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ABSTRACT

A recent innovation in language testing in China involves the use of
computerized oral tests. Studies have shown that task planning condi-
tions have particular relevance to the development of a computerized test
of speaking ability in which monologic production tasks are commonly
adopted. The inclusion of planning time during task_performance is con-
sidered likely to affect task difficulty and hence a potential source of
construct-irrelevant difficulty or easiness. Therefore, any attempt to
provide test takers with a certain amount of task planning time cannot
proceed until it is justified by the language outcome.

This study, accordingly, examined the validity of making infer-
ences from test scores elicited from test takers’ monologic oral task
performance under different task planning conditions. The present study
focused on four assumptions which have important implications for va-
lidity. The four assumptions are: (1) there will be no differences in the
oral test scores awarded to the same test takers performing a monologic
oral test task under two different planning conditions; (2) there will be
no differences in linguistic features ( fluency, accuracy and complexity)
when test takers perform a monologic oral test task under two different
planning conditions; (3) there will be different use of communication
strategies by test takers in order to achieve their communicative goals
across two different planning conditions; and (4) the interactive effect
of English proficiency and task planning conditions will result in
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~ different task performance. Using a counterbalanced design for task
planning conditions and English proficiency icvel, this study compared
the performances of 120 full-time undergr'z;duate English majors, of
which sixty were freshmen and the other sixty were seniors. The test
was administered in a langnage lab where a computerized oral test sys-
tem was available. Test takers were required to produce oral narratives
from video clip prompts that had been designed to differ in task planning
conditions. The data were gathered both by subjectively .raﬁng the
speech samples directly using analytic rating scales for fluency, accura-
cy, and complexity and by counting discourse features through use of
discourse analysis procedures.

Results showed that; 1) high-level test takers achieved signiﬁcanﬂy
higher complexity scores under the strategic planning condition than
under the pressured planning condition, while low-level test takers were
awarded significantly higher scores in terms of fluency, accuracy and
complexity under the strategic planning condition than under the pres-
sured planning condition; 2) compared with the pressured planning con-
dition, providing an opportunity for strategic planning was beneficial to
both low- and high- level test takers in producing significantly more syl-
lables, meaningful syllables, error-free clauses and correct verb-forms,
with the exception of syntactic complexity and lexical variety, two lin-
guistic measures of complexity; 3) test takers tended to employ achieve-
ment strategies to produce more accurate speech and to rely on reduction
strategies to achieve more fluent use of language. In particular, under
the pressured planning condition they relied more on reduction strategies
to achieve their communicative goals; 4) there were no interactive
effects of English proficiency levels and task planning conditions on any

one of the three areas of monologic oral test performance, namely,
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fluency, accuracy, and complexity.

In conclusion, the -evidcnce in this study only provided support for
the third assumption, that is, test takers employ different communication
strategies under different planning conditions in order to achieve their
communicative goals. These differences are a reflection of the differ-
ences in test takers’ strategic competence, suggesting that, at the level
of task planning, the relationship between strategic competence and lan-
guage competence is closely related. On the other hand, it reflects
differences in how test takers at different levels of proficiency utilize
their strategic competence. However, the lack of evidence in support of
the other three assumptions requires us to conclude that test-takers’ dis-
course produced under different task planning conditions differed in
many respects which would, thus, preclude making inferences about
their oral abilities on the basis of their monologic oral task performance
under different task planning conditions. Consequently, when designing
monologic oral test tasks the provision of a certain amount of task plan-
ning time to test takers needs to be considered carefully in connection
with their levels of English proficiency. The test scores thus yielded
needs to be interpreted with particular reference to task planning condi-

tions.
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