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Abstract: The NCSSFL-ACTFL Can-Do Statements describe what language learners
can do at the various ACTFL proficiency sublevels. Unlike the European equivalent of the
Can-Do Statements (the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages), few
researchers have assessed the construct validity of the NCSSFL-ACTFL statements. Con-
cerns have included whether the difficulty levels of the skills described in the statements
match the statements’ assigned proficiency levels and whether each statement accurately
indicates the underlying construct: language proficiency on the ACTFL subscales. This
study addressed those two concerns. Undergraduate Spanish learners at an American
university (N¼ 382) self-assessed their speaking proficiency by responding to a selection of
50NCSSFL-ACTFLCan-Do Statements. A Rasch analysis revealed 15misfitting items that
did not fit the model. The suspected reasons for the misfit were that the statements were
vague, described experiences that the learners may not have had, or assessed multiple skills
in a single statement. However, 35 statements fit themodel. Discussed are how theNCSSFL-
ACTFL Can-Do Statements can be used to self-assess proficiency and how the statements
should be assessed for content validity and psychometric value.
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Introduction
Traditionally, research on assessment in
the field of second language (L2) learning
has focused on the assessment of language
learning, but recent trends in educational
assessment have called for the use of as-
sessment for language learning (Butler,
2016; Nikolov, 2016). Such a shift re-
quires that L2 learners gain awareness
of their language abilities and deficiencies
by taking a more active role in their as-
sessment rather than being the passive
recipients of an outsider’s rating or judg-
ment of their proficiency. One way that
they can participate in this process is to
reflect on their own language use by en-
gaging in self-assessment (Brown, Dewey,
& Cox, 2014).

To facilitate this process, materials
have been developed for language learners
to take stock of what they are able to do in
the target language. Both the Common
European Framework of Reference for
Languages (CEFR; Council of Europe,
2001) and the ACTFL (2012a, 2015)
have developed can-do statements that re-
late to their existing commonly used pro-
ficiency standards. These statements are
designed to be used by language learners
as “self-assessment checklists . . . to assess
what they ‘can do’ with language” (ACTFL,
2015, n.p.).

Some of the benefits associated with
can-do statements are that they are posi-
tive, concrete, clear, brief and can pro-
mote independence (Fang, Yang, &
Zhu, 2011). They are designed to be psy-
chologically affirming, focusing on abili-
ties rather than deficiencies (e.g., “I can
schedule an appointment”). Can-do state-
ments are also clear and brief. They use
specific, understandable language that de-
scribes functional skills rather than lin-
guistic jargon (e.g., “I can describe a
childhood experience”) and they divide
complex language features into short,
simple descriptions (e.g., “I can describe
a place I have visited”). Finally, in line
with learner-centered language teaching
(Little, 2005) and the use of assessment

for language learning (Butler, 2016), can-
do statements are designed to promote
language awareness and independence
by allowing learners to document what
they can do in their L2.

In spite of these benefits, however,
experts in language assessment have ap-
proached can-do statements and their
corresponding language proficiency de-
scriptors cautiously. One reason for this
caution is that instructors could use the
statements for assessment purposes and
the statements have not been validated
for that purpose, nor were they created
for such a purpose. Another important
concern is that the ACTFL (2012a) profi-
ciency scales themselves were “con-
structed according to the shared
experiences and beliefs of language teach-
ers and experts. However, they are not
claimed to be based on a particular lin-
guistic theory or specific pedagogical ap-
proach, or students’ actual performances”
(Shin, 2013, pp. 2–3). The NCSSFL-
ACTFL Can-Do Statements (ACTFL,
2015) were created in the same way and
are questioned in the same manner (Shin,
2013). While this is a reasonable first step
in the construction of language profi-
ciency descriptors and associated can-do
statements, without psychometric valida-
tion it is not certain that the abilities
described in the scales and in the state-
ments are valid or useful for measuring
language proficiency. In the case of the
European scale (the CEFR; Council of
Europe, 2001), extensive empirical work
has been done to scale the proficiency
descriptors using Rasch modeling (North,
2000, 2011; North & Schneider, 1998).
However, very few published studies have
empirically tested the ACTFL (2012a,
2015) scale and its corresponding lan-
guage descriptors, such as those outlined
in the NCSSFL-ACTFL Can-Do State-
ments. Therefore, more work needs to
be done to provide empirical evidence
for the construct validity of the
NCSSFL-ACTFL Can-Do Statements for
language proficiency.
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Literature Review

Assessing the Validity of Oral
Proficiency Self-Assessments
Researchers who have investigated the self-
assessment of oral proficiency have primar-
ily been concerned with the concurrent va-
lidity of the self-assessment instruments
(i.e., how well self-assessments relate to
previously established language assess-
ments). Particularly, researchers have eval-
uated how well self-assessments correlate
with other-assessed language abilities
(e.g., Brown et al., 2014; Malabonga, Ken-
yon, & Carpenter, 2005; Trofimovich,
Isaacs, Kennedy, Saito, & Crowther,
2014). This line of research has not pro-
duced conclusive results. In a meta-analysis
of self-assessment in language testing, Ross
(1998) found that in 29 studies correlating
self-assessments with outside measures of
speaking skills, the average correlation and
effect sizes were smaller than the correla-
tions between self-assessment and reading
or listening. He also observed a large range
in the correlations between self-assessment
and speaking in the studies he surveyed
(from r¼ 0.09 to r¼ 0.78) and therefore
argued that “self-assessment of speaking
skill is quite susceptible to extraneous fac-
tors in the self-assessment process” (pp. 8–
9). Factorsmay include the instrument used
to conduct the self-assessment, the test tak-
er’s interpretation of the assessment (e.g.,
assessing communicative intention rather
than the success of that communication;
Ross, 1998), or the purpose for self-
assessment.

