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DEC S| ON MAKI NG VA LE SCOR NG EFL TAPE ©NMEDI ATED
SPEAKI NG TEST PERFORNANCE
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Abstract

This study i nvesti gates howraters nmaketheir scori ng decisions when assessingtape nediated speaki ng test
perfor mance 24 Chinese EFLteachers weretrained beforescoring anal ytically five sampl etapes selected from
TEM! Oal anational EFLspeaki ngtest designed for college English najor sophomoresin China Theraters
verbal reports concerning what they were thinking about while making their scoring decisions were audio
recorded and collected during and i mnediatel y after each assessnment Post scoring interviews were used as
supplenentstothe probe of thescoring process A qualitative analysis of the datashowedthat theraterstended
to give weight to the content to punish both grammar and pronunciation errors and to reward the use of
I mpressive and uncommon words Mbreover the whole decision naking process was provedto be cyclicin
nature A flow chart describing the cyclic process of hypothesis for mng and testing was then proposed and
discussed
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1 Introduction

I n many perfor mance tests includingspeaking and witingtests test scores arereached subjectively
using rating scal e descriptorsto guidetherater towards a score Descriptions of atest taker s ability can
then be produced by relatingthescoretothe correspondi ngscale descriptors andthe construct of | anguage
ability on whichtheratingscaleis based Yet ascommented by Connor Linton 1995 763 “if wedo
not know what raters are doing and why they are doingit then we do not know what their ratings
mean” Research ontherating or scoring process can direct diagnosisandi mprovement of rating scales

e g Hamp Lyons 1991 Sakyi 2000 Vaughan 1991 help interpret scores and report test resultsto
score usersin a valid informed manner e g Cummng et al 2002 Or 2002 guide and monitor
principled rater training e g VWWigle 1994 and help understand the nature of the process e g
Ml anovic et al 1996

Thisempirical study by collectingtheraters verbal reports investigatesthe scoring processinthe
QG aded Test for English Myjjors — Band 4 Oral Test hereafter TEM O al alarge scale high stakes
tape mediated EFLspeakingtestin China wthaviewto better understanding howtheraters madetheir

scoring decisi ons
2 Literature Review

There have been a few exploratory studies onthe process of assessing compositi ons sincethe 1970s

This paper is based on the author s PhD dissertation Heartfelt thanks are given to Professor VWn Qufang for her

supervision
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when doubts wereraised about the validity of existing holistic schemes for scoring compositions bothin
English mot her tongue and ESL EFL contexts |In order to accumulate evidence to validate holistic
scoring schemes empirical studies were conducted regarding what trainedraters attended to and howthey
applied t he holistic schemeinthe process of composition marking e g Cummng 1990 Cummng et al
2002 Huot 1993 Lumey 2002 Sakyi 2000 Vaughan 1991  Varied findings were yiel ded

For example Vaughan 1991 asked ninetrained ratersto read and rate six essays on a 6 point
rating scale Theraters think aloud protocols were coll ected and analyzed Resultsshowedthat despite
simlar training different raters focused on different essay elements and had characteristic styles of
readi ng essayssuch asthe” first i mpression domnates” approach thesinglefocusapproach andthe* two
category” strategy Sakyi 2000 analyzed six experienced raters think aloud protocols collected when
theyindependently read and scored 12 English essays witten by first year university students He found
that theraterstendedto depend upon certain domnant factorssuch asthe presentation of ideas |ength of
t he essay andthe presence or absence of grammatical errors Variationsintheraters attention werealso
reportedin Cummnget al s 2002 study Ten experienced ESL EFLraters produced concurrent thi nk
al oud protocols of their decision making while they rated randomy sequenced samples of 60 TOEFL
essays Resultsrevealedthat ESL EFL raters attended more extensivelytolanguagethanto rhetoric and
ideas overall In particular the raterstendedto devote greater attention to rhetoric andideasin essays
they rated high and relatively more attentiontolanguage mattersin essaysthey rated| ow

I n comparison to research on the process of witten [anguage assessment the process of spoken
| anguage assessment has been underexplored The few studies only focused onthe rating process of oral
interviews andinvestigatedin particular what raters attendedto and howthey used rating criteria e ¢
Nakamura 1996 Orr 2002 Sofar there have been no empirical studies of t he process of assessingtape
medi at ed speaki ng perfor mance Littleis known about whatis happeningintheraters mnd what aspect
s of language they pay attention to and how they make their scoring decisions when assessing tape
medi at ed speaki ng perfor mance

