, Usefulness = Reliability + Construct validity +
Authenticity + Interactiveness + Impact + Practicality (p.18). In the current study, we found that OPI
excels in Authenticity, Interactiveness and Impact, in comparison to non-OPI tests. The test may be
challenging in terms of Practicality, by requiring more resources to train raters and conduct the tests, but
the benefits can outweigh these challenges. We also suggest that Construct validity could be improved
by adding information to reflect participants’ abilities on specified linguistic components, but this can be
achieved by attaching the diagnostic grids issued by LTI to OPI raw scores.

6 Conclusion

This study is, to our knowledge, the first to make a comprehensive linguistically-informed comparison
of oral outputs for Chinese second language learners in two different test formats, namely ACTFL OPI
and HSKK. Our study thus aimed to inform current theoretical and institutional debates about the impact
and use of high-stakes tests of oral proficiency as well as what constitutes evidence of oral proficiency
for learners of Mandarin, one of the fastest growing second languages globally. We conclude that the
current form of the ACTFL OPI test remains a reliable, practical, positively regarded test of authentic
proficiency despite its cost disadvantages. Compared to HSKK, as a non-OPI format test, the OPI elicited
generally more dispersed as well as more real life-like and communicative speech samples, particularly
when analysed through objective linguistic components of complexity, fluency and accuracy in use
of vocabulary and grammar. The test was also perceived by participants as representing more lifelike
“language usage” compared with non-OPI tests, creating a potential positive washback effect. However,
the apparent linguistic dispersion effect in generating a good range of language performances in our
study seemed not to lead to well-dispersed final test outcomes. We suggest this problem could be solved
by adding the diagnostic grids issued by Language Testing International, the testing body licensed by
ACTFL. We consider the importance of this step should not be under-estimated, given the use of OPI as
such a high-stake oral proficiency test. Without it, the high cost of OPI’s tester training, test delivering
and grading procedures may not always appear to be worth investing in. We call for further research on
the practical and institutional implications of adding such data to ACTFL testing and results processes.

We acknowledge the limitations of the current study which only included data gathered from Chinese
second language learners. We do not believe that the type of target languages would affect the results of
the study, particularly given the claimed universality of the ACTFL OPI for covering all languages. We
call for replications of this study, which should be reasonably easy to do, in view of the range of non-OPI
tests available as counterparts to OPI for most commonly taught second languages, as outlined in our
introduction. If the findings of this study were cross-validated, it would be safe to claim that the ACTFL
OPI can indeed achieve the full ambition of its design goals with only a little more emphasis on including
data from the more linguistically focused diagnostic grids.
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Appendix
Appendix 1
The Phases of the OPI
Iterative Process )
The Warm Up The Wind Down
The Level Checks —The Probes
This first phase of When the speaker Once the interviewer The final phase

the OPI serves as

the introduction

to the interview. It
consists of greetings,
informal exchanges
of pleasantries, and
conversation openers
pitched at a level which
appears comfortable
for the speaker. Every
OPI begins with the
assumption that a
conversation will take
place (Intermediate
Level).

has settled into the
interview and appears
to be reasonably
comfortable using the
target language, the
interviewer moves to the
next phase of the OPI,
the level checks. The
interviewer engages the
speaker in conversation
on several topics of
interest so that the
tasks characterizing
any given level can be
performed. Level checks
are questions that elicit
the performance floor,
the linguistic tasks, and
contexts of a particular
level which can be
handled successfully.

has begun to establish
that the speaker can
handle the tasks and
topics of a particular
level, the interview
proceeds to the next
phase, the probes. The
purpose of the probes is
to discover the ceiling
or limits of the speaker’s
proficiency, i.e., the
patterns of weakness.
This is done by raising
the level of the interview
to the next higher major
level in an attempt

to discover the level

at which the speaker

can no longer sustain
functional performance.

returns the speaker to
a comfortable level
of language exchange
and ends the OPI on a
positive note.

". The Role Play 7

A transactional or social situation can serve as
either an additional level check or probe as needed

in a particular interview.