One factor that may lead researchers in
applied linguistics to observe weak correla-
tions between self-assessment and other test
scores is the type of self-assessment instru-
ments used in the research. Recently, Tro-
fimovich et al. (2014, p. 5) compared self-
and other-assessment and observed a weak
relationship between the two. This study
was focused on L2 English learners’ ability
to assess how native-like and comprehensi-
ble their own spoken production was. They
found a nonsignificant correlation between

self- and other-assessed accentedness
(r¼ 0.06, p¼ 0.50) and a weak correlation
between self- and other-assessed compre-
hensibility (r¼ 0.18, p¼ 0.03). It is possible
that the weak associations found in this
study were due to the fact that language
learners are not trained (as applied linguists
are) to assess the linguistic components of
L2 speech. In fact, in an earlier study with
similar findings (albeit with reading self-
assessment), Brantmeier (2006) hypothe-
sized that the self-assessment instrument
she used may have resulted in weak corre-
lations with other-assessment scores. Her
participants assessed their abilities using a
simple questionnaire to rate how well they
thought they understood a reading passage.
She concluded that subsequent research in
self-assessment should consider the use of
“more contextualized, criterion-referenced
self-assessment instruments” (p. 30).

More recent research has responded to
this call for studying criterion-referenced
self-assessments (i.e., measurements of per-
formances as they relate to criteria or de-
scriptions of what learners can do with
language at given levels) by investigating
the use of proficiency descriptors and
related can-do statements for the self-
assessment of oral skills. Brown et al.
(2014, p. 276) provided three pieces of va-
lidity evidence for a selection of ACTFL
Can-Do Statements targeting spoken profi-
ciency: the researchers assessed reliability,
the predictive validity of the statements for
Oral Proficiency Interview (OPI) scores,
and whether the item difficulty ascended
according to the hierarchy of the ACTFL
(2012a) scale. Unlike Trofimovich et al.
(2014), they found significant small to
medium-sized correlations between both
pre-study-abroad OPI scores and self-
assessments (r¼ 0.27) and between post-
study-abroad OPI scores and self-assess-
ments (r¼ 0.21). They also found that the
items ascended in the order predicted, based
on a Rasch analysis. However, they only
considered whether items followed the
order of the major thresholds (i.e., Novice,
Intermediate, Advanced, and Superior), and
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not the order of the sublevels (e.g., Novice
Low, Novice Mid, Novice High). Another
area that they left unexplored was how well
the items fit the Rasch model, which would
have provided evidence of construct
validity.

Taken together, these studies suggest
that learners may be better equipped to
self-assess functional speaking skills than
the more fine-grained linguistic compo-
nents of speech and that the use of crite-
rion-referenced instruments such as can-
do statements may facilitate this process.
However, while this body of research has
provided some preliminary validity evi-
dence by establishing links between can-
do statements and criterion references,
minimal work has looked at the construct
validity of these instruments. More work
needs to be done on assessing the perfor-
mance of actual instrument items, since as
many researchers have pointed out (e.g.,
Hulstijn, 2007; Shin, 2013; Weir, 2005),
the descriptors of levels of language profi-
ciency are not tied to any theory of lan-
guage development and therefore the
construct is not well defined. This is prob-
lematic, because a proficiency test can only
be considered valid for measuring lan-
guage proficiency if this attribute exists
(Borsboom, Mellenbergh, & van Heerden,
2004). In other words, in order for a test to
provide evidence of construct validity, re-
searchers must be able to demonstrate that
the test measures what it claims to mea-
sure, which is difficult if the construct is
not well defined.

Factors That Threaten the Validity of
Assessment Items
Heilenman (1990) called for language test-
ing researchers to identify which factors
influence how well self-assessment items
function and how assessees respond to
them in order to refine questionnaire items.
Since this call, research has uncovered a
number of item features that mitigate and
threaten the usefulness of self-assessment
questionnaires. Haladyna, Downing, and

Rodriguez (2002) synthesized the consen-
sus from educational testing textbooks and
research targeting classroom assessment to
create a taxonomy of guidelines for item
writing. Their first suggestion was that “ev-
ery item should reflect specific content and
a single specific mental behavior” (p. 312).
Other research has shown that explicitly
negative statements (e.g., “I cannot. . .”)
tend to function poorly in L2 self-
assessment, as higher-ability learners tend
to endorse these statements (Heilenman,
1990; Jones, 2002). This has prompted
test developers to phrase items in terms of
things test takers can do (ACTFL, 2015;
Council of Europe, 2001).

In terms of how items function, Turner
(1984) identified two main factors that con-
tribute to unexpected responses to self-
report items: items that are vague or that
have ambiguous referents, and items that
are irrelevant to a test taker’s daily life.
More recent research has documented
how each of these factors can influence
self-report responses in the context of lan-
guage testing. For example, Jones (2002)
found that can-do statements that are brief
and vague tend to be easier for test takers to
endorse than anticipated by test designers.
Conversely, he identified statements about
language use that include highly specific
examples, refer to stressful situations, or
involve channels such as speaking on the
phone as more difficult than expected.

