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ABSTRACT nis article reports on the results of 
research conducted by ACTFL on the construct 
validity of the ACTFL Proficiency Guidelines 
and oral interview procedure. A multitrait- 
multimethod validation study formed the basis 
of the research design and analysis, which in- 
cluded tests of speaking, writing, listening, and 
reading in French and English as a Second 
Language. Results from Rasch analyses are also 
reported. In general, the results provide strong 
support for the use of the Guidelines as a foun- 
dation for the development of proficiency tests 
and for the reliability and validity of the Oral 
Proficiency Interview. The paper includes a 
detailed description of the research 
methodology, instrumentation, data analyses, 
and results. A discussion of the results and sug- 
gestions for further research are also included. 

Introduction , 

Since 1981, the American council on the Bath- 
ing of Foreign Languages has undertaken several 
projects designed to develop, refine and 
disseminate prooedures for describing and measur- 
ing foreignhecond language proficiency. The 
most notable of ACTFL's endeavors in this area 
have been the creation of the ACTFL Proficiency 

Pafricia Dundonoli (A.B., Clark University) was, at the time 

of this research, Development and Projects Consultant to 
ACTFL. She was Project Director of the described study. 
Gmnf Henning (Ph. D., U.C.L.A.) is Senior Research Scien- 
tist, Division of Cognitive and Assessment Fbearch at Educa- 
tional Testing Service He was Senior ltchnical Consultant to 
this project. 

Foreign Lmguage Annals, 23, No. 1, 1990 11 

Guidelines and the adaptation and dissemination 
of the oral proficiency interview (OPI). 

Over the past several years, a number of 
authors have advanced concerns and criticisms of 
both the Guidelines and the OPI procedures. 
While no single study can adequately respond to 
the range of issues surrounding the development 
and use of the proficiency Guidelines and OPI, 
it is hoped that the present study can begin to ad- 
dress several of the most salient issues and that it 
can form a foundation from which additional 
research can be designed and conducted, both by 
ACTFL itself and by other interested members of 
the profession. 

While some of the criticisms of the Guidelines 
and OPI may appear contradictory or not entirely 
relevant, many legitimate questions have been 
raised that the present study was, in part, 
designed to address. The most significant of these 
criticisms was simply that there had not been any 
validation study conducted and published by 
ACTFL to substantiate the use of the Guidelines 
and/or the OPI. several authors have called for 
systematic investigation of the reliability and 
validity of the ratings (Bachman and Savignon, 
1, p. 388; Lantolf and Frawley, 4, p. 342). 

Of particular concern has been the criticism 
that the Guidelines and OPI procedure do not 
sufficiently take into account test method effects, 
or that trait and method are inextricably bound 
together in the design of the Guidelines and OPI 
(Bachman and Savignon, 1, p. 384). In order to 
begin to address this question, ACTFL designed 
this study to permit a multitrait multimethod 
(MTMM) validation analysis of the data. 
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Elaboration of these analyses are presented in 
the Results section of this report. 

Questions have also been raised as to validity 
of the levels as put forth in the Guidelines. While 
ACTFL has never claimed that the Guidelines 
reflect a particular second-language acquisition 
model, it has acknowledged the need to explore 
the properties of the proficiency scale in greater 
depth. Empirical data were needed that would 
support the difficulty hierarchy represented by 
the Guidelines. The Rasch analyses performed 
on the data shed some light on these issues. 

Finally, a question has been raised as to the 
generalizability of the scale across languages 
(Bachman and Savignon, 1, p. 380). Again, it 
was hoped that the design of this study, which in- 
cluded both English and French, would permit 
this issue to be addressed. 

Procedures 
Subjects. The subjects for this study included 

60 students of French language at Northwestern 
University (Chicago) and 59 ESL students drawn 
primarily from Brandeis University (Boston). 
The subjects were recruited from the general stu- 
dent body and given a $50 honorarium for their 
full-day participation in the study. Each student 
was tested in speaking via the oral proficiency in- 
terview; and in listening, reading, and writing via 
tests developed by ACTFL specifically for this 
project. 

The original design for this study included 
not only French and English as a Second 
Language, but also Russian. This design was 
based on the assumption that proficiency tests, 
geared directly to the ACTFL proficiency 
Guidelines, would be available in these three 
languages by the time of the study. Unfortunate- 
ly, anticipated tests were either unavailable or 
inappropriate, and a significant and un- 
anticipated amount of time and effort was 
needed to develop appropriate proficiency 
tests in listening, reading, and writing in the 
target languages of the study. The time line and 
budget did not permit such extensive test 
development in three languages. Because of 
available resources, both human and other- 
wise, ACTFL selected English and French as the 
test development and research languages. 

