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Preface

As important features of oral discourse, oral-interactional language functions
(shortened as OLF) play a substantial role in reflecting oral ability (See Weir, 1993;
O’Sullivan et al., 2002, etc.). However, their actual values and the methods and
means by which to assess them have hardly been touched upon.

This dissertation attempts to provide a feasible solution to the above concern by
establishing an OLF model. The model is designed on the theoretical basis of
pragmatic competence description by Bachman & Palmer (1996) and Bygate (1987)’s
oral skill theory, and on the empirical basis of O’Sullivan et al. (2002)’s practical
model of oral language functions. After 7 phases of experimental application,
modification and evaluation, the finalized version comes into being. The OLF model is
composed of three main functions: informational functions, interactional functions,
and managing interaction. Informational functions refer to those language functions
that convey information during oral interactions. It comprises 9 item functions,
namely, providing personal/objective information, expressing personal opinions,
justifying opinions, providing examples for opinions, comparing/contrasting,
speculating, summarizing, expressing personal suggestions, and expressing personal
preferences. Interactional functions refer to those language functions that make
conversations interactive during oral interactions. It includes 12 item functions,
namely, agreeing, disagreeing, asking for opinions/information, insisting on personal
opinions, modifying personal opinions, supporting, challenging opinions, persuading,
asking clarification, providing clarification, checking understanding, and providing
understanding. Managing interaction refers to those language functions that manage
and control the progress and direction of conversations during oral interactions. It
covers 6 item functions, namely, initiating conversation, greeting, transitioning,
developing, changing topic, and terminating conversation.

Based on the OLF model, this dissertation selected 240 pieces (around 150, 000
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words) of the transcriptions of the role-playing task of TEM 4 oral test samples from
the corpus SWECCL after balancing the factors of oral proficiency, gender, and role
of the test takers in three consecutive years. With proper encoding, the corpus samples
went through two phases of trial tagging, the results of which have shown that the
inter-rater reliability and intra-rater reliability reach up to .982 and .998 respectively,
indicating that the tagging system is reliable. With the aid of software SPSS 17.0 and
AntConc 3. 2. 1, the author has done descriptive, ¢ test and correlation analysis
separately on the tagged samples. Coupled with sample discourse analysis, this paper
discusses the factor influence of oral proficiency, gender, role, and testing year on
OLF elicitations, and expands on the most pertinent reasons accordingly. This paper
points out that the establishment of the OLF model enriches modes of language
assessment that are not micro-linguistic, and provides an empirically-based theory for
assessing English learners’ oral communicative ability, as well as makes it possible to
assess such an ability in real time. Also, with a proper rating criterion in place, the
three main functions, i. e. informational functions, interactional functions, and
managing interaction are capable of reflecting oral richness, interactiveness, and
directness respectively; the joint elicitation of informational functions and
interactional functions mirrors the communicative effectiveness of oral interaction.
The research has found that a significant variation exists in elicitation frequencies of
different OLF item functions, among which the most frequently used include
expressing personal opinions, justifying opinions, asking for opinions/information,
transitioning, etc. In respect of factor influence, the differences of oral proficiency,
gender, role and testing time do not exert any significant impact on OLF elicitations.
Yet, t test shows that difference does exist on some OLF item functions, especially for
the factor of oral proficiency. It has been found that higher-level groups use
significantly more interactional functions than lower-level groups.

Also, an OLF-based teacher questionnaire is designed. With the aid of several
experts, the questionnaire receives two revisions before being sent out. The survey
involves 180 teachers from more than 100 colleges and universities across China. The
main part of this questionnaire including 29 questions, relates to the importance of
OLF. The first 2 questions pertain to the value of OLF as a whole while the rest 27
ones correspond to the 27 item functions in the OLF model. The choices for each

question adopt the 6-point Likert scale. This questionnaire is aimed at finding out the
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use values of OLF from teachers’ perspective. SPSS analysis shows that the
questionnaire’s Cronbach’s Alpha reaches . 934, indicating a rather high reliability,
and desirable correlation coefficients indicate satisfactory validity. Research findings
display that all of the 27 OLF item functions register relatively high values. Yet,
compared with the mean scores of informational functions and managing interaction,
that of interactional functions is relatively low, indicating that interactional functions
are less often used in real communication from teachers’ standpoints. Questionnaire
analysis indicates that the values and significance of OLF are clearly confirmed by the
teacher and different OLF item functions exhibit different value weightings.