(ACTFL, 2012)

Appendix 2

The structure of the Non-OPI test

Tasks  Description Number/difficulty Preparation time Allowed run
of items (minutes) time (minutes)
T1 repeating sentences after 10 (5 primary, 5 0 3
listening intermediate)
T2 answering short questions 10 (primary) 0 3
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T3 retelling stories 2 (advanced) 0 6
T4 Describing a picture after 2 (intermediate) 5 4
core preparation
tasks 5 answering questions 3 (1 for each level) 5 6
written on the paper after
preparation
T6 oral reading 1 (advanced) 5 3
total 6 28 15 25
number
Appendix 3

Survey: Perceptions of Oral Tests

You have taken both Oral Proficiency Interview (OPI) and conventional oral performance test (HSKK),
and now we have some questions concerning these two types of tests. Please circle the number that best
reflects your feeling, with 1 being strongly disagree, 5 being strongly agree.

1. I think OPI can faithfully reflect my oral proficiency level.

1 23 45

2. I think HSKK can faithfully reflect my oral proficiency level.

1 23 45

3. I like the experience of taking OPI test.

1 23 45

4.1 like the experience of taking HSKK test.

1 23 45

5. I think I gave better performance in OPI test.

1 23 45

6. I think I gave better performance in HSKK test.

1 23 45

7. I think I have stronger confidence in speaking Chinese after taking OPI test.
1 23 45

8. I think I have stronger confidence in speaking Chinese after taking HSKK test.
1 23 45

9. I felt more motivated to learn Chinese after taking OPI test.

1 23 45

10. I felt more motivated to learn Chinese after taking HSKK test.
1 23 45

11. I felt more anxious in learning Chinese after taking OPI test.

1 23 45

12. I felt more anxious in learning Chinese after taking HSKK test.
1 23 45

13. I think the content of OPI test can reflect real life language use.
1 23 45
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14. I think the content of HSKK test can reflect real life language use.
1 2345

15. Overall, I like the form of OPI test.

1 2345

16. Overall, I like the form of HSKK test.

1 2345

17. Please write your comment (advantage/insufficiency) on OPI test:

18. Please write your comment (advantage/insufficiency) on HSKK test:

Appendix 4

Group interview questions

1. Between the OPI and HSK, which test do you like better? Why?

2. Which test provide better experience for participants? Why?

3. Which parts do you like in the OPI test, which parts do you dislike? Why?

4. Which parts do you like in the HSKK test, which parts do you dislike? Why?
5. Which test do you think can reflect your actual proficiency? Why?

6. Which parts of OPI should be changed if it wants to improve?

7. Which parts of HSKK should be changed if it wants to improve?

8. Are there any other thoughts on the two tests to share?

Appendix 5

A Summary of Assessment Criteria for the ACTFL OPI

Proficiency  Global Tasks and Context / Content Accuracy Text Type
level Functions
Discuss topics Most formal and No pattern of errors in ~ Extended
extensively, support informal settings. basic structures. Errors  discourse
Superior opinions ?nd Wide range of general Vi@ally never int‘erfere
hypothesize. interest topics and with communication
Deal with a linguistically some special fields of ~ ©or distract the native
unfamiliar situation. interest and expertise. Speaker from the
message.
Narrate and describe Some informal settings Understood, with some  Paragraphs
in major time frames and a limited number  repetition, by speakers
Advanced and deal effectively of transactional accustomed to dealing
with an unanticipated situations. with non-native speakers.
complication. Predictable, familiar

topics related to daily
activities.
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Create with language, Some informal settings Understood, with some  Discrete
Intermediate 1nitiate, maintain, and and a limited number  repetition, by speakers  sentences
bring to a close simple  of transactional accustomed to dealing
conversation by asking  situations. with non-native speakers.
and responding to simple predictable, familiar
questions. topics related to daily
activities.
Communicate minimally Most common May be difficult to Individual
Novice with formulaic and rote  informal settings. understand, even for words and
utterances, lists, and Most common aspects Speakers accustomed to  phrases
phrases of daily life. dealing with non-native
speakers.
(ACTFL, 2012)
Appendix 6
IELTS Speaking: Band Descriptors
Band Fluency and coherence Lexical resource Grammatical range and Pronunciation
accuracy
9 speaks fluently with  uses vocabulary with  uses a full range of uses a full range
only rare repetition or  full flexibility and structures naturally and of pronunciation
self-correction; precision in all topics  appropriately features with
any hesitation is uses idiomatic produces consistently precision and subtlety
content-related rather  language naturally and accurate structures sustains flexible
than to find words or  accurately apart from ‘slips’ use of features
grammar characteristic of native  throughout
speaks coherently speaker speech is effortless to
with fully appropriate understand
cohesive features
develops topics fully
and appropriately
8 speaks fluently with ~ uses a wide vocabulary uses a wide range of uses a wide range
only occasional resource readily and  structures flexibly of pronunciation
repetition or self- flexibly to convey produces a majority of ~ features

