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Abstract

The present study focusesits attention on the influence of test takers language proficiency levels It
intentstoinvestigate whether different |anguage proficiency levels may result in differencesin a candidates
perfor mancein pared speaking tests that involve role play activity Results from test scores and |anguage
analysis suggest evidence of a partner proficiency level effect for low proficiency group wth candi dates
achievi ng higher scores and grammatical accuracy when working wth a high proficiency partner However
language anal ysisshows that thereis no effect on grammatical complexity for them when they are paired at
different proficiencylevels Further morefor high proficiency groupsthereis no great changein ter ns of test
scores the analysis of gramnatical complexity and grammatical accuracy whether their partner is a high
proficiency candidate or alow proficiency one
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1 Introduction

Recent research in the area of |anguage testing has highlighted the i mportance of perfor mance
variables O Sullivan 2002a saw test perfor mance as being affected by a number of factors relatedto
the test taker the interlocutor and the task The effect of test taker characteristics on candidate
perfor mance intests of language proficiency was studied by many researchers Kunnan 1995 Pur pura
1998 O Sullivan 2002a They focused on the effect of characteristics such as education level sex
acquai ntanceship and motivation andtheir findi ngssuggestedthat t hese can account for variabilityintest
perfor mance However there are a number of aspects of proficiency tests that remain little explored
Language proficiency level as one perfor mance variable researchers paidlittle attentiontoit especially
theinfluence of one candidates proficiencylevel onthe other s perfor mance Anecdotal evidence from
| anguage teachers and testers suggests that the partner s proficiency level in an activity which invol ves
interaction mght affect the other candidates perfor mance on that task This observation needs to be
examnedin alanguagetestingsituation For bothlow proficiency and high proficiency candidates when
they are paired with a person considered to be a different proficiency level partner will they perform
differently

Therelatedtopicinthisstudy remains|argely unexplored The foll owing ones are only some studies
about anguage proficiency level Purpura 1998 studied the difference of strategy use bet ween high
ability and |ow ability test takers This study uses structural equation modeling to examne the
relationshi ps bet ween strategy use and second |anguage test perfor mance with high and|ow ability test
takers The results showed that the metacognitive strategy use and second |anguage test perfor mance
models produced al most identical factorial structures for each group while the cognitive strategy use
models were somewhat different Norriset al 2002 indicated that a specific task can make inference
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about test takers abilitiesto carry out the specifictask However inference cannot be made about their
abilities with ot her tasks Many researchersinvestigatedtherelationship bet weeninterviewer competence
and ratings Mbrton et al 1997 McNamara Lumey 1997 These studies found that raters rated
higher when the interviewers were less competent or not so good at establishing rapport wth the
candi dat es

The role of grammar in influencing candidates perfor mance was supported by W ds 1975 and
Raffaldini 1988 O Sullivan 2002a exploredthe scores awarded by trained raters andthelanguagein
terms of grammatical complexity and grammatical accuracy in pair task perfor mance of test takers
famliarity with their partners Based on the factors analyzed by O Sullivan 2002a in pair task
perfor mance grammatical accuracy grammatical complexity and candidates perfor mance were
investigatedin the study

Thisstudy wll restrict ot her variables and mainlyinvestigatedtheinfluence of | anguage compet ence
on partici pants performance Gammatical complexity and grammatical accuracy are i mportant ter ns
They are used as basic criteria to judge perfor mance differencesin this study Accordingto Foster and
Skehan 1996 30

G ammatical complexity Total number of clauses divided by total c units Here clauses are defined
as being“ either asi mpleindependent finite clause or a dependent finite or nonfiniteclause A c unit
Is defined as eachindependent utterance providingreferential or pragmatic meaning Thus a c unit
may be made up of onesi mpleindependent finite clause or else anindependent finite clause plus one
or more dependent finite or nonfinite clause ”

G ammatical accuracy The percentage of error freeclauses WWere anerror freeclause was defi ned
as“ A clausein whichthereis noerrorinsyntax morphology or word order Errorsinlexis were
counted when a word used was incontrovertibly wrong |In case of appropriacy no error was
recorded ”

Based on the previousresearch thefoll owingresearch questions wll be specifically addressedinthe
present study