Esters and Raters. ACTFLcertified oral pro- 
ficiency testers were used both to conduct and 
rate the oral proficiency interviews and to read 
and rate the writing samples. For each speaking 
and writing sample, two judgments were provid- 
ed. In case of disagreement between these two 
judges, a third rating was obtained. The final 
rating was determined to be that on which two 
of the three judges agreed, in accord with the 
standard ACTFL procedure for resolving rating 
discrepancies. Interrater reliabilities were 
calculated and are reported in the Results sec- 
tion. In order to ensure the most conservative 
estimates, reliabilities were calculated on initial 
ratings, prior to resolution of discrepancies. 

In ESL, four OPI testers assisted in the pro- 
ject: David Hiple, Barbara Hoekje, Martha 
Marks, and Virginia Maurer. For the ESL 
writing samples, Virginia Maurer and Sally 
Sieloff Magnan served as raters. 

In French, the following individuals ad- 
ministered and rated the oral interviews: Scott 
Culp, Anne Landau, Sirnone Pavlovich, Chris- 
tiane Rey, Sylvie Romanowski, Jay Siskin, 
Janine Spencer, Rosalee Gentile, and Claude 
Tournier. Sally Sieloff Magnan and Chantal 
Thompson read and rated the writing samples. 

In each language, the paper and pencil tests 
were scored by the project director and ACTFL 
project staff. 

Instrumentation. Each subject initially com- 
pleted a background questionnaire that included 
biographical data, prior study and exposure to 
thetarget language of the tests, and indication of 
the extent to which the target language was used 
outside of the classroom. Each subject then took 
a reading, listening, and writing test and also 
participated in an individually scheduled and ad- 
ministered oral proficiency interview. Some of 
these OPIs were conducted prior, and some after, 
the administration of the other tests. 

As noted above, completely new tests were 
designed and created for the purpose of this 
validation project. At the time the proposal was 
written, it had been hoped that proficiency tests 
tied to the Guidelines would be available for use 
in this project. However, by the data collection 
phase of the project, those proficiency tests that 
were available had not been developed directly 



FOREIGN LANGUAGE ANNALS - FEBRUARY 1990 13 

from the criteria in the Guidelines, were not in 
the target languages and, more importantly, did 
not span the entire scale, an essential feature of 
the tests needed for this project. Furthermore, 
because of the need to incorporate a controlled 
test method for purposes of the analyses (see 
Data Analysis), and to make confident and ac- 
curate statements about the validity of the 
Guidelines, specialized tests were required. Thus, 
an extensive test development component was 
added to this project. In order to accommodate, 
both financially and procedurally, this unan- 
ticipated activity, ACTFL was forced to reduce 
the number of target languages from three to 
two. Even so, a substantial amount of additional 
work was required to develop proficiency tests in 
listening, reading, and writing that spanned the 
entire proficiency scale. 

To facilitate the desired cross-language com- 
parisons, an effort was made to locate reading 
and listening texts that were either identical or 
similar in French and English. This was more 
feasible in the reading skill than in listening. 
Several reading passages were taken from such 
sources as United Nations publications in which 
the same news story is reported in French and in 
English or from bilingual Canadian tourist in- 
formation brochures. It was determined that 
since each version was written by natives for 
natives, these passages could be considered 
“authentic” in both French and English. Where 
identical texts were not available, similar texts 
were chosen on the basis of difficulty and con- 
tent criteria. 

One of the primary validation concerns to be 
addressed by this study was the methodhait 
aspect of construct validity. The original project 
conception targeted “skill modality” as the tmit 
and “formaVinformal linguistic register” as the 
method. However, in operationalizing this 
scheme for test development, it became apparent 
that the dichotomy had two disadvantages: First, 
the concept of formal and informal register was 
itself embedded in the descriptions in the profi- 
ciency Guidelines so that performance would 
not be expected to be equivalent at all levels of 
the scale; and second, finding tests that 
represented this dichotomy would be extremely 
difficult at all levels of the scale. After 

considering several other approaches, ACTFL 
ultimately determined to select “item format” 
as the method variable for the item-based tests 
of listening and reading; that is, open-ended 
items would represent one test method while 
closed-ended or multiple-choice items would 
represent the other method. Thus, items were 
constructed at each proficiency level to represent 
both types of item formats, or test methods. For 
the non-item-based tests of speaking and 
writing, first- and second- rater estimates were 
treated as methods. Appropriate method com- 
parisions were made within and across skill 
modalities treated as traits. 

Data Analysis. The proposal outlined several 
specific analyses that would be performed on the 
data: 

1. Means, standard deviations, and reliability 
estimates would be computed for proficiency 
scores in each skill area for each language. 

2. Multitmit-multimethod construct validation 
matrices would be constructed within each lan- 
guage, treating the four skills as tmits and item 
type or category as methods. Both attenuated 
and disattenuated matrices were inspected. 