Commenting on why the CEFR can-do
statements do not distinguish well between
adjacent levels of language proficiency,
Weir (2005) noted, “[t]he likely root cause
is that so few contextual parameters or de-
scriptions of successful performance are at-
tached to such ‘Can-do’ statements. Both
the context and the quality of performance
may be needed to ground these distinc-
tions” (p. 288). Not surprisingly, research
on the self-assessment of language profi-
ciency has confirmed that items addressing
skills that are relevant to test takers’ lives
function better than those that are less rele-
vant (Butler & Lee, 2006; Ross, 1998;
Suzuki, 2015). Ross (1998) found that
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self-assessment items that matched instruc-
tional content correlated more strongly
with outside measures than did more ab-
stract proficiency-based items. Building on
this finding, Butler and Lee (2006) found
that the more recently learners had engaged
in a self-assessment task in the classroom,
the more accurate their scores were. Suzuki
(2015) found that learners with more expe-
rience in the target language in more natu-
ralistic settings, measured by length of
residency, had less discrepancy between
their self-assessed proficiency and that as-
sessed by outside measures. Clearly, the
contexts addressed in can-do statements
have an impact on how test takers respond
to them, and those that are unfamiliar to the
test-taking population are likely not useful
for measuring language proficiency.

Motivation for the Current Study
This study draws on data that were col-
lected as part of the National Security Ed-
ucation Program’s (2016) Language
Flagship Proficiency Initiative, which pro-
vided ACTFL language tests to L2 learners
at three American universities over the
course of three academic years (fall 2014
until spring 2017). All students in the
project took the ACTFL OPI-computerized
(OPIc) in the language they were learning.
At the current study’s institution, each
year each student was able to self-select
which of five OPIc level tests to take,
which ranged in proficiency from Novice
Low to Superior.

In the first semester of the larger proj-
ect, students at this university were told to
self-select which level of OPIc to take by
responding to the ACTFL’s quick self-as-
sessment of language proficiency that was
provided on the first page of the OPIc: On
the testWeb site, the language learners were
presented with five sentences, which were
matched to the five levels of the test. For
example, Sentence 1 was “I can name basic
objects, colors, days of the week, foods,
clothing items, numbers, etc. I cannot al-
ways make a complete sentence or ask

simple questions.” If the student believed
that this statement represented his or her
proficiency level, he or she was instructed to
take OPIc Level 1. The Level 1 test assessed
Novice Low through Novice High skills,
and the Level 5 test assessed Advanced
Low to Superior-level language skills.
Thus, selecting the wrong test level could
result in the nonscoring of the learners’
responses. If a learner took a level test
that was too difficult, instead of a profi-
ciency rating the test taker would get a score
of “below rate,” meaning that the raters
were unable to rate the speech provided.1

After the first semester of testing, it became
clear that the undergraduate students
needed a more nuanced way to self-select
their OPIc test level (they were taking level
tests that were too hard—49 students that
semester received “below rate” scores); thus
the principal investigator and the project
team created a more nuanced, 50-statement
self-assessment of language proficiency us-
ing the NCSSFL-ACTFL Can-Do State-
ments (ACTFL, 2015).

Because language testers are primarily
concerned with establishing the validity of
the tests that they use—and at the heart of
this endeavor is determining whether a test
measures what it claims to measure (Bors-
boom et al., 2004)—the current study con-
tinued this line of research by comparing
the difficulty of the 50 selected NCSSFL-
ACTFL Can-Do Statements that made up
the self-assessment instrument described
above with both the threshold levels (Nov-
ice, Intermediate, Advanced, and Superior)
and the sublevels (Low, Mid, and High) of
the ACTFL (2012a) scale to which they are
assigned, seeking evidence for construct
validity and searching for possible explan-
ations for why misfitting items may not
successfully measure language proficiency.
The study was guided by the following
research questions:

1. To what extent do the difficulty levels of
the Can-Do Statements match the hier-
archy of the statements’ assigned ACTFL
(2012a) levels and sublevels?
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2. Towhat extent do the individual Can-Do
Statements fit the ACTFL’s unitary and
hierarchical model of spoken language
proficiency when used for self-assess-
ment? If they do not fit, can a reason
for the misfit be identified in the content
of the statements?

Method

Participants
The participants in the present study were
university-level Spanish students who took
the 50-statement self-assessment and the
OPIc in spring 2015. The students were in
the second semester of university-level
Spanish (N¼ 113), the fourth semester
(N¼ 132), the sixth semester (N¼ 102),
and the eighth semester (N¼ 35), for a total
of 382 Spanish language learners.