3 Research Design

31 TEM Qal

TEM! Oal is a nation wide tape mediated EFL speaking test designed for college English major
sophomoresin China Thetest takers elicited responsestothree different tasks i e Taskl Retellinga
story Task Il Talkingonagiventopic TaskIll Role playing arefirst recorded ontotapesinlanguage
labs and then collected and sent tothetest center The scoring proceduresinvolve mainly thetraining
session andthe scoring session Inthetrainingsession all the EFL teachers who are sent from coll eges
and universitiesin different parts of the country aresystematically trained beforethey become accredited
TEM! Oal raters Then the trained raters apply the given four level analytic rating scale wth a 4
representi ng“ excellent” and a 1 representing” fail” to each student s perfor mance and assign scores
Each tape recording is scored independently by two raters for five assessment categories including
contents of thethreetasksrespectively pronunciation andintonation and grammar and vocabulary |If
thetwo raters fail to show adequate agreement the sample of perfor mance will be assessed by athird
rater

3 2 Research questions

Thisstudy ai nstoinvestigate how raters make their scoring decisions when assessi ng tape mediated
EFL speaking test perfor mance It attemptsto addressthe foll owi ng research questions

1 How dotheraters handletherelationship of different assessment categories on an analytic scale
2 On what evidence dotheraters basetheir scoringjudgments
3 Wat processes dotheraters gothrough when making their scoring decisions

3 3 Subjects

24 EFL_teachers from eleven different universitiesin China participated inthis study Their EFL
teaching experience ranged from one year to twenty one years and their TEM! Oal rating experience
ranged from zero 11 raters to nine years Four were male and twenty were female The gender
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proportion and t he diverse nature of the subjects backgrounds were comparabletothe distribution of the
raters who partici patedinthe actual TEM! O al scoring session

3 4 Instrunents

Five sampletapes wereselected and used for thisstudy which wererepresentative of perfor mance at
different levelsinthescale wth two tapes representing“ pass” A training package was used for the
training session which contained asheet of I nstructionsfor the Rater asheet of ratingscale and marking
specifications and a marki ng f or m sheet

A profile questionnaire was designed to collect each rater s relevant background variables such as
gender teaching experiences related rating experiences and perceptions of EFL speaking ability

Concurrent verbalization “ think aloud” or* talk aloud” FEricsson  Si mon 1993 which woul d
“ happen at the same ti me that the infor mationis being attended to” Goh 1998 127 was used as
optional inthis study due to the difficulty for the rater to verbalize thoughts concurrently while the
attention was onlistening and maki ng constantjudgments | mmediateretrospective verbalizati on was used
to generate or elaborate thoughts i mmediately when each scoring task was completed and when there
remainedinshort ter m memory“ retrieval cuesthat allowed effectiveretrieval of asubset of t hesequence
of thought” FEricsson Si mon 1993 149

The method of sti mulated recall Gss Mackey 2000 was used as a complement when t he subject
was unabl eto self report sufficiently the heededinfor mationthat was going onin her mnd whilescoring
or when the resear cher as nonparticipant observed some pointsthat needed clarification |In either case
t he subj ect was askedto recall her thoughts with the support of areplay of thetape recording

Sem structuredinterviews were given to the subjects after they finished the scoring and reporting
sessions These were ai med at” tracing a process of how a particular decision was made” Rubin Rubin
1995 29 30 The major questionsthat the researcher intendedto probe and follow up concerned what
criteria were used for speech quality judgments and how a scoring decision was made

3 5 Data collection

The data collection went t hrough four stages preparation training scoringandreporting and post
scoringinterview Each session was carri ed out bet ween one subject and t he resear cher herself

Inthe preparation session questionnaire responses were colected and the subjects were given
instructi ons about the data coll ection procedures

Inthetraining session each subject wastrained foll owi ng the basic proceduresthat are regularly
used for the actual TEMt Oal training sessions whichinclude a study of the rating scale and marking
specifications and atest marking WWat madethe current training different wasthat onlythe part of the
recording concerning the monologic or narrativetask Task Il was heard and assessed

After thetraining session the subject was ready for scoring and reporting Each rater listenedto
randomy sequenced samples of five speech recordings and assigned separate scores for three categories
of Content Pronunciation and Intonation and G ammar and Vocabulary WWile she was maki ngscoring
decisions therater was askedto verbalize concurrently and or retrospectively what cametothe mnd
Wien she was unabl e to verbalize thoughts at length while or i mmediately after scoring or when the
researcher neededto clarify some specific points the rater was asked tolistento the tape recording or
fragments of the recording for the second ti me and to recall what she had been thinking about while
scoring duringthe first listening