3. Latent trait scalar analysis would be con- 
ducted for the proficiency ratings using Rasch 
analysis. 

4. Comparability of proficiency Guidelines 
across language groups would be discussed in 
terms of comparative difficulty, reliability, con- 
struct validity, distribution, and fit to a latent 
trait model. 

For purposes of the data analyses, proficien- 
cy ratings were converted to numerical scores ac- 
cording to the following transformations (from 
Lange i d  Lowe, 5).  
Proficiency Rating 
Novice Low 
Novice Mid 
Novice High 

Intermediate Low 
Intermediate Mid 
Intermediate High 

Advanced 
Advanced High 

Superior 

Numerical Equivalent 
0.1 
0.3 
0.8 

1.1 
1.3 
1.8 

2.3 
2.8 

3.3 
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The Results section below presents the 
findings for these analyses and for several addi- 
tional analyses which were performed on the 
data. 

ReSUltS 
Summary: 
1. Test Difficulty appeared appropriate in all 

skill areas in both English and French. Both in- 
terrater reliabilities (for speaking and writing) 
and internal consistency reliabilities (for reading 
and listening) were unusually high. These initial 
results indicate that tests of appropriate difficul- 
ty and reliability can be devised in accordance 
with the ACTFL Guidelines. 

2. In both English and French, all four skills 
assessed according to the ACTFL Guidelines ex- 
hibited convergent validity by the MTMM 
validity criteria. 

3. In English, the skills of speaking and 
reading, as measured, exhibited discriminant 
validity in all the required comparisons. Writing 
exhibited discriminant validity in 11 out of 12 
comparisons; listening in 9 out of 12 com- 
parisons. In French, a similar inspection of the 
correlation matrix reveals that speaking, writing, 
and reading exhibited discriminant validity in all 
required comparisons. In listening, only three of 
the required 12 comparisons were met. 

4. The latent trait scalar analyses revealed that 
the percentage of mkJt was lower than expected 
for both English and French in persons, levels, 
and items. The English data revealed some misfit 
at the Intermediate Low level in both speaking 
and writing that appeared to be an artifact of the 
charactepistics of the learner sample rather than 
the adequacy of the guidelines. 

5.  The Rasch analysis also revealed that, with 
a few exceptions, there was adequate progmsion 
in the appropriate direction on the latent 
ability and difficulty continua associated 
with the descriptors provided in the Guide- 
lines. 

6. A final comparison was made between 
ratings assigned in the case of the speaking skills 
by certified OPI testers and ratings assigned by 
native speakers. The high correlations obtained 
between these measures is support for the face 
validity of the Guidelines. 

Detail: 
The means, standard deviations and internal 

consistency reliabilities of tests in all skill areas 
are reported in %ble I for the 59 ESL and 60 
French students who participated in this part of 
the study. Interrater reliabilities are also provided 
for the speaking and writing assessments. 

.reSt difficulty appeared appropriate in all skill 
areas as indicated by mean scores near the mid- 
points of the possible scoring range. Reliabilities 
wexe unusually high given the comparatively small 
number of raters or items on which the tests scores 
were based, and given that there was no revision 
cycle based on item- and rating-analysis results. 

Interrater reliabilities were based on ratings 
givenprior to any resolution of differences, and 
in this way are more conservative than usual 
estimates. As is typically the case, interrater 
reliabilities were higher than internal consistency 
reliabilities estimated for the skills of speaking 
and writing. This is due to the fact that interrater 
reliabilities are more limited in the error sources 
they seek to control, being concerned only with 
measurement errors that arise in the raters. 

Means for speaking and writing were based on 
the numerical conversion of the proficiency 
ratings described above. Thus, sample means in 
English fell between Intermediate Mid and In- 
termediate High on the proficiency scale. In 
French writing, one mean fell between In- 
termediate High and Advanced while the rest, 
like in English, fell between Intermediate Mid 
and Intermediate High. No subject in the sam- 
ple exceeded the level of Superior in any skill 
area. These initial results indicate that tests of ap- 
propriate difficulty and reliability can be devised 
in accordance with the ACTFL Guidelines. 