Materials
The materials included a computer-
adaptive self-assessment questionnaire
that included five testlets, or sets of 10
Can-Do Statements. The 50 statements
were selected to represent the five levels
of the OPIc from the fuller list of
NCSSFL-ACTFLCan-DoStatements (2015)
by one of the principal investigators of the
Language Proficiency Flagship Initiative
(National Security Education Program,
2016) and the project’s research team at
the university at which the study was con-
ducted. The principal investigators and
the project team consulted with ACTFL
colleagues in Alexandria, Virginia, and
White Plains, New York, to verify that the
statements represented the OPIc levels
as accurately as possible. Each statement
was followed by a Likert scale: Participants
rated their ability to execute the task de-
scribed in each statement on a scale ranging
from one to four: 1 (“I cannot do this yet”),
2 (“I can do this with much help”), 3 (“I can
do this with some help”), and 4 (“Yes, I can
do this well”).2 The 50 statements that
appeared in the self-assessment as well as

information on both the ACTFL sublevels
from which the 50 statements were selected
and the way in which the statements were
arranged into the five testlets are presented
in a supplemental file that can be down-
loaded from the IRIS database (https://
www.iris-database.org/iris/app/home/detail?
id=york:932721).

Procedure
As part of the larger project, the Spanish
language learners came into computer labs
during their intact classes (which were 50
minutes in duration) to take a background
questionnaire, the self-assessmentwith the50
Can-Do statements, and then the OPIc
(ACTFL, 2012b). If learners indicated that
they could not do well on 9 or more Can-
Do Statements in a set of 10, then they were
recommended to take that level’s OPIc. If the
learners indicated that they could do 9 or
more of the 10 Can-Do statements well,
then they moved on to the next set of 10.
At Level 5, if the learners indicated that they
could do 8 out of the 10 very well, then they
were recommended to take the Level 5 OPIc;
otherwise, they were recommended to take
theLevel 4OPIc.Table1 shows thenumberof
participants who completed each of the levels
of the self-assessment questionnaire and how
many students were recommended to take
which levels. Since OPIcs are official ACTFL
tests, they were rated by certified ACTFL
raters according to the ACTFL (2012a) profi-
ciency guidelines for speaking.

Data Analysis
The test takers’ item responses to the self-
assessment questionnaire were analyzed
using a Rasch model (Rasch, 1960). One
of the major assumptions of item response
modeling is that the items of a test measure
a single latent trait (Embretson & Reise,
2000). In order to test this assumption
using a Rasch model, researchers should
provide evidence of unidimensionality and
item fit to the model. Linacre (2016b)
suggested that evidence for multiple di-
mensions can be assessed using a principal
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components analysis (PCA) of residuals. A
secondary dimension (i.e., evidence that
threatens the assumption of unidimen-
sionality) is indicated by an eigenvalue
greater than 2.0 for the first factor in the
PCA and by a disattenuated correlation
substantially less than 1.00 between sepa-
rately calibrated theta scores. The second
assumption is that all items in a test fit the
model. An item is said to fit if it generates
item responses that align with what the
model predicts (e.g., the most difficult
Can-Do Statements would only be checked
as “Yes, I can do this well” by test takers
with the highest ability). Items that elicit
unexpected responses from test takers mis-
fit the model (e.g., an item with a low
difficulty estimate that is not endorsed
by a high-ability test taker). Fit to the
Rasch model is assessed by measures of
infit and outfit. Infit is “sensitive to unex-
pected patterns of observations by persons
on items that are roughly targeted on
them,” while outfit is “more sensitive to
unexpected observations by persons on
items that are relatively very easy or very
hard for them” (Linacre, 2016b, n.p.). The
expected value for these two measures is
1.00; higher values indicate more error
than expected, while lower values indicate
more redundancy than expected. If the
parameters for dimensionality and model
fit are met, then Rasch measurement pro-
vides evidence of construct validity, which
is widely considered the most important

step in assessing the validity of a test
(AERA, APA, & NCME, 2014; Cumming,
1996).

The item responses to the self-assess-
ment by the 382 test takers in the current
study were analyzed using WINSTEPS
Version 3.92 (Linacre, 2016a). Responses
for participants who did not complete all
of the self-assessment items were entered as
missing data. A Rasch rating scale model
(Andrich, 1978) was selected for the analy-
sis because each item of the questionnaire
was rated on the same scale.3 The model
gave the probability of a given item re-
sponse, taking into consideration the test
takers’ ability and each item’s difficulty.

First, the model was evaluated by con-
ducting a difficulty analysis of the items by
comparing the item difficulty estimated by
the Raschmodel and the ACTFL proficiency
level associated with these items. The item
difficulties were plotted on a Wright map,
and the mean item difficulty for items at
each threshold level (i.e., Novice, Interme-
diate, Advanced, and Superior) and sublevel
(e.g., Novice Low, Novice Mid, and Novice
High) were calculated to determine whether
the items ascended in the order of difficulty
defined by the ACTFL scale.

Next, to test the assumption that the
self-assessment items used in this study are
useful for measuring spoken language pro-
ficiency, the rating scale model was ana-
lyzed for dimensionality and item fit.
Dimensionality was assessed with a PCA

TABLE 1

Number of Participants Who Completed Each Level of the Self-Assessment

Questionnaire
statements

Corresponding
OPIc level

N of test takers who
responded to statements

at that level

N recommended
to take that level

of OPIc

1–10 1 382 241
11–20 2 141 57
21–30 3 84 33
31–40 4 51 32
41–50 5 38 19
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of the residuals. A relaxed fit analysis cutoff
of between 0.6 and 1.4 (Wright & Linacre,
1994) was adopted as the criterion for de-
termining fit to the Rasch model.