Wen each rater finished scoring all the five sample tapes she conversed i mmediately wth the
researcher for a post scoringinterview Qiided bytheinterviewschedule andthe observation notes the
researcher asked concer ned questions and probedintothescoring process

Both the scoring and reporting session and the interview session were audiorecorded Each
individual recordinglasted from71to 146 mnutes They added upto about 2424 mnutesin length
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3 6 Data analysis

The audio recordings were first transcribed and then developed into verbal report protocols The
verbal protocols were extensive ranginginlengthfromsixto ninetyped pages per rater and amounted
inthe aggregate to 168 typed pages Data analysis attempted less to quantify instances of each rating
behavior than to identify what range of behavior could be observed and to portray a general scoring
processthat was followed by theraters The data analysis in other words was qualitative rather than
quantitative

As theresearcher was present at each data collection session roughtranscriptions andinterpretations
were made i mmedi ately after each session Then theseinitial perceptions andinterpretations contributed
tothe devel op ment of thesystem of generatingthemes which were checked againsttheinterpretation of
new datacollected WWMattheratersreportedintheinterviews was cross checkedintheir verbal protocols
t o see whether what they said consisted with what they did | mpressionistic interpretations of patterns
and variationsinthe protocols were finally for med after revisions

4 Results and D scussion

4 1 The relationshi p bet ween t hree assessnent categories

For each tape mediated performance there were three assessment categories for the raters to
address on an analytic scale thatis Content Pronunciation andIntonation P | and Gammar and
Vocabulary G \Y The researcher wanted to know whether the raters assessed each category
Independently asrequired by the test developers and if not what aspect of |anguage they tended to
value and why

Dat a anal ysis showed that only five raters reported assessing each category i ndependently wt hout
giving extra wei ght to one particular category andthat a great majority of raterstendedto attach special
I mportanceto either content or pronunciation and vocabulary Table 1 showsthe number of raters who
handl ed t he relati onshi p bet ween the three categories differently

Table 1l The relationship bet ween three assessment categories

Bal anced | mbal anced
Content dom nates P | domnates
N of raters 5 16 3
A brief description The raters assessed each O the three categories O the three categories
category i ndependently the raters stressed the raters stressed
without giving extra content pronunci ation and
wei ght to any particul ar I nt onati on
category

4 1 1 A balanced relationship

Fiveraters reported having assessed each category i ndependently Two of them were experienced
raters wthrating experience>3 years andthe other three wereinexperienced raters wth 0 1 years
rati ng experi ence

The two experienced raters behaved simlarly inthescoring process Wilelisteningto each sample
of perfor mance both of them concentrated on recording and gat hering evidence based on which they
made t heir scoringjudgments They reportedthat theytook notesin order to ensurethe objectivity of the
test scores As experienced raters they were clearly aware that they were expected to treat different
categories separately andtheyintended to do as required

The three inexperienced raters seemed less confident and more cautious about their scoring
judgments They reported that their scoring was strictly criterionreferenced WWile listening to each
tape recorded perfor mance theyreferredfrequentlytothelevel descriptorsintheratingscale andtried
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to match the varied perfor mance features with the descriptions They tended not to think about the
relationshi p bet ween the categories

4 1 2 Ani mbal anced relationship
N neteen raters 80 reported having given special weight to one particular category

Sixteen of them believedthat in oral communicationthe successful transmssion of theideas wasthe
most i mportant of all and that the content was more i mportant than thelanguage form Some of these
raters stated frankly t hat t he assessment of the ot her t wo categories wasinfluenced by t he assessment of
content For example one rater gave priority to communicative ability over language ability and
remarked t hat the test taker would not passthe examif shefailedto accomplishthe communicativetask

Three raters wereinclinedto give more weighttothe category of pronunciation andintonation while
maki ng scoring decisions Intheinterviewsthey explainedthatthestudents were not very distinctivefrom
each otherintheir presentation of the content and asaresultthe category of content |ostits disti nguishing
power Furthermore one rater reported that her experience in teaching Spoken English and tutoring
students for speaking contests drove herto berigid with pronunciation andintonation Asecondrater in
responsetothe prescoring questionnaireitemas regards what composed EFL.I|earners speaking ability
ranked pronunciation andintonation first foll owed by grammar and vocabulary Apparently her view
about EFL.speaking ability was consciously or unconsci ously brought into her decision making process