1 Interns of test scores howare candidates perfor mancesinfluenced by different pairingsfor both
groups

2 Interns of grammatical complexity how are candi dates perfor mances influenced by different
pairings for both groups

3 Interns of grammatical accuracy how are candidates perfor mances influenced by different
pairings for both groups

2 Research design

2 1 Participants

The subjects participatinginthisstudy are 66 second year English majorsfromthe School of Foreign
Languages at Shanxi University O the 66 subjects 56 arefemale and 10 are male Their previousstudy
in English rangesfrom8to 10 years and t hey have taken al most the same courses during their t wo year
college Englishstudy Theytook partin Oal Test TEM 4 Test for English Myors Gade 4 just several
weeks beforethisstudy sothiscan guarantee no obvious changeintheir oral |anguage proficiencylevels
to excludethelearningeffectintheir final scores Accordingtotheir scoresof Oal Tests TEM4 andthe
purpose of thisstudy the subjects are dividedintolow proficiency and high proficiency groups and paired
with different partners Thenthe Si mulated Oal Proficiency Test SOPT wasinvestigated Al the data
fromthe SOPT were analyzed for scores and language in terns of grammatical complexity and
grammatical accuracy

2 2 Tasks

The students were askedto participateintwo activities one alone not rated andthe other with a
partner to play arole see Append x
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Thisrole play task was expectedto be the most cognitively chall enging as the topic was quite clear
andit involved a degree of negotiation and compromse Thelanguage accuracy mght be affected asthe
students focused more on their responsetothe role whilethe output was expectedto be moreinteractive
in nature It was also assumedtosuit either male or female candidates or to be neutral Al candidates
were coll ege students and each student s partner wasfromthe same class sothey werefamliar withthe
topic as well asthe partner and had commoninterest O coursethey sharedthe same culture background
and had somet hing to say about therole play task

Perfor mance onrole play task wasrated using an anal ytic rati ng scal e and a holisti cratingscal e at t he
same time Wth four levels it included the following scoring criteria in both rating scales
pronunciation grammar vocabulary fluency and content

2 3 Procedures

Partici pantstook the SOPT in three | aboratories during the same t wo hour class period at Shanxi
University They were paired accordingtothe required pairingsinthisstudy and askedto finishthetest
with their partners withinfour mnutes Al the SOPT data weretaperecorded and theinteractions were
transcri bed and analyzed for the analysis of t helanguage

2 4 Rating and reliability

Trained raters were askedtoscorethe performances fromthetapes Al perfor mances were scored
fiveti mes wthtworaters usingthe holisticrating scale andthree raters using the anal yti c rating scal e
The rating scales adoptedinthisstudy werefrom Gal TEM 4 andthey wererevisedslightly accordingto
therequirement of thisstudy To calculate the final score for an individual s perfor mance the scores
fromthe holistic scale and the anal ytic scale were averaged The reliability is shownin Table 1 and it
Indicates asignificant correlation as well as a high reliability

Table 1 Correlation analysis for all raters

R1 R2 R3 R4 R5
R1 1 000 748 856 907 763
R2 748 1 000 812 742 897
R3 856 812 1 000 819 819
R4 907 742 819 1 000 770
R5 763 897 819 770 1 000

3 Results and discussi on

3 1 Differencesin neasured test scores

After obtainingthe high reliability One WAy ANOWVA of test scores for both groups were carried
out Theresults of the present study were analyzed by using SPSS I n all the anal ysesreported below the
| evel of confidence for rejection of the null hypothesis was 05 and actual p values were reported

Table 2 shows that when thelow proficiency partici pants are paired with high proficiency partners
the mni mumand maxi mumscores as Well asthe mean scores are higher than t hose scores when they are
paired with low proficiency partners It indicates a tendency of higher scores for |ow proficiency
partici pants whenthey are paired with high proficiency partners For the high proficiency group Table 2
describes si mlar scoresinter ns of mean mni mum and maxi mumscores Though when they are paired
with high proficiency partnersthe mean scoreis alittle higher than the other circunstance thereis no
significance Table 3 can be concluded that low proficiency partici pants wll perform differently when
paired at different proficiency levels p 006 05 But for high proficiency participants Table 3
indicatesthat thereis nosignificant difference p 645 05
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Table 2 Descriptive statistics of test scoresfor low proficiency and high profici ency groups

pairings N Mean Mnimum Mxi mum

Low proficiency Low Low 12 61 9667 50 40 74 60
group proficiency

LOV.V .th 13 69 8769 57 60 81 60
proficiency

H gh proficiency Hoh Low 4 71 8145 62 00 82 00
group proficiency
H gh h

gh Hg 28 72 7429 63 00 83 20
proficiency

Table 3 e WAy ANOWNA of test scoresfor |ow proficiency and high proficiency groups