Towards the end of the research, the author designs a system of conversion
formulae and attempts to correlate students’ OLF elicitation patterns with teachers’
OLF evaluations by putting them on the same rat'ing scale. The design of the formulae
is based primarily on the difference of actual OLF elicitation frequencies. The research
results discover that the correlation coefficients between students’ and teachers’ OLF
value assessment amounts to . 306 which is not significant. This finding indicates that
some degree of difference exists between the two sides’ assessment on OLF values,
which is intensively manifested in 8 item functions: providing personal/objective
information, challenging opinions, persuading, insisting on opinions, providing
examples for opinions, summarizing, providing understanding, and developing. The
difference is mainly caused by test task requirements, test time restraints, candidates’
oral expression habits, teachers’ over-evaluation, etc. At the end of this dissertation,
the author highlights that introducing the OLF model into classroom help teachers
know students’ oral communicative and critical thinking habits better, thus
contributing to the enhancement of students’ oral communicative ability. Besides, the
relative weighting of each item OLF can be penned into teaching syllabus, enriching its
descriptions on oral communicative functions.

The present book takes the author’s doctorial dissertation as a basis. During the
process of writing, I have received help and guidance from a number of professors and
fellow researchers. First and foremost, my heartfelt gratitude naturally goes to
Professor Zou Shen at Shanghai International Studies University (SISU), who has
inspired me into carrying out this project and given me instructive advice and
suggestions on research design and manuscript writing, which helped lay a solid

foundation for the current book. My gratitude also goes to Professor Chen Jianlin,
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Professor Mei Deming, Professor Xu Yulong, and Professor Rod Ellis among other
professors, from whose lectures I benefited a lot during my three years of doctorial
study at SISU. My appreciation particularly goes to Professor Liu Qin at Shanghai
University of Science and Technology (USST) and Professor Liu Baoquan at Shanghai
University of Finance and Economics (SHUFE), who have rendered me great help in
the implementation of pre-stage questionnaire survey. Besides, professors and my
fellow Ph. D candidates at SISU always lent me a hand without hesitation. Shanghai
Jiao Tong University Press offered substantial support for the publication of this book.
All the above deserve my sincere gratitude.

Finally, I am deeply indebted to my family for their constant support,
encouragement, and endurance throughout these years.

Though the present book has undergone several modifications, it is far from

perfect. Any suggestion or criticism is welcome.

Tai Zhonghua
Shanghai
October, 2014



List of Acronyms

AC asking clarification

ACTFL American Council on the Teaching of Foreign Languages
AF interactional functions

AG . agreeing

AO asking for opinions or information
CEFR Common European Framework of Reference
CET College English Test

CET 4 Band 4 of CET

CET 6 Band 6 of CET

CET - SET Spoken English Test of CET

CcO challenging opinions

CT changing topic

CU checking understanding

DG disagreeing

DV developing

EFL English as a Foreign Language

EO providing examples for opinions

ESOL English for Speakers of Other Languages
FCE First Certificate in English

GT greeting

IC initiating conversation

IF informational functions

10 insisting on personal opinions

JO justifying opinions

MA Master of Arts

MI managing interaction
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MO modifying personal opinions

ocC observation checklist

OLF oral-interactional language functions

OPI Oral Proficiency Interview

PC providing clarification

PD persuading

PI providing personal or objective information
PO expressing personal opinions

POLF patterns of OLF

PP expressing personal preferences

PS expressing personal suggestions

PU providing understanding

SM summarizing

SO supporting

SOPI Semi-direct Oral Proficiency Interview

SP speculating

SWECCL Spoken and Written English Corpus of Chinese Learners
TC terminating conversation