4 1 3 Dscussion

Accordingto the scoring rubrics the raters were supposed to assess each of the three categories
separately Then why didthe majority of theraters give special weight to one particular category The
answer tothis question should be traced back to notions of |inguistic competence and perfor mance

Li nguistic competence nor mally refersto know edge of t he for mal li nguistic systemas opposedtothe
application of this know edge in language perfor mance Chonsky 1965 For language testing a
distinctionis made bet ween tests of “ know edge” and tests of “ perfor mance ” Wile in“ know edge”
tests proficiencyinlanguageis deter mned onthe basis of know ng about t helanguage wthout the need
to proveitincommunicativesituations “ perfor mance” testsrequirethetest taker to applythe know edge
by actually usingthelanguagein such situations Shohamy 1983 528

TEM! oral is a syll abus based perfor mance test As a perfor mance test it tests not only | anguage
know edge but also the* ability for use” Hymes 1967 As asyllabus basedtest it examnes whether the
test takers are” capable of communicating wth native English speakers in social communications”

Syllabus for College English Majors 2000 8 In either case the ability to use the |anguage
communicatively becomesthe center The communicative nature of thetest explains whysixteenratersin
thisstudy attached i mportanceto meaning or content inthe communicative task

I n addition whentheraterslistenedtothetaperecorded perfor mance and made scoringjudgments
t hey played the dual roles of boththejudge andthelistener Asalistener therater wouldi magi ne having
communication with the speaker “ asif he weretelling astoryto mefaceto face” Feil T3 i mmediate
retrospection From the listener s standpoint the rater was concerned about whether the talk was
comprehensible and whether t he communicati on proceeded successfully fromthejudgesstandpoint the
rater judged whet her t he communicativetask was accomplishedin an effective way It would be a natural
tendency for theratersto be meaning driven when assessing a co mmuni cati ve | anguage t est

Threeraters were found to give weight to the for mal aspects of pronunciation and intonation
Furt her analysis of the interview data reveal ed that this scoring tendency was affected by the lack of
discri mnating power of the test takers content the raters previous teaching experiences and or the
raters beliefs about what wasi mportant in EFLI|ear ners speaking ability Nevertheless theseratersdid
not deny thei mportance of content

I n conclusion there was a prevailingtendency for theratersto give special weight tothe category of
content Thei mportance they attached tothe content reflected the i mportance of comprehensibility as
well as meaningtransmssionin communication It issuggested that thetest devel operstakethisfinding
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int o account and consider what instructionsthey givetotheratersinthetrainingsession

4 2 Evidence for scoringjudgnents

The raters scoring judgments were dependent on the evidence heard and accumulated The
researcher wanted to know what types of evidence the raters gathered The verbal protocol analysis
revealed that the raters tended to search for different types of evidence for different assessment
categories \VMen assessing Vocabulary most raterslistened for positive evidence when assessing both
Pronunci ation and I ntonation and G ammar most raters depended on negative evidence when assessi ng
Content all theratersturnedto a combination of both negative and positive evidence Table 2 presents
the number of raters whorelied on different types of evidence for assessing different categories

Table 2 Evidence for scoringjudgments

Category i1 dence Negative Positive Negative  Positive
Cont ent 24
P I 21 3
G V G ammar 24
Vocabul ary 20 4

4 2 1 Negative evidence driven

Onthe whole theratersattendedto negative evidence more oftenthan positive one All thetwenty
four ratersinthisstudy were driven by negative evidence when assessing Gammar andtwenty oneraters
relied on negative evidence for the assessment of Pronunciation and Intonation As a consequence they
adopted a subtractive scoring approach for both G.ammar and Pronunciation

As EFL teachers these raters appeared to be very sensitive to both grammar and pronunciation errors
especially whenthe errors appeared frequently withinthe speech and acrossthe speeches Mhybeitistruethat
errors were more salient and caught theraters attention as comnented by Mi Excerpt 1

| maccustomedto making deductions |If thelanguage formis used correctly it wll melt
away |like a drop of water in your pal m leaving notrace If ontheother hand thelanguage form
is used wongly it will not melt away and will easily catch your attention 2
Excerpt 1 Mi interview