Of further concern to the study was an in- 
vestigation of the validity of the tests devised in 
accordance with the ACTFL Guidelines. To ad- 
dress this concern, use was made of the MTMM 
validation procedure developed by Campbell 
and Fiske (2) to determine the construct validi- 
ty of the battery of tests. By this method, a cor- 
relation matrix was computed such that 
language skills areas served as traits (listed in the 
left-hand margin of the matrix), while methods 
of assessment listed across the top of the matrix 
were identified as multiple-choice versus open- 
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TABLEI 

Means, Standard Deviations and Subtest Reliabilities for AN Tests by Skill Area 
mnglish N = 59, Wnch N = 60) 

ENGLISH 
subtest 

Speaking A 
SpePltineB 

Writing A 
Writing B 
Writing (A+B)/2 

Listening MC 
Listening OE 
Listening MC+OE 

Reading MC 
Reading OE 
Reading MC+ OE 

speakine (A+B)/2 

N Raten/ 
Items 

1 Rater 
1 Rater 
2 Raten 

1 Rater 
1 Rater 
2 Raters 

31 Items 
30 Items 
61 Items 

31 Items 
31 Items 
62 Items 

Mean c.d. Alpha/ 
Interrater 

1.646 0.713 
1.649 0.733 
1.615 0.728 0.85/0.98 

1.751 0.692 
1.688 0.730 
1.703 0.678 0.87/0.93 

18.78 6.943 
14.78 5.718 
3356 12.14 0.96 

17.15 7.919 
16.75 8.006 
33.90 15.60 O.% 

FRENCH 
Subtest 

Speaking A 
Speaking B 
Speaking (A + B)/2 

Writing A 
Writing B 
Writing (A+B)/2 

Listening MC 
Listening OE 
Listening MC+OE 

Reading MC 
Reading OE 
Reading MC + OE 

N Raters/ 
Items 

1 Rater 
1 Rater 
2 Raten 

1 Rater 
1 Rater 
2 Raten 

31 Items 
30 Items 
61 Items 

31 Items 
31 Items 
62 Items 

Mean s.d. Alpha/ 
Interrater 

1.733 0.915 
1.715 0.895 
1.737 0.895 0.89/0.97 

1.673 0.794 
2.100 0.779 
1.757 0.781 0.89/0.94 

20.67 3.772 
17.40 6.079 
38.07 9.083 0.90 

19.60 4.085 
1757 4.979 
37.17 8569 0.96 

MC = Multiple Choice OE = Open Ended 

ended item format for the item-based tests and as 
rater A versus rater B for the rating-based tests. 
Results of this analysis are reported in nble 11. 

In Bble I1 the underlined coefficients in the 
diagonal represent the correlations obtained for 
the same skill by two different methods. These 
coefficients have elsewhere been termed con- 
vergent validity co@ficients and in order for the 
language skills as measured to exhibit convergent 
validity, it is necessary for these coefficients to be 

significant& greater than zero in each case 
(Campbell and Fiske, 2). This first condition is 
fulfilled for every coefficient concerned 
in both English and French. 

The second validation requirement by this 
method is that the convergent validity co- 
@ficients underscored above must be greater in 
magnitude than the coefficients for different 
tmits by the same method. Thus, for example, 
the English speaking convergent validity 
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ENGLISH 
TRAlTs 

speaking 

Writing 

Listening 

Reading 

A Multitlait-Multimethod Validation Matrix with English Language Skills 
Given as Traits and Rater or Item Qpe Given as Methods 

(English N=59, F h c h  N=60) 

MITIMODS 
Reading 
MC OE 

spulrins writing - 
RatA RatB RatA RatB MC OB 

RA 

RB 

RA 

RB 

MC 

OE 

MC 

OE 

1.Ooo 

l.m 
m A57 1.Ooo 

.m .882 l.m 

.796 .792 .?7l .7% l.m 

.762 .712 .739 .?73 _. .837 l.m 

.828 ,792 .8M .824 .917 .845 1.O00 

.759 .752 .780 .786 .864 .762 - 920 l.m 

FRENCH 
T m  M m O D S  

writing Listening Reading 
MC OE 

speaking 
RetA RatB RatA RatB MC OE 

RA 
Speaking 

RB 

RA 

RB 
Writing 

MC .~~ 

Listening 
OE 

MC 

OE 
Reading 

1.OOO 

- ,935 l.m 
.853 .799 1.ooo 

.839 m &g l.m 

.738 .709 .a5 .684 1.Ooo 

.a46 .836 852 303 l.m 

.637 .610 .617 .609 574 .639 1.O00 

.784 .769 .761 .?72 .m .m - .786 l.m 
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coefficient, .968, should exceed in value the ad- 
jacent coefficients, .850 and 382. Since this con- 
dition is also met, it may be said that the speaking 
skill, as measured, exhibited heterotrait- 
monomethod discriminant validity. Since the 
same methods were applied across only two skills 
at a time, this procedure requires comparison of 
the convergent validity coefficient with only two 
other coefficients in eachcase. Thus, for English 
writing, 368 should also exceed .850 and 382, 
which it is only half successful in doing. For 
English listening, .837 should exceed .917 and 
.762, which it is only half successful in accomplish- 
ing. For English reading, .920 should also exceed 
.917 and .762, which it does. Thissecond valida- 
tion requirement, then, is fur& met in English for 
the skills of speaking and reading, and is only 
partially met for the skills of writing and listen- 
ing. In French, a similar inspection of the cor- 
relation matrix reveals that all required com- 
parisons are met or exceeded with the exception 
of one of the two nemmy Iivtening mmparisom 