correction; hesitation
is usually content-
related and only rarely

precise meaning

uses less common
and idiomatic

error-free sentences with

only very occasional

inappropriacies or basic/

sustains flexible use
of features, with only
occasional lapses

to search for language vocabulary skilfully, — non-systematic errors g easy to understand
develops topics with occasional throughout; L1 accent
coherently and inaccuracies has minimal effect on

appropriately

uses paraphrase
effectively as required

intelligibility
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speaks at length
without noticeable
effort or loss of
coherence

may demonstrate
language-related
hesitation at times, or
some repetition and/or
self-correction

uses a range of
connectives and
discourse markers with
some flexibility

uses vocabulary
resources flexibly to
discuss a variety of
topics

uses some less
common and
idiomatic vocabulary
and shows some
awareness of style and
collocation, with some
inappropriate choices

uses paraphrase
effectively

uses a range of complex shows all the positive

structures with some
flexibility

frequently produces
error-free sentences,
though some
grammatical mistakes
persist

features of Band 6
and some, but not
all, of the positive
features of Band 8

is willing to speak at
length, though may
lose coherence at times
due to occasional
repetition, self-
correction or hesitation
uses a range of
connectives and
discourse markers

but not always
appropriately

has a wide enough
vocabulary to discuss
topics at length

and make meaning
clear in spite of
inappropriacies,
generally paraphrases
successfully

uses a mix of simple and

complex structures, but
with limited flexibility

may make frequent
mistakes with
complex structures
though these rarely
cause comprehension
problems

uses a range of
pronunciation
features with mixed
control

shows some effective
use of features but
this is not sustained

can generally

be understood
throughout, though
mispronunciation
of individual words
or sounds reduces
clarity at times

usually maintains flow
of speech but uses
repetition, self

correction and/or slow
speech to keep going

may over-use certain
connectives and
discourse markers

produces simple
speech fluently,

but more complex
communication causes
fluency problems

manages to talk about produces basic sentence

familiar and unfamiliar
topics but

uses vocabulary with
limited flexibility
attempts to use

paraphrase but with
mixed success

forms with reasonable
accuracy

uses a limited range
of more complex
structures, but these
usually contain errors
and may cause some
comprehension
problems

shows all the positive
features of Band 4
and some, but not
all, of the positive
features of Band 6
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4 cannot respond without is able to talk about produces basic sentence uses a limited range
noticeable pauses and  familiar topics but forms and some correct of pronunciation
may speak slowly, with can only convey basic simple sentences but features
frequent repetition and meaning on unfamiliar subordinate structures attempts to control
self-correction topics and makes are rare features but lapses
links basic sentences ~ frequent errors in word errors are frequent are frequent
but with repetitious use choice and may lead to mispronunciations
of simple connectives rarely attempts misunderstanding are frequent and
and some breakdowns paraphrase cause some difficulty
in coherence for the listener

3 speaks with long uses simple vocabulary attempts basic sentence shows some of the
pauses to convey personal forms but with limited  features of Band 2
has limited ability to ~ information success, or and some, but not
link simple sentences  has insufficient relies on apparently all, of the positive
gives only simple vocabulary for less memorised utterances  features of Band 4
responses and 1s familiar topics makes numerous errors
frequently unable to except in memorised
convey basic message expressions

2 pauses lengthily before only produces isolated cannot produce basic Speech is often
most words words or memorised  sentence forms unintelligble
little communication ~ utterances
possible

1 no communication
possible

no rateable language

0 does not attend

(Retrieved from www.ielts.org)
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thtk. 2 E5F AW T4 KA FERBFEYERAGEENIGE ZEFH, A B MANKY
FAE., BSEHE ARG NKA N, d KA 76 AR7E# ACTFL OPI fo ik 45 1y
HSKK 2 FF #HAT MR, 9 ATE T 353 DT a) B0 W B HUE, b) RINAEE, FHE 20K,
R M F R R M AR, UK C“ELAE” PETIEFTWIEE. 4N, BT T FEEE
FNAYT %, URESSH MR ARE T fogiE., %RIESE, ACTFL OPI iF 74 4
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