4 2 2 Positive evidence driven

Twenty raters werefoundto be positive evidence driven when assessing Vocabulary Onlyfour raters
made both positive and negative comments on Vocabularyintheir verbal reports

For vocabulary the majority of theraters used an additive scoring approach However the positive
commentsthat theraters made on vocabulary were fewin number It seemedthat theraters did not pay
much attention to vocabulary until the test taker occasionally came up wth some i mpressive words such
as notice and hesitate in T3 s speech which® lightened my eyes momentarily” Jun i mmediate
retrospection or reluctant incidentally and wardsin T1s speech which were“ beyond the level of
average students” Lan i mmediate retrospection “ Big” or“ uncommon” or“ i mpressive” words that
occurred rarely and unexpectedlyinthespeechseemedto catchtheraters attention more easily Excerpt
2 shows Fei scomment onthesalience feature of good words which werein her words* [ikefishjumping
out of the ocean one after anot her”

Mbst students remai ned at a si mlar |evel The same happened with vocabulary In most
situati ons t he vocabul ary producti on remai ned peaceful and cal mlike an ocean |f suddenly a good

22



CELEA Journal 80

student used a widerange of vocabulary and produced one good word after another likefishjumping
out of t he ocean one after anot her | woul d consider rewardi ng her
Excerpt 2 Fei interview

4 2 3 Combining negative and positive evidence

Al thetwenty four raters considered both negative and positive evidence when assessing Content
threeraters attended to both negative and positive evidence whilejudging Pronunciation and I ntonation
four raters made both positive and negative comments on Vocabulary intheir verbal reports

Firstly all theraters combined both negative and positive evidence for the assessment of content
For different criteriathey resorted to different types of evidence \Men the raters were applying such
criteria as content rel evance coherence andstory compl eteness they wereinclinedto depend on negative
evidence Wentheraters were consideringsuchcriteriaas content sufficiency novelty and vividnessin
narration they were morelikelyto gather positive evidence

Secondly three raters Fei Shan Xian considered both negative and positive aspects of
pronunciation andintonation Shan saidin theinterview that as she taught Phonetics she tended to be
harsh about students pronunciation andintonation She not only appliedthecriteria of accuracy fluency
and nat ural nessin® score deduction” but alsolooked for something“ deserving rewards” such as good use
of rhythm Ilinking and sense groups Simlar to Shan Xian not only gathered evidence of errorsin
pronunciation but alsorewardedt he students who used* weak for ns” and* rising andfallingtones” inthe
talk Thethirdrater Fei regarded Pronunciation and I ntonation astheleast i mportant category and
she for med a holistic i mpressi on based on evidence from both si des

Thirdly four raters made both negative and positive comments on Vocabulary Two of them
bel onged to thetype of raters who kept busy searchingfor andrecording errors duringlistening and made
deductions after listening Inrare casesthey commented onthe good use of words or phrases The other
two raters paid attentiontotheincorrect andinappropriate use of words and expressions and meanwhil e
they kept asharp ear for the rare appearance of goodlexis

4 2 4 Discussion

As noted above there was atendency for theraterstoturnto a different type of evidence for the
assessment of a different category V¥ may wonder why

First as EFL teachers the raters appeared to be very critical about the for mal aspects of the
language They were not verytolerant of errorsinthespeeches Itislikelythat theraters severity about
errors was deter mned by their experiences in EFL teaching and by their being non native English
speakers Asshownin previousstudies teachers were more critical andtendedto bestricter onlinguistic
itens such as grammar vocabulary and expression than nonteacher raters and NNS non native
speaker raterstendedto have a more negative viewthan NS native speaker raters seeing any deviance
fromthestandard aserrors and markingstudents down accordingly e g Glloway 1980 Brown 1995

Second it is interesting that the raters tended to |look for errors when assessing grammar and
pronunciation but | ooked for something to be rewarded when assessing vocabulary If we ask why they
|ooked for evidence we wll realize that they were indeed | ooking for discri mnating featuresin the
speech Wien assessing atape mediated perfor mance wththerecording playing on and on it is al most
I mpossible for theraterstolisten tothe speech word by word or even sentence by sentence The raters
have to concentrate their attention on the most hel pful and salient featuresinthe perfor mance features
that helpthemto distinguish students at different |evels Inthe perfor mance presented to the ratersin
thisstudy it wasfoundthat the EFLIearners at thetertiarylevel either madefew errorsinthelanguage
formor chose not to take risks in a test situation by using the words they were not certain about
Consequently few uncommon or sophisticated words were usedinthe performance Inthiscase errorsin
either grammar or pronunciati on became salient andtherare occurrence of goodi mpressive words became
noticeable Asaresult theraterstendedto be negative evidence driven for grammar and pronunci ati on
and positive evidence driven for vocabulary V¥ may i magine that if a great majority of the students
made alarge quantity of errorsin their speeches the raters would pay more attention to the correct
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forms Mbreover itis an underlyingtendency for peopletotake short cuts and for raterstofind a more
efficient and effective way of fulfilling the scoring task Looking for discri mnating features hel ps solve
t he problem of howto discri mnate bet ween studentsinthe shortest ti me possible