Low proficiency group H gh proficiency group
F Sig F Sig
9 063 006 216 645

3 2 Differencesinlanguage characteristicsinter ns of grammatical complexity and accuracy

In order to explore the effect on the complexity and accuracy of the |anguage produced by
partici pants under different conditions the perfor mances were transcribed and analyzed All the oral
perfor mances were transcribed analyzed and coded for clauses error free clauses In this part total
numbers of clauses were divided by clauses with errorsand error freeclauses The samples werethesame
as the analysis of test scores the transcription data were coded and the figures for grammatical
complexity and accuracy werethen calculated and analyzed using One way ANOVA

Table4 One Wdy ANOWVA of grammatical complexity and accuracy for | ow proficiency and
hi gh profici ency groups

Low proficiency group H gh profici ency group
F Sig F Si'g
gra mmatll cal 285 508 032 859
complexity
grammati cal 181 583 000 066 799
accuracy

Tabl e 4 shows that thereis no statistical significancein grammatical complexity for | ow proficiency
group and high proficiency group whenthey are paired at different proficiency levels p 598 05 p
859 05 Table 4 indicates great statistical change in grammatical accuracy for | ow proficiency
groupin different conditions p 000 05 and no statistical significance for high proficiency p
799 05

4 Concl usion

Oral tests are influenced by many perfor mance variables This study intends to investigate the
influence of language proficiencylevelsin atape mediated speakingtest Inthe SOPTstudy totestthis
perfor mance variabl e all other variables were controlled and tested to make surethat any differencein
interactions camefromtheinfluence of language proficiency levels
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4 1 For low proficiency group

The findingsindicatethat significant differencesin measuredtest scores occur when|ow proficiency
candi dates engagein oneto oneinteractions wth high proficiency partners This study suggests that for
| ow proficiency candi dates they wll performdifferently when paired at different proficiencylevels and
will achieve higher ratings when working with a high proficiency partner Thereis nosignificant change
in the participants grammatical complexityin different pairing conditionsfor|ow proficiency group For
| anguage grammatical accuracy |ow proficiency group shows great statistic significance under different
conditions Andthereisatendency of higher grammatical accuracy for | ow proficiency partici pants when
they are paired wth high proficiency partners

4 2 For high proficiency group

The findings show t hat thereis nosignificant changeinthe measuredtest scoresin different pairing
conditions for high proficiency group It also indicates no statistic significance in the participants
grammatical complexity and accuracy whenthey are paired wth different candi dates

4 3 Furt her expl anations about t he findi ngs

The findingsrelatingto nochange of grammatical compl exity coul d be explainedfromthree aspects
1 In highstakes tests test takers wll use their language conservatively 2 There is not sufficient
mention of grammatical complexityin rating scales 3 The proficiency level of the participantsin this
study is relatively low Perhapsit can be rationalized that lack of variation in the complexity of the
| anguage under the two conditions for both low and high proficiency groups —since complexity is
associated with risk taking andis not associated with for mality of interacti ons

Thefindingsrelatingtotheaccuracy of thelanguage are also of interest It should berecognized that
grammatical accuracyisjust one aspect of overall linguistic perfor mance One ai mof the present studyis
to provide empirical evidence for language testing It was thought that for |ow proficiency group
superiorityin perfor mance when interacting with a high proficiency candi date would be seen and this
superiority would be seenin both the scores awarded by the raters and in the accuracy of the specific
| anguage e mployed by the partici pants Theresults of t he anal yses of t he accuracy of t helanguage usedin
different interactionsindicate alevel of proficiency effect for | ow proficiency group Though accuracyis
nor mally associated with formality inthis caseit cannot be clai med that for | ow proficiency group the
interactioninvolving high proficiency partneris more for mal than the oneinvolving t wolow proficiency
candi dates V¥ can hypot hesizethat high proficiency candi dates do not domnate theinteractions Hgh
proficiency candi dates wll use strategies and accommodate | ow proficiency candidates to carry out the
interactions