Results
This study first investigated the extent to
which the difficulty of the statements (esti-
mated by the Rasch model) matched the
ACTFL (2012a) proficiency levels associ-
ated with the Can-Do Statements. Mean
logit scores from the Rasch analysis were
calculated for the statements belonging to
each of the threshold levels (i.e., Novice,
Intermediate, Advanced, and Superior)
and sublevels (e.g., Novice Low, Novice
Mid, and Novice High) to evaluate whether
they ascended according to the hierarchy of
the ACTFL (2012a) scale.

The mean difficulty estimates for each
of the major threshold levels, presented in
Table 2, ascended in the expected order:
Novice statements were the easiest, fol-
lowed by Intermediate and Advanced,
with Superior statements being the most
difficult. Furthermore, the 95% confidence
intervals for each threshold did not overlap,
which suggests that the mean statement
difficulty at each of the major ACTFL levels
differs to a statistically significant degree.

For the most part, the mean difficulty
estimates for the ACTFL sublevels, pre-
sented in Table 3, ascended as anticipated
(although the 95% confidence intervals for
adjacent means all overlapped, so the differ-
ences between sublevels cannot be

statistically significant). However, there
was one notable exception: a decrease in
difficulty from Advanced Low (M¼ 1.72,
SD¼ 1.51) to Advanced Mid (M¼ 1.37, SD
¼ 1.32), rather than an increase.

Inspection of the Wright map, in
Figure 1, sheds some light on why the
Advanced Low and Mid levels did not as-
cend in the anticipated order. The right
half of the map displays each item and
its intended ACTFL sublevel in order of
difficulty based on item responses. Items at
the top of the map were rated the most
difficult, and items at the bottom were the
easiest. The range of item difficulty for the
Advanced Low and Advanced Mid suble-
vels spans a wide distance (from �0.03 to
4.14 logits for Advanced Low and from
�0.49 to 2.85 logits for Advanced Mid).
In addition, these ranges closely over-
lapped, and the Advanced Mid range in-
cluded items with the easiest item
difficulty estimates of the two levels while
the Advanced Low range included the
most difficult items in the analysis; these
values could have skewed this sublevel’s
mean difficulty estimate higher than the
Advanced Mid sublevel.

The second research question ad-
dressed whether the individual Can-Do
Statements fit the ACTFL’s model of spoken
language proficiency when used for self-
assessment and was answered by evaluating
the dimensionality and fit to the model of
the 50 Can-Do self-assessment statements
describing spoken language proficiency.
The initial Rasch rating scale model had a

TABLE 2

Descriptive Statistics for Difficulty Estimates of ACTFL Threshold Levels

ACTFL threshold N Mean logit score (SD) SE 95% CI

1 - Novice 10 –3.33 (1.25) 0.39 [–4.22, �2.44]
2 - Intermediate 17 –0.68 (1.46) 0.36 [–1.43, 0.07]
3 - Advanced 21 1.78 (1.34) 0.29 [1.18, 2.39]
4 - Superior 2 3.72 (0.08) 0.06 [2.96, 4.48]

Note: N¼ number of statements.
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person reliability of 0.95, indicating that the
self-assessment instrument discriminated
well between test takers of varying profi-
ciency levels. To test the assumption of
unidimensionality, the model was analyzed
using a PCA of the residuals. The aim of the
PCA was to determine whether the instru-
ment under consideration was measuring
multiple dimensions.

The Rasch dimension explained 59.9%
of the variance while the largest secondary
dimension, or first contrast in the residuals,
explained 2.4% of the variance. The eigen-
value of this first contrast was 3.04, or the
strength of approximately three items.
However, the disattenuated correlation for
person measures was 1.00 and the contrast
plot (shown in the supplemental file, avail-
able on the IRIS database at https://www.
iris-database.org/iris/app/home/detail?id
=york:932722) did not show a group of
three outlying items at the bottom or the
top of the plot. Inspection of the items with
the highest and lowest factor loadings did
not reveal any obvious contrasts in content:
Both clusters contained items from both the
interactional and the presentational modes
of speaking, and both covered different
topics and proficiency levels (as shown in

the supplemental file on the IRIS database).
Finally, according to Holmes (1982), “an
item set may be considered unidimensional
if the first eigenvalue from the analysis is
large compared to the second, and all eigen-
values other than the first are the same size”
(p. 141). This was exactly the case for the
values in this analysis: The first eigenvalue
was large (59.9%) and the first through the
fifth contrasts were similar in size, ranging
from 3.04 to 2.18. Therefore, it appears that
the unexplained variance may be due to
random noise. In summary, the PCA did
not provide any evidence of multidimen-
sionality, which means that this set of items
can be considered unidimensional and is
appropriate for use with Rasch analysis.