TEFL Teaching English as a Foreign Language
TEM Test for English Majors

TEM 4 Band 4 of TEM

TEM 4-Oral Oral Test of TEM 4

TR transitioning

UCLES University of Cambridge Local Examinations Syndicate
VOLF values of OLF

VS comparing or contrasting
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Chapter

“Language ability in general includes five aspects of listening, speaking, reading,
writing and translating, among which speaking is an important component and plays
the most essential role in inheriting and developing a language.” (Zhao, 2012. 39) Its
significance can be illustrated by Yalden’s claim that “a language lives only when it is
spoken.” (1987. 53) Speaking as an important skill for any second language learner
has drawn great attention from both the field of foreign language education and society
in China. However, according to the assessment results of two major large-scale oral
tests, the Spoken English Test for College English Test and the Spoken English Test of
TEM 4, “the oral proficiency of Chinese college students is far from satisfactory”.
(Liu, 2010: 2) Even though the oral rating criteria have room to be polished, some
common problems remain the same, like low accuracy, insufficient fluency which
mostly belong to micro-linguistic skills in line with rating criteria and teaching
requirements. Yet, the fostering and assessment of macro-linguistic skills or patterns
have been largely ignored, which lead to the missing of the aspects of interactional
effectiveness and way of communication. In this regard, O’Sullivan et al. (2002)
firstly broached the viewpoints of taking language functions as oral ability on an
empirical basis. Then, what are the values of oral language functions in judging
interactional effectiveness and way of communication under testing environments?
Since teaching has impacts on learning, teachers’ viewpoints on these functions as
macro-linguistic skills will be reflected in their teaching. The values of these functions
need to be figured out by comparing students’ performance with teachers’ evaluations
on them to enhance understanding of oral language ability as well as to establish a link
between teaching, testing and learning of oral English.

>>>>1.1 Study background

In conjunction with the concerns as indicated by the title of this dissertation, this
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section unfolds itself through four major phases of defining some basic concepts,
namely, the introduction and definition of oral interaction, language function, oral
test tasks, and the role-playing task of TEM 4 oral test.

1.1.1 Oral interaction

Tepper (1978) suggests that oral interaction may be simply defined as the
transmission and reception of thoughts, ideas, feelings and attitudes by verbal and
nonverbal means, between two or more individuals. This term distinguishes itself from
any written form of communication with regard to the way of output, but in the
meantime “both of them include two linguistic activities: encoding and decoding”
(Liu, 2010: 13). The other aspect worth noting is the feature of interaction, which as
commonly recognized involves two or more speakers. It means that such oral activities
as monologue, public speech, or a typical lecture cannot be labeled as an oral
interaction, but rather a one-way oral output. This type of oral activity is fixed to
some extent in duration, pace or well predictable due to the definite purpose set
beforehand. In contrast, a dialogue or group discussion as typical types of oral
interaction can only be predicted or judged as it draws to an end, and the participants
involved in the interaction have to draw on their impromptu abilities or strategic
communication skills to maintain or develop it. In this sense, oral interactions are
more effective than monologues in mobilizing or eliciting the whole aspects of oral ability.

1.1.2 Language function

Language function does not sound like an academic term, but people’s awareness
of it may well date back to as early as when language research begins. As a matter of
fact, in the early period of 20th century, an increasing number of researchers like
linguists, psychologists, or critics put forward a variety of theories on the definition or
classification of language function, most of them believing in the multi-function of a
language. Among them are several prominent experts like Buhler (1934), German
psychologist, Jakobson (1960), American linguist, Richards (1929), British literary
reviewer, Lyons (1977), British linguist, and Halliday (1985) , British linguist, whose
theories have exerted a great influence upon the language research in the later years.

Buhler (1934) describes language in terms of representational function, expressive
function, and vocative function, briefly defined as the function of stating events, of
showing the speaker’s characters, and of exerting influence upon the listener
respectively. According to Buhler, representational function plays a primary role
among the three functions. Likewise, Jakobson (1960) also believes in the existence of
difference with respect to importance among various language functions. In his work
entitled “Linguistics and Poetics”, language functions are generally divided into six



