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Preface

College teachers and students in China have always attached
great importance to the cultivation of oral English proficiency.
The teaching syllabuses of English majors and non-English
majors, therefore, incorporate specific oral English proficiency
requirements for students at each level. However, have the
students met the requirements set by the syllabuses? Cai Jigang
(2002) , quoting from reports of CET Committee, points out that
from January 1999 to May 2001, 18,550 students got a B in the
six oral tests for non-English majors ( CET-SET) out of a total
number of 32,107, accounting for only 57.8% . He further argues
that “Compared with 2 million test takers who take part in each
CET written test during this period, this passing rate is extremely
low, indicating poor oral English communicative ability among
college students. ” Meanwhile, Wen Qiufang, Wu Caixia and
Lydia So (1999) conclude that “ Second-year English majors have
not definitely reached the requirements for oral English proficiency
set by the teaching syllabus except for speaking speed” (34).
Taking the results of TEM4-Oral 2000 as an example, Wen
Qiufang, Zhao Xuexi and Wang Wenyu (2001 ) further argue that
students have got such common problems as low accuracy,
insufficient fluency, a lack of novelty and profundity, and
unsatisfactory mastery of communicative rtules while holding
dialogues and discussions.
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it can be concluded from the results of the above-mentioned
two national oral English tests that the oral English proficiency of
Chinese college students is far from satisfactory. Moreover, only
students who have got excellent marks in the CET written test are
eligible to take CET-SET and only a few thousand actually sit for
TEM-Oral each year. A large number of students have got no
experience of taking them. Thus they have got no means to
evaluate their oral English proficiency, let alone comparing with
students from other majors or universities in order to figure out
their strengths and weaknesses. Therefore, it is a research project
in urgent need to evaluate students’ oral English proficiency in a
complete and detailed way so that valuable information can be
provided concerning oral English instruction in Chinese colleges
and universities to help enhance oral English proficiency of
students.

The study presented in this book aims at establishing a model
of oral analytic rating scales ( OARS) as an attempt to solve this
problem. OARS is designed on the basis of Bachman’s
Communicative Language Ability (CLA) model, Cohen’s Rating
Scale for Pragmatic Speaking, Nunn’s Rating Scales for Small
Group lnteraction, teaching syllabuses of English majors and non-
English majors, as well as questionnaire survey results of
182 English teachers and 1, 139 students. It covers two main
aspects of oral proficiency — language competence and strategic
competence. The former incorporates organizational competence
( pronunciation, grammar and textual coherence, to be exact) and
pragmatic competence ( illocutionary as well as sociolinguistic
competence ) while the latter evaluates flexible interaction and
nonverbal communication (mnamely body language and
paralanguage ). Pronunciation tests whether the candidate can
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provide utterance with accurate pronunciation and intonation.
Grammar assesses the candidate’s capability of producing
grammatically correct utterances (in terms of both vocabulary and
syntax ). Textual coherence assesses whether the candidate can use
cohesive devices appropriately so as to form coherent utterances.
Hlocutionary pragmatic competence assesses whether the candidate
can express ideas clearly, understand others’ utterances and give
timely and appropriate rejoinders. Sociolinguistic pragmatic
competence examines whether the candidate’s utterance is related
to features of the language use context, such as appropriate uses of
dialects, registers, and idiomatic expressions. Flexible interaction
assesses whether the candidate has the ability to keep an interaction
going smoothly. In doing so, he/she may have to exhibit the
ability for taking turns ( such as holding the floor, interrupting
politely, and helping other participants to join in) and negotiating
(such as taking initiatives and appreciating other participants’
contributions) . Body language includes eye contact, gestures and
facial expressions while paralanguage refers to the vocalizations
that are not words but that may convey meaning or add to the
meaning of words ( such as tone, volume and stress). Each of the
eight traits ( hereafter referred to as “Pron” , “Gram”, “Text”,
“INoc”, “Socio”™, “FlexI”, “Body” and “Para” for
convenience ) is provided with a scale from 5 as the highest to 1 as
the lowest, together with detailed band descriptors.

Language assessment is an endeavor closely linked to
practicality. Problems do occur when a theoretically well-defined
assessment model is put into practice. Thus, OARS has undergone
the following two stages of validation study to prove its reliability,
validity and utility.