The final procedural requirement is that the 
convergent validity coefficients e x c e e d  the values 
of the correlations for different traits with dif- 
ferent methods in order to establish heterotrait- 
heteromethod discriminant validity. This time 
there are ten coefficients that each convergent 
validity coefficient must exceed. In the case of 
English speaking, for example, .%8 must exceed 
the values .920, .7%, .762,.828, .759, .857, .792, 
.712, .792, and .752, which it does completely. By 
the same procedure, it can be shown that the 
English writing convergent validity coefficient 
exceeds nine of the relevant ten coefficients; 
listening exceeds eight of ten, and reading, like 
speaking, exceeds all ten of the required com- 
parison coefficients. 

In summary, in ESL the skills of speaking and 
reading (as measured by the tests developed) ex- 
hibited convergent/discriminant construct 
validity in all thirteen required comparisons. 
Writing exhibited such validity in eleven of thir- 
teen comparisons, and listening showed con- 
struct validity in ten of thirteen comparisons. In 
French, speaking, writing, and reading exhibited 
construct validity in all required comparisons. In 
listening, only four of the required thirteen com- 
parisons were met. 

Another kind of validity of interest in the 
analysis of tests designed according to ACTFL 
Guidelines may be termed response validity. For 
these results, it was useful to calibrate all ratings 
and test scores by use of a latent trait analytic 
procedure known as the Rasch model (Hen- 
ning, 3; Rasch, 6; Wright and Stone, 8). This pro- 
cedure entails, among other things, the com- 
putation offit statistics for every person, item, 
or level in the response data set. These fit 
statistics serve to indicate the extent to which the 
responses associated with each person, item, or 
level conformed to the expectations of the model 
that were derived from group response patterns. 
Misfit by these criteria may signal inappropriacy 
of persons or items due to phenomena such as 
guessing, cheating, impairment of vision or 
hearing, contamination of the measwed dimen- 
sions as by excessive speededness or confounded 
measurement constructs. 

Typically, test data sets are expected to exhibit 
misfit of about 5-15 percent of the items or per- 
sons (Rentz and Rentz, 7). It was useful in the 
present study to determine the rates of misfit for 
each skill area as a further indication of the 
validity of the application of tests designed 
according to the ACTFL Guidelines. This infor- 
mation is reported in 'Ihble 111. 
ForbothEnglishandFrenchdata,thepercent- 

age of misfit was lower than, or did not exceed, 
expectation in the case of persons, levels, or items 
associated with any skill area. The misfit at- 
tributed to the English Intermediate Low level 
appeared to result from the fact that only two 
(for Speaking) or three (for Writing) ratings were 
assigned at that level for the present sample. The 
slightly higher percentage of misfit for English 
reading persons and items may have resulted 
either from a somewhat greater tendency of sub- 
jects to guess correct reading answers or from the 
reliance on picture recognition skills in addition 
to reading skills at the lowest levels. A com- 
parison of the English and French data reveals 
similar results in both data sets. Overall in 
French, however, the percentage of misfit was 
lower than that for English. 

Of further concern in a validation study of 
this type is an investigation of the rates of correct 
itemhating assignment to level. In theory, the 
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TABLE III 

Rates of Rash Model Positive Misfit for Persons, Items, and Levels for Tests within Skill Area 
ENGLISH 
SKILL Persons Misfit % Levels Misfit % Items Misfit 70 

Speaking 59 0 0 9 1 11 

Writing 59 0 0 9 1 11 

Listening 59 2 3 62 1 2 

Reading 59 3 5 61 5 8 

*The 9 k l s  ranged from Novice Low to Superior. The one misfitting level was Intermediate Low in both 
speakingand writing 

PRENCH 
SKILL Persons Misfit % Levels Misfit % Items Misfit % 

speaking 60 0 0 9 0 0 

writing 60 0 0 9 0 0 

Listening 60 2 3 

Reading 60 2 3 

61 3 5 

61 2 3 

Guidelines should help the test developer or per- 
formance rater in making correct decisions 
about the proficiency level of the behavior said 
to be measured. The Rasch model calibration 
procedure enables determination of mean 
estimates of latent item difficulty for itemswrit- 
ten on passages judged to be at a particular pro- 
ficiency level. Similarly, it is possible by the same 
procedure to determine mean estimates of latent 
person ability associated with the ratings given 
to persons judged to be at any particular profi- 
ciency level. In this way it is possible to provide 
further check on the validity of proficiency assess- 
ments. With regard to items written on passages 
of any given proficiency level, it is known that 
such items can vary widely in item difficulty 
within the same passage. Nevertheless, it can be 
shown that there is usually correspondence be- 
tween passage difficulty and item difficulty as 
reflected in the mean of all item difficulties 
within any given passage of known difficulty. 