4 4 | mplications for oral language teaching

Thisstudy which deals withtheinfluence of different proficiencylevelsin oral | anguagetests may
throwsomelight onthe wayto helptheteaching of Chinese EFLIearners oral pair work Accordingto
some findings in this study generally speaking if one talks with a partner of a higher |anguage
proficiencylevel scores wll be higher especially in atesting situation Hence when a teacher designs
and carries out oral pair work in oral language class students can be arranged according to teaching
purposes |f ateacher wantsto i mprove low proficiency students oral competence he she can arrange
themto practice with high proficiency partnerstoi mprove their oral language competence This study
shows that they wll improve their interactionsin terns of scores and grammatical accuracy Hgh
profici ency students can be arranged wth either a high proficiency or low proficiency partner because
their perfor mances wll not beinfluenced by different pairings accordingtothefindings of thisstudy

4 5 Limtations of the present study

Firstly the samples arerelatively small Inthisstudythe participants areli mted and all t he students
of English majorsin one grade took part in the study If the participants can be increased and chosen
from more colleges and universities the findings wll be more convincing So just as the above
mentioned the results of thisstudy may not bereadily generalizable outsidet he context
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Secondly the division of the groupsis not soclear Inthisstudy participants were dividedintotwo
groups low proficiency group and high proficiency group Duetolack of better students whose scores of
Oal Test TEM 4 are 4 points thosestudents of 2 point areregarded as high proficiency group andthose
students whose scores are 1 point belongtolow proficiency group If 4 point students are classed as high
proficiency group and 1 point students as |ow proficiency group the results mght be more clear and
confir mng

Thirdly the purpose of this study is to explore the effect of one variable on candidates
perfor mance so theinfluence of other variabl es must be controlled well Fromthe design and execution
of thisstudy other variables were controlled to mnimum Butitis difficult andit cannot be concluded
t hat ot her variables played noroleinthe final findings Though effortsare madeto dothis the control
of ot her vari abl es perhaps are not so perfect

4 6 Suggestions for further research

Despiteits i mtations the results of this study confirm that any test for mat that empl oys tasks
requiringinteraction between individualsis in need of rather urgent and extensive study Though the
results may not be generalizable readily outside the context wthin that context it appears to be
predictable and significant Interns of perfor mance variablesthere are some suggesti ons

Firstly when performance variables are examned the measure of the specific linguistic
perfor mance andthe rated perfor mance shoul d be taken into account

Secondly a simlar approach can be used to other variables proposed in the introduction part
personality status sex and age types of tasks task difficulty and culture background etc

Thirdly in this kind of study the author should examne closely how and | what aspects these
vari abl es aff ect perfor mance Mbre qualitativeinvestigation about thelanguage should be investigated

Lastly further research about this perfor mance variable should investigate the reasons why high
proficiency candidates are not influenced by |ow proficiency partners performance Further studies
shoul d focus attention on the accommodations and communicative strategi es used by high proficiency
groups
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Appendi x
Test

| nstructions
Theinstructions are givenin witinginthetarget |language Specification of procedures andtasksis
explicit
1 Thisis atest of your oral | anguage profici ency
2 After youreadthe directives finish Task 1 and Task 2
3 Tryto make your conversation as meaning and appropriate as possible Your response wll be

scored on pronunciation grammar vocabulary fluency and content
4 You have 10 mnutesto finish boththetasks

Task 1
For this part you are goingto make aself introduction for about 3 mnutes accordingtothe questions
recorded onthetape

Task 2

Hol d a dial ogue of about 4 mnutes based on the foll owi ng situation Each of you shoul d read your
role card only You have 3 mnutesto prepare by yourself

Role card for Candi date A

You are a coll ege student whois busy preparingfor your final examnations You need a quiet place
toreview your lessons But your neighbor Candidate B al ways has his TV onloudly It sverylate at
night You cannot put up wththe noise and goto complain Begin by knocking at the door

Role card for Candidate B

You are a retired worker whose only recreation is watching TV Since you are alittle deaf you
al ways have your TV onloudly It slate at night and you are enjoying your favorite TV series Suddenly
thereis someone knocking at t he door

Zou 2005 327
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