Third thetendencytolook for discri mnating features also appliedtothe assessment of content In
t he perfor mance most students werefoundto be abletotell arelevant completestorylogically andfew
students displayed t he f eatures of sufficiency or novelty or vividness Correspondingly when considering
the relevance completeness and | ogic of the content the raterstended to look for negative evidence
when consi dering content sufficiency or topic novelty or vividness theraters were morelikelytolook for
positive evidence

4 3 The cyclicity of the scoring process

This section addressesthe third research question “ \MNat processes do theraters go through when
maki ng their scoring decisions ” In particular the researcher wanted to know how t he raters assessed
three different categori essi multaneously and what process was goi ng on when assessingthetape mediated
perfor mance Data analysisrevealedthat onthe wholetheraters adopted a cyclic way of assessingthree
different categories and of assessing each individual category

4 3 1 Acyclic processin assessingthree categories

Theraters were found to assessthe three categoriesin a cyclic process Theytended to focustheir
attention on one category at ati me form a score hypothesis for this category and shift their focus of
attentiontothe next category oncethe hypot hesis about thefirst category became rel ati vely steady VMen
they were assessing the second category they were si multaneously attending to features relating to the
ot her t wo categories and were ready to return to the first category and modify the hypothesis when
additi onal evidence was detected Inthis way the raters assessed the three categories one by onein a
sequence and on the other hand they paid attentionto varied features relatingto the three categories
si multaneously and went t hrough t he assessment process of every categoryin arecursive or cyclic process

Table 3 illustrates an exampl e of thiscyclic process of assessingthree different categories Excerpt 3
was selected from Yans i mmediate retrospection while assessing TS5 Yan chose to pause the tape
recorder whenever she felt that something came to her mnd and then verbalized her thoughts
I mmedi ately withinseconds Then she pushed the play button and listened on According to the ti mes
when Yan paused the recorder and verbalized her thoughts the whole excerpt was broken into eight
episodes in Table 3 The sequence of these episodes followed the original sequence of Yans
verbalizations In Table 3 the episode number islisted in the left column Yans verbalizations are
presentedinthe mddlecolumn andthe author s explanatory notes are offeredintheright column

Table 3 Illustrating a cyclic processin assessing three different categories

Epd | Excerpt 3 Nbtes
1 h um ho me Primary A P |
80 Initial HL 80
In the very beginning utterance she adds a vowel after
pronouncing home h um This is an error frequently
commtted by EFL inese students Pronunciation | ntonation

will not reach a maxi mum of 80 points

2 |valuethings valuabl e fell into horrible chunk |Primary A G V
value things it should be valuable fell into |Initial H2 negative
horrible Thisis a chunk error

3 Pri mary A Content
By this point I can guess what story sheis goingto |Initial H3 average
tell It s about so meone who was robbed onthe way and someone unori gi nal

else hel ped despite danger to hi nself
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Epd | Excerpt 3 Nbtes

4 tense past t ense Piimary A G V
Her grammar in tense is good She used past tense | Mbdify H2 HR positive
correctly several ti mes

5 b t but Primary A P |
70 Anot her b t but This further confirns my | Mbdify HI Hl 70
judgment Pronunciation Intonation can only reach 70 points

6 70 Upto |Primary A G V
now | havent heard any particularly good words \ocabularyis | Modify H2Z H2 average
average Finalize H2 Score 70

7 | hospital 65 Anerrorinthestresson |Primary A P |
hospital Pronunciation Intonationis now 65 points Modify HL HL 65

Finalize HL Score 65

8 Pri mary A Content
70 The storyis complete but unoriginal intopic Modify H3 H3 average
Everyone can guess the ending | assign 70 points Finalize H3 Score 70
Epd Episode A Attention Hl hypothesisof P | H2 hypothesisof G V H3 hypothesis of Content