'Itible IV reports the means and standard 
deviations of item difficulties within passages 
judged with reference to Interagency Language 
Roundtable (ILR) rating procedures to be at par- 
ticular levels of listening and reading proficien- 
cy. 'Itible IV also provides similar information 
concerning ratings of speaking and writing abili- 
ty for the present study. 

The calibration figures reported indicate that 
there was, in general, adequate progression in the 
appropriate direction on the latent ability and 
difficulty continua associated with the descrip- 
tors provided in the Guidelines. In English, there 
were three exceptions: (1) ratings of Novice High 
speaking tended to be higher on the scale than 
ratings of Intermediate I n w  speaking; (2) ratings 
of Novice High writing tended to be higher on 
the scale than ratings of Intermediate Low 
writing; and (3) items associated with In- 
termediate Listening passages tended to have 
lower mean difficulty than items associated with 
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TABLE lV 

Means and Standard Deviations of Estimated Rasch Item Difficulties and Person Abilities 
Associated with ACTFL Proficiency Imels by Skill Area, Expressed in Logits. 

ENGLISH 
Proficiency N Mean S 

spealrine 
(S. E) 

n.a. n.a Novice Low 
Novice Mid 6 -350 0.51 
Novice High 2 -1.25 0.41 
Intermediate Low 24 -2.16 0.35 

o ‘R”’?) 

I n t e d i a t e M i d  27 a m  0.16 
IntermediateHigh 29 -0.05 0.13 
Advanced 14 1.36 0.18 
Advanced Plus 8 232 0.29 
Superior 7 3.97 053 

N Mean S 

Writing 

n.a. 
5 n.a. 
3 -2.61 
m -2.88 
27 -1.49 
27 -0.34 m 0.81 
9 2.16 
7 4.35 

‘hotings) (So E) 
n.a. 
n.a. 
0.42 
0.26 
0.17 
0.16 
0.18 
0.25 
057 

Listening Reading 
(P-gcs) (Items) (S.D.) (Items) (S. D.) 
Novice 14 -1.59 1.36 12 -1.73 0.77 
In termediate 12 -3.11 1.72 12 -0.78 0.93 
Advanced 12 0.43 0.99 12 -0.67 1.17 
Superior 12 1.93 1.75 12 0.60 1.08 
Distinguished 12 3.06 1.45 13 2.38 1.07 

FRENCH 
Proficiency N Mean S N Mean S 

speaking 
(Persons) (Ratings) 
Novice Low 0 n.a. 
Novice Mid 12 11.8. 

Intermediate Low 13 -1.95 
Intermediate Mid 22 -1.24 

Advanced 17 0.69 
Advanced Plus 13 1.97 

Navice High 12 -3.25 

Intermediate High 18 -0.m 

Superior 13 3.86 

(So 
n.a. 
n.a. 
0.36 
0.23 
0.19 
0.17 

0.25 
0.47 

0.20 

Listening 
(P-pes) (Items) (S. D.) 
Novice .* 12 -3.60 1.09 
Intermediate 12 -0.n 1.88 
Advanced 13 0.31 1.19 
Superior 12 1.21 1.20 
Distinguished 12 2.19 157 

Writing 
(Ratings) 

0 n.a. 
4 11.8. 
3 -2.80 
18 -2.89 
27 -1.18 
21 0.12 
17 0.97 
16 1.91 
14 3.87 

Reading 
(Items) 
12 -257 
12 -0.75 
12 -0.78 
12 1.64 
12 2.05 

(So 
n.a. 
n.a. 
0.42 
0.26 
0.17 
0.16 
0.18 
0.25 
057 

(S. D.) 
1.23 
1.10 
1.14 
0.98 
0.91 
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Novice listening. In French, the two exceptions 
were: (1) As with English, ratings of Novice High 
writing tended to be slightly higher on the scale 
than ratings of Intermediate Low writing and 
(2) Items associated with Intermediate reading 
passages tended to have slightly higher mean dif- 
ficulty than those associated with Advanced 
reading. 

The first two English exceptions and the first 
French exception are not problematic in that 
there were very few ratings of Novice High given 
for the present sample in either speaking or 
writing. There, the deviation from expectation 
was likely attributable simply to small sample 
size at that ability interval. The exception in the 
case of the items associated with the In- 
termediate listening English passages is prob- 
lematic, however, and may explain in part why 
the listening skill exhibited the lowest construct 
validity in the analysis reported in nb le  11. The 
exception in the case of items associated with 
French Intermediate reading is also cause for 
concern, although the difference in mean item 
difficulty is quite small (-.075 v. - .078). 