The pilot study is mainly concerned with the feasibility of this
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model, possible problems with regard to its application and its
reliability and validity. It was conducted on 30 randomly selected
sophomores majoring in English in University of Shanghai for
Science & Technology ( USST). They were randomly arranged
into groups of three and each group was required to hold an 8-
minute discussion. The picture recording of their performance was
evaluated by two raters who did detailed ratings according to the
band descriptors of OARS and six teachers who did rough ratings
according to its framework. Average scores of the first kind of
rating were taken as the core component of the study. The
candidates’ scores on TEM4 and oral English final examination,
taken at roughly the same time of the experimental test, as well as
their scores on TEMS8 taken two years later, served as outside
measures. Results were gained from tests of reliability, normality
and correlation, shown as follows.

Firstly, OARS exhibits an overall reliability coefficient alpha
of 0.7902, quite desirable for oral proficiency assessment.
Secondly, most sub-total correlation coefficients are above 0. 7
while most sub-sub correlation coefficients are below 0.6,
indicating satisfactory construct validity. Thirdly, the correlation
coefficient of the detailed ratings and the rough ratings reach
0. 831 whereas that of the detailed ratings and the scores on the
oral English final exam reach 0.653, signifying acceptable
external validity. In addition, both the candidates and the teachers
who conducted ratings expressed their approval of OARS for it can
evaluate the oral English proficiency of Chinese college students in
a detailed and comprehensive way. They also found it easy to
follow the scales and band descriptors of OARS. So qualitatively
and quantitatively, OARS establishes itself as a model of reliable,
valid and feasible oral English rating scales.
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The subsequent field study mainly focuses on the further
applicability of OARS, its reliability and validity when applied in
large-scale oral English assessment, and characteristics of Chinese
college students with regard to their oral English proficiency. 180
candidates who have just passed TEM4 or CET6 took part in this
study. They were selected from six levels of college students,
namely English majors of key universities, Arts majors of key
universities, Science majors of key universities, English majors of -
local universities, Arts majors of local universities, and Science
majors of local universities. As in the pilot study, they were
randomly grouped into three and required to hold an 8-minute
discussion. All their performance was picture recorded and rated
by two raters by means of OARS. Results display satisfactory
reliability coefficient alphas (0. 7900, 0.7885, 0.7693, 0.7902,
0.7853 and 0. 7754 respectively) as well as construct validity
(with most of the sub-total correlation coefficients reaching the
theoretical demand of 0. 7). It is concluded that OARS can be
applied to different kinds of Chinese college students in the
assessment of oral proficiency with acceptable reliability and
validity.

When applied to 180 candidates as an entire sample, OARS
exhibits even more satisfactory reliability coefficient and construct
validity , indicating its higher reliability and validity while applied
to large number of candidates. Common problems of these
candidates concerning oral English proficiency are reflected in the
following. The first is that candidates have not acquired advanced
pronunciation skills. The trait “Pron” in OARS is meant to assess
accurate pronunciation of vowels and consonants as well as
appropriate pronunciation techniques and intonation. Results show
that a large number of candidates have reached the basic
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requirement of accurate pronunciation of phonemes, but their
pronunciation and intonation have remained plain. To be specific,
they have not grasped the advanced pronunciation techniques such
as assimilation, liaison, stress, loss of plosion and incomplete
plosion, let alone native-like pronunciation and intonation. The
second is that they have not grasped communication rules. Results
of the assessment from the traits of “Illoc™ and “Socio” show that
about two thirds of the candidates can express their ideas clearly
and give timely and reasonable response to others’ utterance. In
addition, their utterance is appropriate to the actual language use
situation. However, the results are not so satisfactory when it
comes to flexible interaction. Nearly half of the candidates lack
communication means. They cannot find appropriate time to join
in a discussion. Some of them interrupt others whenever they like,
some keep on talking when they get a turn, and some always wait
for others to give them a turn. The third is that candidates
generally lack nonverbal communication awareness. A greal
number of linguists and experts on language teaching and
assessment keep argning that nonverbal communication is
indispensible to communicative proficiency ( such as Harrison
1965, Morlan & Tuttle 1976, Canale 1983, Canale & Swain
1980, Ross 1986, Nunn 2000, Taylor 2006, etc. ). It is a
common feature of everyday communication among native
speakers. However, about half of the candidates who underwent
this assessment procedure do not show this ability. While
presenting ideas, they display flat tones. While discussing with
others, they do not make direct eye contact. Their facial
expression is dumb. They are unable to use gestures. Even though
some of them use some gestures, they are not natural. The above
three problems are common among Chinese college students,