With sufficient evidence that the items
were measuring a single dimension, spoken
language proficiency, the next step of the
Rasch analysis was to determine how well
the items measured the underlying trait. A
relaxed fit analysis cutoff of between 0.6 and
1.4 (Wright & Linacre, 1994) was adopted
as the criterion for determining misfit to the
Rasch model. Fifteen items, presented in
Table 4, displayed outfit values that were
outside the cutoff range. These misfit values
suggest that these 15 items did not

TABLE 3

Descriptive Statistics for Difficulty Estimates of ACTFL Sublevels

ACTFL sublevel N Mean logit score (SD) SE 95% CI

1 - Nov-Low 2 –4.06 (0.88) 0.62 –12.00, 3.89
2 - Nov-Mid 7 –3.39 (1.19) 0.45 –4.49, �2.29
3 - Nov-High 1 –1.42a — —

4 - Int-Low 3 –1.82 (0.36) 0.21 –2.73, �0.91
5 - Int-Mid 6 –1.48 (1.24) 0.51 –2.77, �0.18
6 - Int-High 8 0.34 (1.22) 0.43 –0.68, 1.36
7 - Adv-Low 10 1.72 (1.51) 0.48 0.65, 2.81
8 - Adv-Mid 7 1.37b (1.32) 0.50 0.15, 2.58
9 - Adv-High 4 2.65 (0.42) 0.21 1.98, 3.32
10 - Superior 2 3.72 (0.08) 0.06 2.95, 4.48

Notes: aBecause there was only one statement at the Novice High level in the instrument, the
mean logit score was not included in the difficulty analysis. bThe mean logit score at this
level falls out of the expected order.
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FIGURE 1

Wright Map of Test Taker Ability and Item Difficulty

Note: A period indicates one person. A hash mark is equal to three people.
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contribute to the unidimensional measure-
ment of spoken proficiency. They are, in
other words, psychometrically problematic
items.

A second Rasch analysis was conducted
by deleting the 15 items with the greatest
misfit. This resulted in a final version that
included 35 items with both infit and outfit
mean square values that all fell within 0.6
and 1.4. This revised model had a person
reliability of 0.94. In terms of dimensional-
ity, 64% of the variance was explained by
the Rasch dimension, while 3% of the vari-
ance was explained by the largest secondary
dimension. The eigenvalue of the first con-
trast decreased to 2.92 and the disattenu-
ated correlation remained at 1.00, and there
was still no evidence from the content of the
items in the first contrast that a secondary
dimension was at play. These findings pro-
vide evidence that the remaining 35 items
are useful for measuring spoken language
proficiency among college-level Spanish
learners.

Discussion
The purpose of this study was to analyze 50
NCSSFL-ACTFL Can-Do Statements
(ACTFL, 2015) targeting spoken language
proficiency that were selected with input
from the ACTFL and Language Testing In-
ternational. The first research question ad-
dressed the extent to which the difficulty of
the items considered in this study would
follow the hierarchy predicted in the
ACTFL scale. Comparison of the mean
Rasch difficulty estimates for items at each
of the major threshold levels of the ACTFL
scale revealed that the mean logit scores
ascended in the anticipated order and that
mean differences were statistically signifi-
cant. This finding is in line with Brown et al.
(2014), who found that the NCSSFL-
ACTFL Can-Do Statements that they mod-
eled ascended in the same order of difficulty
as the threshold levels in the scale (although
not to a statistically significant degree).

The current study took the analysis
one step further by considering the mean

difficulty estimates for the sublevels at each
proficiency level, which revealed that most
sublevel means ascended in the predicted
order. However, the mean difficulty score
for items at the Advanced Low level was
higher than items at the Advanced Mid level,
and the ranges of these categories overlapped
considerably. This phenomenon was not
completely unexpected. For example, Shin
(2013, p. 4) warned that learners’ perfor-
mances may not always indicate their level
of proficiency because language learners may
differ in their interactions with the tasks and/
or may have unstable language abilities be-
cause they are, in fact, learners. Further, it
may not be possible to create can-do state-
ments that precisely discriminate at the sub-
level. The findings of this study showed
significant differences in difficulty between
items at the major threshold levels, as ex-
pected. But the sublevel identifications were
less accurate. A reviewer pointed out that this
may not be unexpected because in theory the
sublevels describe examinee performance be-
tween two adjacent levels where barely sus-
tained performance of the floor level is
associated with the Low sublevel, strong per-
formance of the floor level with some success
at the ceiling level indicates Mid sublevel
proficiency, and near sustaining performance
at the ceiling level indicatesHigh proficiency.
These theoretical interpretations of Low,
Mid, and High suggest that researchers
should not expect to find unique differences
in the difficulty of items at the sublevels.

One might also speculate, based on the
data reported here, that items from the Ad-
vanced Low level address topics or experi-
ences that many college students are not
familiar with. For example, the most diffi-
cult items from this sublevel clustered with
the items from the Superior level and ad-
dressed topics (Item 42: “I can present an
explanation for a social or community proj-
ect or policy”) or experiences (Item 41: “I
can interview for a job or service opportu-
nity in my field of service”) with which
many college students may not be familiar.
It is likely that most college students have
not interviewed for a job in the target
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language, making it very difficult for them
to accurately judge the difficulty of this and
other tasks with which they do not yet have
personal experience. An alternate explana-
tion is that for this population the skills
described in these Advanced-level items
may represent language use that better de-
scribes Superior-level language proficiency.

