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Assessing speaking proficiency in a second language (L2) or foreign language (FL)

- learners is often challenging because of time and financial constraints, shortage of human

resources, and/or ensuring high rater quality. It is not uncommon that a learner’s
communicative language ability, including speaking proficiency, is inferred from
performance in (an)other proficiency area(s). Using receptive test (listening and reading)
scores as a replacement for an assessment of speaking could be problematic because of the
observed gap between receptive and productive competence. Learners may .show
‘considerable outcomes and progress in listening and reading while underperforming in
speaking (and writing) in the areas of vocabulary and overall language development. A more
direct assessment of speaking proficiency is necessary for an accurate and comprehensive:
understanding of communicative language ability in language learners.

One way of obtaining an accurate understanding of communicative language ablhty in
L2/FL learners would be to observe their actual language use in authentic, naturally
occurring discourse. Collecting and using sufficient amounts of such data can be difficult,
not only due to practical limitations but also to' a number of factors (e.g. age, gender and/or
relationships between speakers), which may add social dynamics and impact on speaker
responses. For instance, a particular speech act (e.g. refusal, response to compliment) may be
realised differently by the same speaker across situations: s/he may choose not to refuse a
request if the status of the other speaker is higher, for fear of consequences it may bring; or
in another situation s/he may respond.to a compliment from a child with clear
acknowledgments of thanks, whereas s/he may choose to be more modest and refrain from -
thanking another adult speaker too much._(1)These factors are better controlled for in tasks
such as Discourse Completion Tasks (DCTs) than in the natural data as the former can be
carefully planned and designed ahead of data collection, whereas responses develop over
multiple turns in real-time, natural speech. A DCT is a method used to collect discourse data,

. whereby test-takers report what they would say in a written questionnaire containing
descriptions of a particular situation (the written DCT) or provide an oral response to pre-
recorded situational prompts (the oral DCT).-However, a DCT, whether written or oral,

“could be challenged for its limited authenticity. Due to its nature of highly controlled speech
production,-a DCT often fails to fully represent the features of naturally occurring discourse.
They are often too simplified to provide sufficient contextual and interpersonal details (e.g.
speaker-listener relationships), together with pragmatic strategies present in authentic oral
discourse (e.g. turn-taking, sequencing of action, or hesitation).

These limitations could be (compensated by additional key strengths that a DCT offers.
DCTs allow us to collect large amounts of spoken data and evaluate the language learner’s
ability to perform speech acts in a target language within a relatively short period. The oral

- DCT, in particular, can serve as.a better replacement for authentic discourse as it allows (the
emergence of) spontaneous (onllne) language use directing the learner’s focus more on
meaning than on linguistic forms, in comparison to the written DCT. The written DCT,

‘being an offline task, affords speakers much time to think, whereby they are required to not
conversely interact in multi-turn sequences but to produce what they think would be
situationally appropriate within hypothetical settlngs Given that rapid and tight coordination
of turn-taking is required on the speakers’ part in real-life conversation, a task designed to
measure the test-taker’s ability to comprehend and produce an appropriate and timely

“response in a multi-turn context should help us obtain a more detalled understanding of the
speaker’s communlcatlve language ab111ty :




(Adapted from Hayashi, Konyo & Ishii, Automated Speech Scoring of Dialogue Response by

Japanese Learners of English as a Foreign Language)
Hayashi, Y., Kondo, Y., & Ishii, Y. (2023). Automated speech scoring of dialogue response by Japanese
learners of English as aforeign language. Innovation in Language Learning and Teaching, 18(1), 32 -46.
https://doi.org/10.1080/17501229.2023.2217181, reprinted by permission of Informa UK Limited,
trading as Taylor & Francis Group, www.tandfonline.com

1. EXDXAIALELTHIDLVEDE 1 OBUOTHAL X\,

A

@ Effective communicative tasks for assessment
@ Strengths and limitations of discourse completion tasks
(3 Influential factors in speaker performance

" @ Oral communicative tasks and their limitations
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Do you think using a discourse completion task is an effective way for a teacher to understand
the learner’s ability to communicate in real-life situations? State your opinion in relation to

the characteristics of discourse completion tasks mentioned in the passage.
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(7) made up for : ‘
(4) putup with

(V) signed up for

(=) kept up with
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A 2022 survey by the Swiss international education company EF Education First; which
measures the English proﬁciency of people in 112 non-English speaking countries and regions,
found that over the last year Japan had fallen a further two places from seventy-eighth to
eightieth. This puts Japan at the fourth level out of five set by the company and equates to “low |

proficiency” (61-87).

Japan’s EF English Proficiency Index Ranking
14th

{8t : https://www.nippon.com/en/japan-data/h01509/

[f#\>] As ateacher of English in junior high school, what do you think needs to be done to

improve the English languége proficiency of students?






