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Series Editor’s note

This volume addresses the issue of spoken language assessment looking in
particular at the equivalence of direct and semi-direct oral interviews. Kieran
O’Loughlin’s work is based on the development and validation of the spoken
language component of the access: test designed in the early 1990s for
migrants to Australia. It is an important language testing project in the
Australian context and was funded by the Commonwealth Department of
Immigration and Ethnic Affairs. While the project as a whole brought together
experts from a number of Australian universities, the oral test was developed
by a team at the University of Melbourne. This volume is of particular
significance and interest to the language testing community because it takes
a multi-faceted view of the investigation of test comparability. While much
research of this sort has tended to look only at quantitative data, largely
correlational analyses, O’Loughlin taps into a range of different types of
evidence and attempts to explore the process of construct validation in oral
assessment to a depth that is rarely found.

The assessment of spoken language ability is a topic of enduring
importance in the work of the University of Cambridge Local Examinations
Syndicate (UCLES) given that UCLES assesses the spoken language ability
of about 800,000 candidates around the world every year. The issue of semi-
direct versus direct assessment of speaking has continued to be a topic of
interest at UCLES and we have found that O’Loughlin’s work makes a
valuable contribution to our understanding. His work closely reflects our own
interests particularly in the area of the qualitative analysis of oral interview
interaction.

The importance of oral assessment and the need to better understand the
complex issues and interactions that underlie performance in this particular
context have long been a topic of debate at UCLES. As early as 1945, Jack
Roach, an Assistant Secretary at UCLES at the time, was writing on the topic
in his internal report entitled ‘Some Problems of Oral Examinations in
Modern Languages: An Experimental Approach Based on the Cambridge
Examinations in English for Foreign Students.’ Indeed, in his book Measured
Words (1995), Bernard Spolsky considers Roach’s work to be ‘probably still
one of the best treatments in print of the way that non-psychometric
examiners attempted to ensure fairness in subjective traditional
examinations’. Roach’s work is addressed in more detail by Cyril Weir in a
volume currently being prepared for this series that focuses on the revision of
the Certificate of Proficiency in English (CPE).
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Over the last ten years or so, a considerable amount of work has taken
place at UCLES in order to gain a better understanding of oral interview
interactions, processes and rating scales both in quantitative and qualitative
studies. Working internally or with colleagues at universities in the UK, USA
and Australia, numerous studies have been carried out. Amongst other things,
projects have looked at:

discourse variation in oral interviews;
rating scale validation;
interlocutor frames and how their use by examiners can be described

and monitored;
interlocutor language behaviour;
a methodology to allow test designers to evaluate oral assessment

procedures and tasks in real time;
comparisons of one-to-one and paired oral assessment formats;
test takers’ language output;
the development and validation of assessment criteria.

In 1998 UCLES EFL established, within its Validation Department, a
dedicated unit to drive research in the area of performance testing, which
essentially covers the assessment of speaking and writing.

It should also be noted that the next volume in this series, A qualitative
approach to the validation of oral language tests, by Anne Lazaraton also
makes a valuable contribution to the assessment of spoken language ability.
Both O’Loughlin’s and Lazaraton’s volumes underline UCLES commitment
to furthering understanding of the dimensions of spoken language assessment.

VIII
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Preface

This study investigates the equivalence of direct (live) and semi-direct (tape-
mediated) speaking tests. The issue is explored through a comparison of live
and tape-based versions of the speaking component of the access: test, a four-
skill English language test designed for prospective non-English speaking
background (NESB) skilled migrants to Australia. The access: test was
developed between 1992 and 1994 by a consortium of Australian universities
and Adult Migrant Education Program (AMES) providers under the aegis of
the National Centre for English Language Teaching and Research (NCELTR),
Macquarie University. The project was funded by the Commonwealth
Department of Immigration and Ethnic Affairs (DIEA). The access: test was
used in overseas test centres from January 1993 until May 1998 when it was
replaced by the International English Language Testing System (IELTS). The
oral interaction sub-test was designed by the Language Testing Research
Centre (LTRC) at the University of Melbourne, Australia in 1992. The two
versions of the speaking sub-test were used interchangeably in overseas test
centres and candidates normally had no choice about the version which they
would undertake. It was important, therefore, that candidates’ final results
should not be adversely affected by the particular method used to assess their
oral proficiency.

Much previous comparability research in language testing has relied
primarily on concurrent validation which focuses on the equivalence between
test scores. However, in this book, it is argued that examining the relationship
between test scores provides necessary but insufficient evidence as to whether
the same language constructs are being tapped in different tests. This
provided the rationale for a study which employed a wide range of very
different types of evidence (including test taker language output, feedback
from the various ‘players’ in the test process such as test developers,
interviewers, test takers and raters as well as test scores) and analyses (both
qualitative and quantitative) in order to investigate the equivalence of the
direct and semi-direct versions of the access: oral interaction sub-test. In so
doing, it demonstrates the need to examine language tests from multiple
perspectives in order to obtain deeper insights into what they appear to
measure and thus provide richer, more comprehensive evidence for construct
validity of which concurrent validity is only one (albeit important)

IX
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component. In turn, it is argued, this approach provides a more solid and
therefore more valid basis from which to draw conclusions about test
equivalence.

The various types of data used in the study were gathered from two
separate trials conducted in Melbourne, Australia (December 1992 and June
1994) where test takers undertook both the live and tape-based versions of the
oral component of the access: test.

The statistical analysis of test scores from the two versions in the
December 1992 trial were contradictory insofar as conflicting results were
obtained from the different measures used to measure their equivalence.
However, the most rigorous measure indicated a lack of equivalence.

A comparative study of test taker language output under the two test
conditions was then undertaken using audio recordings obtained from the
December 1992 trial. While broad qualitative analyses of a range of discourse
features suggested that there were important similarities between nearly all of
the tasks on the two versions, a more detailed quantitative analysis of lexical
density suggested that all tasks on the live version were characterised by a
significantly higher level of interactivity than on the tape version. This result
suggested the possibility that different oral skills were being tapped in the live
and tape versions despite the attempt to equate them at the design stage, i.e.
interactive versus monologic speaking ability.

The examination of test processes in the June 1994 trial provided further
evidence in support of this conclusion but suggested that the apparent lack of
equivalence between test scores obtained in the two versions could also partly
be explained by the impact of a number of contaminating factors other than
oral proficiency on the measurement process. These factors included the
quality of the interaction between candidate and interlocutor on the live
version, the adequacy of preparation and response times on the tape version,
candidates’ level of comfort with the two versions as test environments and
the existence of rater bias in relation to individual candidates on both
versions.

Finally, the analysis of test scores and especially the band levels obtained
by candidates in the June 1994 trial confirmed the apparent lack of
equivalence between test scores reported in the December 1992 trial.

Overall, these findings suggested that the live and tape-based versions of
the oral interaction sub-test could not be safely substituted for each other
primarily because they were drawing on different components of the oral
proficiency construct but also because the measurement process appeared to
have been insufficiently constrained so as to yield a satisfactory level of
reliability across the two formats.
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