Note also that the reason fewer proficiency 
levels appeared in the table for listening and 
reading than for speaking and writing is that 
passages were purposely selected at only five 
distinct levels, i.e., the major borders, in listen- 
ing and reading. The larger deviations appearing 
for the skills of listening and reading than for 
speaking and writing are due primarily to the 
fact that these are standard deviations based on 
samples of only 12 to 14 items, while the devia- 
tions for speaking and writing are standard 
errors derived from samples of 118-120 ratings. 

One final check on the validity of ratings 
assigned in the case of the speaking skill was pro- 
vided by a comparison of ratings given to re- 
corded spoken discourse by ACTFGtrained 
raters with the rank ordering of the same speech 
samples by naive native speakers. n o  sets of 
taped interviews were selected that had been 
rated independently by a pair of ACI'FGtrained 
raters, such that one tapein each set was judged 
reliably to be placed at each proficiency level. For 
each set of tapes, two untrained native speakers 
were asked independently to rank the tapes in 
order of increasing ability using whatever criteria 

they chose. Four separate Spearman Rank 
correlations were computed as a test of the 
correspondence of the proficiency rankings pro- 
vided by the four naive native speakers and those 
given by the ACTFL experts. For English, these 
correlations ranged from 0.904 to 1.OOO with a 
mean of 0.934 and a standard deviation of 0.045. 
For French, the correlations ranged from 0.857 
to 1.OOO with a mean of 0.929 and a standard 
deviation of 0.058. This high correspondence 
between ratings by ACTFL experts and rankings 
by untrained native speakers constitutes evidence 
of the face validity of the Guidelines in both 
English and French. 

Discussion 
The analyses provide considerable support for 

the use of the Guidelines as a foundation for the 
development of proficiency tests and for the 
reliability and validity of the Oral Proficiency In- 
terview. Many of the questions that have been 
raised in the literature have begun to be ad- 
dressed, in particular, the concern about the con- 
struct validity of the OPI and Guidelines as a test 
development criteria. The data did reveal several 
areas where additional analyses and research are 
suggested and these will be pursued by ACTFL 
in later projects. 

The most problematic finding is that of the 
relatively low level of validity exhibited by the 
French listening test, with additional questions 
raised by the English listening and writing tests. 
As noted above, the low level of construct validi- 
ty in listening may stem from several factors 
relating to either the Guidelines or the tests 
designed for this project. For example, in 
developing the tests, text selection proved more 
difficult in listening than in reading, probably 
due to our greater experience with reading text 
characteristics, especially those affecting dif- 
ficulty. Greater attention to listening text 
characteristics and selection criteria would un- 
doubtedly enhance our ability to construct tests. 
Additional factors that affect listening proficien- 
cy, such as text clarity or fidelity, memory, speed, 
repetition, and others may need to be more 
carefully considered in the test development. 
Additional research that would attempt to 
replicate the present study's goals using similar 
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procedures and instrumentation would help 
ascertain the causes of results of the present 
study and suggest more clearly possible 
modifications to the Guidelines or test develop- 
ment procedures. 

While there may indeed be problems or am- 
biguities in the listening Guidelines, it is also 
possible that the listening tests which were used 
for this research need additional development. 
As noted above, these tests did not have the ad- 
vantage of any pilot or revision cycle. Typically, 
in such a pilot phase, as many as 50 percent of the 
items may be discarded. Thus, the results we have 
obtained are extremely conservative. It is also 
clear, however, that our understanding of the 
processes involved in listening proficiency is at an 
early stage, and further research on the factors 
that contribute to such proficiency is in order. 

The fact that a preliminary revision cycle was 
not undertaken is an important feature of the 
present validation study. Just as it would be 
possible to report artificially inflated estimates 
of interrater reliability through deletion of 
discrepant ratings (which was not done here), so 
it would be possible to ensure valid tests by revi- 
sion procedures that eliminated invalid items 
(which was also not done here). The nature of 
the present study dictated that prior revisions not 
be undertaken in order to ensure that a fair test 
of Guideline validity be made.@ should also be 
noted that the logic of validation procedure sug- 
gests that if use of the Guidelines enables the 
development of reliable and valid tests, as was 
the case in the present study, then it follows that 
the Guidelines themselves may be said to be valid 
for the intended purposes of language proficien- 
cy assessment. This does not mean that any test 
developed with reference to the Guidelines will 
necessarily be valid for all purposes. Nor does it 
suggest that poor test development procedures 
that may be followed will necessarily bear 
negative reflection on the Guideline3hat we 
believe we have demonstrated in three of four 
language skills and across two languages is that 
use of the ACTFL Guidelines is not inconsistent 
with goals of reliable and valid assessment of 
language ability. 