As Table 3shows Yanspri mary attention was focused on one category at oneti me and wentinacyclefor
features relatedtothethree separate categories Inthefirstthreeepisodes i e theinitial four sentencesinthe
speech Yan assessed the speaker in a sequence of Pronunciation and Intonation first Gammnar and
Vocabul ary second and Content third and accordingly built t hree separatescoring hypot heses HL H2 H3
Then Yans focus of attentionshiftedto G ammar and Vocabulary first Episode4 andthento Pronunciation
and Intonation Episode 5 before it shifted back to Gamnar and Vocabulary Episode 6 Thus Yans
pri mary attention wentinacyclefor salient featuresrelatedtothethree categories Finally after one or two
modifications eg HL HL Yan finalized her scoring decisions Episode6 7 8  Yansscoring process
was cyclicin nature Table 4 gives a better illustration

Table 4 |Illustrating a cyclic processin assessingindividual categories

P I GV Cont ent

Episode 1
Initial H HL 80
Episode 2
Initial H H2 negative
Episode 3
Initial H H3 average
Episode 4
Modify H H2 positive
Episode 5
Modify H HL 70
Episode 6
Modify H H average
Finalize H2 Score 70
Episode 7
Modify H H1 65
Finalize HL Score 65
Episode 8
Mbdify H H3 average
Fnalize H3 Score 70

25



Decision Making Wiile Scoring EFL Tape medi at ed Speaking Test Performance  \Véng Hai zhen

In Table 4 if we draw alineto connect the episodesfrom 1to 8 successively we wll findthat this

lineis not astraight |ine but a zigzaggingline It indicates that the scoring process for thethree
categoriesis not linear but rather cyclicin nature

4 3 2 Acyclic processin assessingindividual categories

For each assessment category the raters also made judgments in a cyclic process continuously
formng preli mnary scoring judgments attending to specific features confirmng or revising the
preli mnary judgment andlistening for more specifics and making more modifications and so on To
generalize the scoring process for each category was found to be a dynamc process of sampling and
scoring and resampling and rescoring beforethe decision was finalized and a final score was assi gned
The whol e score decision making process can be described as a hypothesis for mng and testing process

Figure 1

Intheflowchart an oval means astarting point or an ending point termnal arectangle means an
operation and a diamond means a decisionto be made bet ween Nand Y Nbktandsfor® No” whereas Y
stands for* Yes” The question mark signifies a question to be answered or a decision to be made
whil e arrowsindicate t he fl ow of each operation decision In Fgurel theflowchart starts with start
whichindicates that the play button of the recorder is pushed and the tape recording starts playing
sampling and resampling refer to the rater listening to a recording either intentionally sampling the
recorded perfor mance for scoringjudgments or making natural responseto specific featuresthat emerge
in the perfor mance scoringand rescoringrefer totherater making decisionsand or modifications onthe
score based on infor mation gathered from sampling and resampling finalized refers to the raters
scoring decision being finalized or thetaperecording playingtothe end and final scorerefersto afinal
score being assigned whichsignifiestheter mnal of the flow chart

Figurel Aflowchart of hypothesisformng and testing process

As depicted by this flow chart when the rater was listening to the speech he or she started
gat heringinfor mation and for med a rough i mpression of the test taker s relative position on the rating
scale Based ontheinitial two or three utterances therater for med aninitial score hypothesis Thenthe
rater went on listening sampling and making judgments in an attempt to justify the initial score
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hypothesis with more concrete evidence

If the rater noticed more speech features that matched in every way the descriptions of the
hypot hesized | evel or score therater would rest assured that theinitial hypothesis had been confir med
Wiat the rater did next wasto finalizethe score and end the scoring process The Y arrow directionsin
the flow chart show this linear sequence of formng an initial scoring hypothesis confirmng and
finalizing the hypot hesis

However in most casestheinitial score hypothesis needed to be modifi ed several ti mes when more
errors were detected when one or twoi mpressive words were heard or whenthe prosand cons of varied
speech features weretraded off Inthiscase theincreasing evidence did not show a close match of the
perfor mance with the descriptions of the particular level or score hypothesized therefore calling for a
modification of theinitial hypothesis Sothe rater repeatedthe cycle of re samplingthe perfor mance
and re scoring or modifyingthe hypothesis until inthe end a more satisfactory score was finalized The
N arrow directionsintheflow chart showthis cyclic process of hypothesis for mng scoring modifying
and refor mng rescoring and fi nalizing