Although the ACTFL speaking profi-
ciency guidelines (2012a, n.p.) “are intended
to be used for global assessment in academic
and workplace settings,” these findings sug-
gest that some items may not be well targeted
for college-age test takers, let alone test takers
in secondary settings. Younger learners, such
as students who have K–12 experience in
dual-immersion settings, working adults,
and college students, may have different
enough foreign language experiences and
needs that they should be considered different
populations, requiring test items that are
normed accordingly. These findings (differ-
ences in item difficulty between college Span-
ish students’ item responses and predicted
ACTFL difficulty levels) merit further study
so that when the proficiency descriptors and
performance indicators are revised in the fu-
ture, empirical evidence can be provided for
the difficulty of the descriptors for all age
groups (i.e., young children, children, teens,
college students, and working adults). Only a
selectionof theCan-DoStatements for spoken
proficiency have been analyzed in this study
andbyBrown et al. (2014), so another area for
future research is to evaluate the statements
that target reading, listening, and writing.

The second research question assessed
how well the 50 items included in the anal-
ysis fit the Rasch model measuring spoken
language proficiency. Fifteen items did not
fit the model, and when these items were
deleted there was evidence that the remain-
ing 35 items did in fact measure a single
latent trait. Specifically, the remaining items
had fit values that fell within an acceptable
range and did not display any obvious evi-
dence of multidimensionality.

As for the 15 misfitting items, the dis-
cussion that follows outlines three possible
reasonswhy these items elicited unexpected

response patterns from test takers in the
current study and also offers recommended
revisions. According to Jones (2002), dis-
crepancies in item difficulty betweenwhat is
observed and what is predicted can often be
explained by considering the features of the
misfitting items. The items in the present
study that did not fit the model displayed a
number of features that have been docu-
mented in the literature on response pat-
terns to self-assessment items (Haladyna
et al., 2002; Heilenman, 1990; Jones,
2002; Ross, 1998; Suzuki, 2015; Turner,
1984): items that addressed multiple skills,
items that depended on specific experiences
using the target language, and items that
were vague. These problematic item fea-
tures are shown in the last three columns
of Table 4 for each of the misfitting items.
The research team discussed the misfitting
items and reached consensus as to which
misfit category each item belonged to.

The majority of the misfitting items (11
outof 15) includedoneormore coordinating
conjunctions (i.e., and, or). Combining two
skills that may have different degrees of dif-
ficulty and for which learners have different
degrees ofmasterymay have influenced their
fit to the model. For example, Item 1 (“I can
say the date and day of the week”) involves
two skills with different degrees of difficulty.
Saying the day of the week simply requires
vocabulary knowledge of the days of the
week, whereas saying the date requires
both vocabulary knowledge of the months
and numbers and knowledge of how to com-
bine this information. Although several
other items that did fit the Rasch model
included coordinating conjunctions, it is
generally accepted that assessment items
should target only one skill (Haladyna
et al., 2002). The unexpected item response
patterns for some items that contained coor-
dinating conjunctions may be due to the
disparate nature of the skills being assessed,
a problem that is exacerbated whenmultiple
coordinating conjunctions are used in the
same statement (Items 5, 8, 30, and 33).

Another feature of items that did not fit
themodelwas that theywere brief and vague.
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In the present analysis, four items fit this
description (Items 13, 14, 15, and 23). These
items were all noticeably shorter than the
other statements and included topics that
were not specific (“asking for help,” “daily
routines,” “interests,” and “past experien-
ces”). A daily routine, for example, could
be anything from what a person does (e.g.,
working 8 hours per day) to a more detailed,
grammar-focused (i.e., reflexive verbs) list of
a person’s morning routine that is found in
many foreign language textbooks and curric-
ula (e.g., Garcia & Asenci�on, 2001). The
finding corroborates Jones’s (2002) analysis
of the CEFR Can-Do Statements (Council of
Europe, 2001), which showed that items that
were brief and included topics that were
vague tended to elicit response patterns
that were easier than expected.

Five of the statements that did notfit the
model made reference to experiences or
knowledge with which the typical college
Spanish student may not have much experi-
ence (Items 18, 30, 32, 38, and 47). Research
has clearly shown that self-assessment items
that are not relevant to students’ lives tend to
function less well than items that describe
skills with which students have experience
in the classroom or in naturalistic settings
(Butler & Lee, 2006; Ross, 1998; Suzuki,
2015; Turner, 1984). Among these items,
numbers 18 and 30 described experiences
that likely would require having spent time
abroad, having made friends who speak the
target language, or having experienced a
medical emergency. Without this kind of
experience, it would be very difficult to eval-
uate whether one can effectively carry out
these tasks in the target language. Items 32
and47, on theother hand, includedmodes of
communication that could bemore common
in a language classroom. However, without
the experience of giving a presentation spe-
cifically about one’s interests or defending
one’s views in a debate format, it may not be
possible to self-judge these skills. Item 38 (“I
can exchange general information about lei-
sure and travel, such as the world’s most
visited sites ormost beautiful places to visit”)
required very specific travel knowledge,

which could have made this statement
more difficult for assessees to endorse as
something they could do (Jones, 2002).
Without experience performing these skills,
college-aged examinees would likely be un-
able to judge how difficult the tasks actually
were, causing them to guess and leading to
measurement error (Haladyna et al., 2002).

In addition to the above issues that
were common to multiple questionnaire
items, two other item features are of note.
First, Item 32 (“I can give a presentation
about my interests, hobbies, lifestyle, or
preferred activities”) may be a skill that
test takers would not have experience doing
because this genre does not reflect real-life
language use. Second, Items 12 (“I can de-
scribe a place I have visited or want to visit”)
and 33 (“I can ask for and provide descrip-
tions of places I know and also places I
would like to visit”) describe language use
that might not be possible (i.e., describing a
place one has not yet visited).