While this study provided strong initial sup- 
port for cross-language generalizations, 

additional research with other languages and 
language groups would help ascertain whether 
the same result patterns persist more generally. 
In particular, research is needed that includes 
non-Western languages such as Russian, 
Chinese, Japanese, Arabic, etc. 

The interesting results from the comparisons 
between ratings assigned by ACTFGcertified 
testers and naive native speakers points to the 
fruitful data which can be obtained from 
ethnographic and qualitative research. While not 
originally in the design of th is  study, the data col- 
lected in this small phase of the research provided 
interesting information on the criteria that native 
speakers use in assessing the speaking ability of 
nonnatives and how these criteria relate to those 
in the ACTFL Guidelines. It is hoped that this 
type of research can be pursued in greater depth 
in later studies. 
As research into the validity of the Guidelines 

as the basis for proficiency test development con- 
tinues, greater clarity in the description of testing 
purposes must be pursued. Since the purposes 
for which this test is designed must necessarily be 
a factor in determining how its results are inter- 
preted, studies of test validity must take this issue 
into account in evaluating tests. There is a need 
and a place for many types of language tests, but 
no single test can be expected to serve all of these 
purposes equally well. A proficiency test de- 
signed to yield a global ability estimate is not well 
suited to the decision-making needs addressed by 
an achievement test or a diagnostic test. Atten- 
tion to this important issue must continue to re- 
main at the forefront of both test development 
and testing research. 

NOlTS 
1 This study was conducted with the assistance of 

several individuals. Vicki Galloway, David Hiple, and 
Isabelle Kaplan of the ACTFL staff provided exten- 
sive input at all phases of the project and participated 
fully in the development of the proficiency tests used 
in the project. Irene Thompson of George Washington 
University provided valuable input at all phases of the 
project and assisted, in particular, with both test 
development and interpretation of the results of the 
research. 

Virginia Maurer of Bmndeis University and Claude 
Tournier of Northwestern University assisted in 
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Bulletin 56 (1959): 81-105. 
Henning, Grant. A Guide toknguage Testing: 
Development, Baluation, Reseatrh. New York: 
Newbury House/Harper and Row, 1987. 
h t o l f ,  James and Wlliam FraWleY. ‘‘Oral- 
Proficiency %sting: A Critical Analysis.” The 

Lange, Dale L. and Pardee Lowe, Jr. “Grading 
Reading Passages According to the ACTFL/ 
ETSALR Reading Proficiency Standard: Can It 
Be Learned?” Selected Rapers Fbm the 1986 
Language Testing Research Colloquium. 

Modem Language Journal 69 (1985): 33745. 

d t i n g  subjects and scheduling and monitoring test 
administration and data collection at their institutions. 
Each also served as oral proficiency interviewers for 
the project. Virginia Maurer, Sally Sieloff Magnan of 
the University of Wisconsin and Chantal Thompson 
of Brigham Young University served as judges for the 
writing samples and in addition to those named above, 
the following individuals conducted and rated OPIs 
for the project: Barbara Hoekje, Martha Marks, Anne 
Landau, Simone Pavlovich, Christiane Rey, Sylvie 
Romanowski, Jay Siskin, Janine Spencer, and Rosalee 
Gentile. 

ACTFL wishes to thank all of these individuals for 
their important contributions to the success of this 
project. 

2 In order to obtain an adequate representation of 
ability, especially at the lowest mngesof the scale, a few 
of the ESL subjects were not formal ESL students but 
rather ESL speakers who had lived in the U.S. for only 
a short time. 

For convergent validation, one comparison is 
made (i.e., between monotrait-heteromethod co- 
efficient and zero); the fm discriminant validation re- 
quirement is for two comparisons (ie., between the 
monotrait-heteromethod convergent validity co- 
efficient with the heterotrait-monomethod co- 
efficients); the second discriminant validation require- 
ment is for ten comparisions (i.e., between the 
monotrait-heteromethod convergent validity coeffi- 
cient with the heterotrait-heteromethod validity coef- 
ficients), for a total of thirteen required comparisons. 
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The American Classical League and the 
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Since 1971 we have helped hundreds of FL teachers 
raise their funds the fast and fun way. Our world-wide 
selection of unique imported candies give you the big 
gest profits because we beat all prices. Call us and com- 
pare1 You’ll see. We’ll save you money. 

We have the latest in Videos, Multi-Standard VCR’s, 
Tdhirts, Buttons, Decorations, and Charters to Europe. 

FREE Wholesale List, T-shirts, 
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Call us toll-free or mail the coupon below. 

1 -800-437-2602 
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