Toillustrate this hypothesis for mng and testing process Yans verbalizations while assessing T5
Excerpt 3 which were broken down into eight episodes and presented first in Table 3 and then
reorganizedin Table 4 arereanalyzed here

In Table 4 thescoring process of each categoryis displayedin columns andtherelated episodes are
put into the corresponding column vertically If we follow the episodes related to each category
vertically we aretracing a process of assessing eachindividual category that is a hypothesisformng
modifying and finalizing process Take Yans assessing of Pronunciation and Intonation for a closer
examnation Therelated episodesinthe left column are Episodes 1 5 and 7 From Episode 1 we see
that Yansinitial score hypot hesis H1 80 wasformed at the very begi nning of the speech when she
detected a mspronunciation Then her focus of attention was shiftedto other categories Episodes2 3
4 Dbeforeit returnedto Pronunciation and I ntonationfor thefirsttime Episode5 Thisti me based on a
si mlar mspronunci ation detected Yan confir med her judgment and modifiedtheinitial hypothesis HL
70  Soon when Yan noticed an error instress sheshifted her pri mary attention back to Pronunciati on
and I ntonationfor thesecondti me Episode7 and modifiedthescoring hypothesisagain HL 65 It
Is assumed t hat Yan woul d continue modifying thescoring hypot hesisif the speechlasted|onger and or if
mor e negative or positive evidence was gat hered For this particular testtaker T5 thescore of 65 points
was the final scorethat Yan assi gned

4 3 3 Discussion

As discussed above thereis a hig cyclic process in which the raters assess the three different
categories andin which smaller cyclic processes go on for t he assessment of eachindividual category By
focusing their primary attention cyclically on the three categories and by formng modifying and
finalizing scoring hypotheses cyclically the raters were actively constructing scores The whole
assessment became a score construction activity

The assessment of speaking perfor mance like witingassessment isan exampl e of* anill structured
task” DeRemer 1998 14 Despite standardized training procedures there is no standard sol ution
procedure for the speech assessment The ratersin this study were given scoring rubrics includingthe
rati ng scale and marking specifi cations for the narrative task and bench mark tapes for test marking
They weretrained to reach a common understanding of the descriptorsinthe rating scale to have an
understanding of what type of perfor mance matched a typical level on the scale and what specific
perfor mance features or aspects of aural text to assess In contrast with the traditional view that the
scoring processinvolvedsi mply matchingthe speechsample withthe descriptorsonthescal eand assigning
ascore accordingly e g Shohamy 1988 theraters scoring processes werefoundto be more compl ex
in whichtheraters were actively for mng hypot heses modifying and fi nalizing hypothesesin acycle In
their scoring processes the raters were neither given standard sol ution proceduresto problens such as
“ \Mat types of grammatical errors are grave errors ” nor provided with a ready made representation of
the scoring activity Theraters did not act passivelylike machines orinstruments Onthe contrary they
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were obligedtorespond actively and developtheir own plans of action Inthissense |anguage assessment
becomes a constructive activity in whichtherater nottheratingscale liesatthecenter Itistherater
who deci des what initial scoring hypothesisto build whento modifythe hypothesis and whentofinalize
the scoring decision etc Itistherater who decides whichfeaturesor criteriainthescaleto pay attention
to how to arhitrate bet ween uncertainties and scale descriptors and how to justify the final score
decisionsin ter nms of scoring rubrics and expertise judg ments

5 Conclusion

Mhj or findingsinthisstudy can besummarized as follows First there was atendency fortheraters
togive weight tothe category of content when assessing a communicative task Second when assessing
different categories theraterstendedtolook for discri mnatingfeaturesthat help disti nguish st udents at
different levels and t hus depend on different types of evidence In particular theraters were negative
evidence driven when assessing the formal aspects of language i e Gammar Pronunciation and
| ntonation  were positive evidence driven when assessing Vocabulary andthey combined both negative
and positive evidence when assessing Content Third the scoring process was a cyclic processin which
therater s attention was directedin a cycle to features relating to different categories A hypothesis
formng and testing flow chart was proposed to depict the cyclic decision making process It was also
suggested t hat speech assessment i nvolves a complex processin which theraters are actively constructi ng
scores

Not es

1 To preserve the confidentiality of i ndividual raters pseudonyns are used T3 stands for Tape 3 i mmediate
retrospection shows the origi n of the quotation
2 The original words werein Chinese the English translation wasthe author s
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