The current study has informed the
larger Language Flagship Proficiency Initia-
tive by signaling which items in the self-
assessment were not good indicators of spo-
ken language proficiency. The research team
revised the misfitting items identified in this
analysis for subsequent data collection and
analyses (Tigchelaar, 2017) so that the self-
assessment instrument would elicit item re-
sponses from test takers that may better fit
the model measuring spoken proficiency.
The items that included coordinating con-
junctions were revised by separating them
into distinct statements that would be evalu-
ated separately. For example, Item 1 was
changed to two items: “I can say the day of
the week” and “I can say the date.”

To address the misfitting items in the
assessment instrument that were brief and
vague, these items were removed and re-
placed with more specific statements. An-
other option for revision would be to make
the items more specific by including an
exemplification (Weir, 2005). For example,
Item 15, “I can talk about my interests and
hobbies,” could be modified to give specific
examples of topics that test takers might
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address when they discuss their interests
(e.g., “I can talk about my interests, such
as sports, music, parties”).

Finally, several misfitting items in-
cluded in the self-assessment addressed ex-
periences that college students may not
have had. To increase the content validity
of the instrument, these items were replaced
with skills that are targeted to the popula-
tion’s typical foreign language experiences
(e.g., describing summer plans or talking
about weekend activities).

When interpreting these results, note
that in this study the NCSSFL-ACTFL Can-
Do Statements (ACTFL, 2015) were ana-
lyzed as a means of approximating college
learners’ L2 proficiency. However, this is
not one of the intended uses for the state-
ments. Rather, two purposes are articulated
for theCan-Do Statements: “[f]or programs,
the statements provide learning targets for
curriculum and unit design, serving as per-
formance indicators; for language learners,
the statements provide a way to chart their
progress through incremental steps” (p. 1).
In spite of this slight difference in uses, the
item response analysis of the self-assess-
ment instrument as a measure of foreign
language proficiency in this study provides
a picture of (1) whether the skills articu-
lated in the statements are important indi-
cators or learning targets for foreign
language proficiency, and (2) whether the
incremental steps documented in the Can-
Do Statements match actual gains in lan-
guage proficiency. Areas for future research
include modifying the misfitting items that
were identified in the current study to create
items that potentially provide a more accu-
rate and precise measurement of spoken
language proficiency that targets foreign
language learners at the K–12 level, at the
postsecondary level, and in the workplace.

Although it seems premature to make
pedagogical recommendations, this study
has implications for foreign language assess-
ment, which involves all language instruc-
tors to some degree. The Can-Do Statements
(ACTFL, 2015) are ripe for use as a self-
assessment tool, but instructors should be

aware that when they select specific state-
ments for classroom use, they can be selec-
tive. The data in this study suggest that some
of the Can-Do Statements may not be rele-
vant for usewith all populations andmaynot
be interpreted in the same way by all lan-
guage learners. Instructors may want to
work with students (conduct a needs analy-
sis) to identify what types of language use
and performance they envision needing and
thenmatch those needs with statements that
describe them.

Conclusion
The aim of this study was to assess the
validity of 50 selected NCSSFL-ACTFL
Can-Do Statements (ACTFL, 2015) for
use with postsecondary Spanish language
learners using an item response analysis.
Specifically, the items were analyzed in
terms of their order of difficulty and fit to
a Rasch model, which served as a proxy for
the unitary and hierarchical model of profi-
ciency represented by the ACTFL scale de-
scriptors, to determine their suitability for
measuring foreign language proficiency.
The results showed that overall, the mean
difficulty of the statements ascended ac-
cording to the hierarchy of the ACTFL
(2012a) scale, with the exception of items
at the Advanced Low and Advanced Mid
levels. The Rasch model provided evidence
of construct validity for 35 of the Can-Do
Statements; the remaining 15 statements
did not fit the model measuring proficiency.
These statements were vague, described
experiences that college-age language stu-
dents may not have had, or assessed multi-
ple skills in a single item, suggesting that
these items are not useful for measuring
language proficiency for this population.
This research underscores the importance
of carefully designed assessment items
whose content is targeted to the test-taking
population. In addition, the results of this
study provide evidence for the need to con-
tinue to refine the content and scaling of the
ACTFL (2015) performance indicators for
language proficiency.
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Notes
1. An anonymous reviewer provided a use-

ful explanation for “below rate” ratings:
OPIc raters use floor and ceiling scoring,
meaning that they need to hear speech
that is sustained at one of themajor levels
andfindevidenceof linguistic breakdown
at the next major level. Thus if a Novice
High examinee took a test that did not
have a Novice floor, then this examinee
would be in constant breakdown and
the rater would be unable to determine
the major level that the examinee was at.

2. A four-point scale was chosen to force test
takers to make a decision about whether
they were more able or less able to perform
the skills. No operational definition of help
was provided to the test takers; what is
important for the use of the rating scale,
however, is that thecategorieswereordered.

3. Sufficient evidence that the rating scale
worked as it was designed was observed.
First, the averagemeasure increased from
Category one to Category four: 1 (M= –
1.39), 2 (M= –0.03), 3 (M= 2.63), 4
(M= 5.69). In addition, the distribution
of the item responses was unimodal and
peaked in Category four (Linacre, 2002).
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